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    Chapter 1


    


    Melissa rose up through the layers of sleep like a cork discharging from a bottle of cheap fizzy wine. Gasping, her nightie clinging to her sticky torso, she emerged wide eyed into the half light of early morning, her heart pounding in her chest. Closing her eyes tightly, she took a deep, tremulous breath and lay perfectly still, struggling to remember a half forgotten dream that was like trying to clutch a feather from the air. How could the imprint of something you couldn’t recall make you feel so damnably wretched?


    Giving up on the maddeningly elusive answer, she opened her eyes and dared a glance at the clock, which announced in a shocking display of luminous green digits that it was 6.59 a.m. Only a matter of seconds before she had to get up. But she really didn’t feel like getting up. Not least because outside a thrill seeking wind roared through the valley, beating rain in waves against the windows and stone walls of the lodge, whistling coldly beneath the eaves. As the first beep of the alarm echoed in the room, it was silenced by a heavy fist. With a long sigh (miserable that she still could not recall what was making her feel so wretched), she tugged at the quilt and yanking it upwards she buried her head beneath it. Defiantly she squeezed her eyelids closed. Damn today, she decided, she would sleep through it and start afresh tomorrow.


    The door burst open and a pair of identical pyjama clad wildebeests launched themselves through the portal and landed on her bed, hooves and sharp knees forcing groans as air was pummeled from her crushed chest.


    “Happy birthday,” they chorused with enough volume to be heard half way across Devon. Meli’s face contorted like a dried old sprout. White knuckled, her fingers clung to the quilt as though her childrens lives depended on it, not wanting to expose them to the sight of her hideously deformed features which, at the very least, would likely put them into therapy for life. So that was it. Today was the 5th May, the day she had been dreading every single day for the past year. There was no disturbing dream, no nightmare; she felt respectably depressed because it was her forty-first birthday. Because of the other thing.


    She inhaled sharply, fighting back the memories that now they had been released were like thousands of tiny demons attacking her with spears. Suddenly she didn’t want to stay in bed, not with them. Gritting her teeth until she was sure that her gums must be on the verge of bleeding, she steeled herself to meet the day, determined that she wouldn’t let the world know that it had got the better of her, not again. The instant her fingers relaxed their hold, the quilt was ripped away, and she was blinking in the glare of the overhead light. Now, if her mood was 0.10 on the miserable-ometer scale on waking, the bold aroma of strong coffee that wafted around her nostrils, brought her up to 0.05.


    Her coffee appeared through the doorway, borne high on a tray balanced expertly on the palm of her husband’s hand. Depositing it on the bedside cabinet, he wrestled their ten year old twin sons, David and George from the bed, one stuffed under each arm. With the boys giggling and shrieking loudly, he secured them firmly to the carpet by the backs of their collars.


    “Let mum breath,” Cal told them, grinning at his wife over their heads, only releasing them from his hold when he was reasonably confident that they had calmed down sufficiently to stop using her as a trampoline.


    “Happy birthday Meli.” Leaning down he dropped a kiss on her cold lips. “How does it feel to be forty-one?” he whispered in her ear.


    Had he no mercy? She threw him a withering glare; one that she sincerely hoped conveyed an entire string of non-verbal sentiments to his doubly insensitive remarks. When he only laughed, she glanced away, realising that she had been duped. The day was just getting better by the minute, she fumed to herself. Squirming to a sitting position, she turned her attention to the tray with its steaming mug. But before she could mollify herself by grabbing her desperately needed coffee, Cal scooped a pile of cards from the tray and placed them in her groping fingers. Outsmarted, she cursed inwardly. She could almost taste the coffee on her tongue; still, she supposed she should at least give the impression of participating in her special day, even if only for the sake of her boys. She noted that her daughter hadn’t bothered to make an appearance.


    With as much enthusiasm as a dead frog bobbing around in the gunky stuff you find at the bottom of a pond, she forced herself to tear open the cards, her eyes skipping down the lines of verse, grimacing at some of the totally unnecessary and vulgar jokes about her advancing years. Eventually she was down to the final two envelops. She left the largest one, the one from Cal, until last. Tearing open the other one, she tipped out two similar sized cards, both handmade from the dismembered remains of a Cornflake box, which she knew would be from the twins. Placing them side by side on her lap, she studied them for a moment. They both portrayed the lodge, and apart from tiny differentials in the scale of the images, they looked almost identical. Although why was she surprised by this? Right from the time their tiny fingers had first held a crayon, the twins had frequently displayed an uncanny ability to draw or write similar things, even when separated.


    “Do you like them?” David beamed at her from where he was perched at the foot of the bed, his hair shining like a bowl of rich yellow custard in the glow of the overhead bulb. He was evidently extremely proud of the careful thought he and his brother had put into their home-made creations.


    “They’re lovely,” she agreed, the green of her eyes flashing with a momentary glint of genuine pleasure, temporarily shrugging off the clinging, bleak cloud that was pressing down heavily over her head, threatening to flatten her. She picked up the last card. Opening it she read through the loving verse and Cal’s affectionate handwritten words. When she held out her arms he stooped down and they exchanged kisses.


    “Oh yuk,” spat George, abruptly averting his gaze by burying his face in the quilt, while David allowed himself to roll off the end of the bed. They were clearly repulsed by the display of parental affection.


    Having the dubious delight of observing this over Cal’s shoulder, she commented, “You don’t need to watch. Off you both go, and make sure you get ready for school. I don’t want to come down in a minute and find you still in your pyjamas.” Pulling back from Cal, she told him. “You should get on too, or you’ll be late.” Dismissed from their obligatory birthday duty, they all obediently left the room.


    Before the door had fully closed, the gloomy cloud descended again, and wrapped itself around her like a shroud. Trying to ignore it, she picked up her coffee and sipped at it slowly, cupping it in her hands, enjoying its warmth against her cold fingers. It was 7.25 a.m. when she finished it. Outside it was still raining, it was still windy, the room was like a chiller and she predicted with some certainty, that there wouldn’t be any hot water for a bath. She definitely did not want to get up. In fact, maybe she wouldn’t. She snuggled down into the warm cocoon of the quilt. Let the kids make their own packed lunches. So what if they didn’t get dressed? And she certainly wouldn’t miss the sight of her fifteen year old daughter’s broody face.


    After ten minutes she couldn’t bear it any longer: the isolation, the pea soup cloud nurturing her misery as it congealed around her body. Throwing back the cover she reached out, and grabbing her chunky woolen dressing gown she shrugged it on over her nightie. Life was such a bitch. Thrusting her feet into her slippers, she shuffled off along the landing to the bathroom.


    The small, white tiled room was about the same temperature as a meat-locker. Who’d have thought that it was May? It felt more like January, especially with the sound of the wind and the rain continuing to hurl themselves against the window. Turning on the hot tap she let it run, on the off chance, and in reverence to the fact that it was her birthday after all, that the boiler would show some decency this morning, and actually yield something resembling hot water. Instantly the bathroom was filled with a concerto of rattling pipes. While she waited, her attention was caught by the sight of her own image in the mirror. Parting the two heavy plumb-lines of auburn hair that had fallen forward, where the first silver fibres had begun to thread themselves amongst the reddish-brown, she stared at her reflection.


    Her gaze was met by two steady green eyes, eyes reminiscent of the deepest depths of the Atlantic ocean, broken with delicate shots of hazel; over-large eyes that seemed to dominate her entire features.


    The face that stared back looked thin and haggard, the skin jaundiced in the artificial light, her green eyes, shot with hazel flecks seemed over-large, dominating her entire features, her over-large green eyes, shot with hazel flecks, seemed to dominate her reflection, giving her an almost owl-like appearance, an impression enhanced by her small mouth and slightly hooked nose she thought as she twisted her head to one side to inspect it. And, was it her imagination? But had her jowls dropped overnight? She prodded the sagging flesh thoughtfully. Could something like that happen on your forty-first birthday? That you could go to bed looking like you were forty, only to wake up actually looking a whole year older? What had happened to that idealistic dreamer who believed that life was like a Doris Day movie? Without looking down she dangled her fingers under the running water. It was luke warm, but she didn’t notice as she waited for the other woman’s reply. Part of you died a year ago to the day, the other woman shot back, but you know that already. Meli threw out a hand, forestalling any further response from her cruel reflection as her eyelids dropped down, trying to hold back a flood of tears that gushed up through her tear ducts. Just at that moment the door swung open, startling her. Eyes wide and glistening, they met Cal’s in the mirror.


    “Thought you might like this,” he announced brightly, holding up a kettle of hot water.


    “You are thoughtful.” Trying to hide her embarrassment, she dabbed her eyes as discreetly as she could on the sleeve of her dressing gown before turning to face him. Had he seen them? She didn’t think so as he was distracted, setting the kettle in the base of the bath. She caught her breath and steeled her expression. When Cal’s steady, blue eyes met hers, she was fairly confident that she appeared in control, that was until her lower lip traitorously began to flap. Seeing it, Cal stepped forward and pulled her into his arms, and gratefully she buried her face on his chest.


    “Cheer up,” he whispered as his palm hammered her awkwardly between her shoulder blades as if she had a piece of steak stuck in her windpipe. “You’ll be fine.” He was trying his best, Meli knew that, but he didn’t understand. He simply had no idea how to deal with her when she had wobbly moments like this; hadn’t a clue what to say. Hence, he had said very little about it over the past year, and he had probably been dreading today as much, if not more than she had. She didn’t blame him for this short coming. Basically, he was just a shoulder to cry on when her emotions became too much, like now.


    “Yes, I’ll be fine,” she echoed his words, unpeeling her face from his shirt and giving him a watery smile. Courageously she was holding back a deluge of tears until later, when she and they, old drinking buddies, could share a bottle of sorrow and a large box of Kleenex, without witnesses. “You’d best be off or you’ll be late for work.”


    Hesitantly he probed her eyes, his hands heavy on her already sagging shoulders. “Are you sure?” Even as he asked the question, Meli clearly saw his relief at being excused.


    “I’m certain.”


    Releasing her, he retrieved the kettle from the bath, and poured the hot water into the sink for her.


    “Let’s hope the plumber can get the boiler sorted today.”


    Very tactful change of subject, Meli acknowledged.


    “Yes, I hope so too,” she replied with a brightness that had no foundation. The boiler hadn’t worked properly since they moved in a month ago, and in the last week had almost given up completely, just giving an occasional shudder of its pipes or painful groaning sound to let them know how sick it was feeling. “See you later.” Giving him a gentle shove, she sent him on his way. She bolted the door.


    Gritting her teeth, Meli disrobed and briskly went through the motions of washing herself, shivering as she stood naked at the sink. Catching a glimpse of her protruding collar bones and ribs, which a good musician could probably play a reasonable tune on, she was hugely relieved to note that her earlier appraisal of her boobs had been right, not only had they survived her general weight loss over the past year without too much trauma, which had seen her shrink from a healthy size fourteen to a ten, but also the overnight turning of the age clock. Wrapping everything warmly inside her dressing gown again, Meli turned right when she left the bathroom, and went to stand outside Cassie’s bedroom door. Placing her ear to the wooden panel she listened for sounds of movement inside. She could just make out the creaking of the floorboards, indicating that Cassie was up. Spinning round she returned to her own room.


    Flicking through her wardrobe, Meli selected a thick knitted red jumper to go with her jeans before ripping off her dressing gown and changing into them before her whole body turned blue like the little man in the Liquorice Allsorts packet. Sliding her jeans over her narrow hips and buttoning them up, she found that she had to tighten the belt a notch. She shook her head morosely.


    She was distracted by the sound of raised voices from downstairs. Cassie screeching at her brothers. Why couldn’t her daughter hold a normal conversation without raising her voice like a pre-menstrual banshee? Picking up a brush she ran it through her hair as she made her way down the stairs.


    Cassie had hold of a squirming David, her pudgy cheeks beetroot with anger as she swung him round by his collar.


    “Cass, put your brother down,” Meli ordered as she crossed the cold quarry tiles, heading for the fridge. Resisting the urge to hurl the heavy hairbrush at the feuding siblings like a pair of scrapping dogs, she dropped it on the worktop. Scowling, Cassie released David and stormed from the room, but not before giving him a sharp parting clip on the shoulder with the back of her hand. Filling her arms with butter, a pack of ham and some tomatoes, Meli listened to the fading echo of her daughter’s weighty feet as they stomped up the stairs. No one made any comment. David, oblivious to the fact that he resembled a failed execution, with the slash of vermilion blazing around his throat where his twisted collar had almost garroted him, grinned smugly at George. Meli bit her tongue and refused to ask what had triggered the assault; after all there was no blood, no lasting damage. Today was bad enough without the added ordeal of getting into a head to head with Cassie. Meli shuddered at the prospect. The two of them were both as much victims of today as each other, but being a teenager, and with her unstable hormone levels, Cass was like a volatile phial of nitro-glycerin which could explode at any time.


    Meli suddenly registered the time, and then it was all systems go to get lunches and kids organised for school. Working at top speed Meli magically turned slices of honey roast ham, tomatoes and granary bread into nutritious clingfilm wrapped sandwiches that rivaled anything you could purchase from the best petrol station. Deftly, she arranged them in the boys’ lunchboxes besides packets of crisps, penguin bars and apples. Just as she snapped the lids shut, the boys bowled back into the room.


    “Now don’t forget to eat all of your lunches today, including the sandwiches,” she preached her usual morning sermon with a meaningful look and a wagging finger, wondering as she did so, why she actually bothered. Every evening was the same. The untouched sandwiches and apples would look as though they had been on the losing side in a food fight, and would be fit for nothing else but the bin. But, like all good mothers she went through the same thankless regime because hope was eternal, or so she vaguely recalled someone once saying. She watched as the twins both nodded their heads in unison like two blond headed angels, who had about as much intention of doing this as she had of swallowing a live goldfish. Whizzing round she got them into their coats, tucked David’s collar in, handed them their lunches and in record time bundled them off towards the door. Pausing at the bottom of the stairs, she shouted up to Cassie to hurry up, while donning her mac.


    Pulling back the door, Meli was blasted by the rampant wind as it hurled itself passed her in its haste to breach the opening, tossing a mixture of soggy leaves and bruised flower petals, snatched from the pots on the drive, whirling around her legs. Meli found herself momentarily frozen, stunned by the wildness of the storm as it ravaged the wooded hillside soaring up to her left, the dual onslaught of wind and rain crumpling the grey misty tree line until it appeared that it was almost flattened against the landscape like strands of wet seaweed. It was beautiful in a rugged hostile way, and it certainly complimented her mood.


    Turning her gaze she saw her sons huddled on the wet cobbles by the side of her car, in a shallow, muddy river that was running down from the overgrown bank behind them. Taking aim she fired her key at the car, unlocking it with the first shot, before waving at them frantically, clearly telling them to get off their backsides and out of the wet. Pulling the door closed behind her, she bolted through the lashing rain, swiftly covering the distance with her long strides. Yanking at the door she scrambled inside and slammed it shut, angering the squally storm as it beat even harder against the shell of the car, trying to reach them.


    Twisting in her seat, she glanced at her sons, who were both sitting with equally miserable expressions, their hair darkened as it lay flat against their scalps. “That’s some downpour,” she commented, reaching up and peeling her own damp locks from where they had stuck to her skin


    “Do we have to go to school like this?” David asked, huddling down in his seat glumly. Mesmerized, Meli’s gaze was drawn to the globule of water that was yo-yoing from the tip of his nose. As she watched it stretched downwards, hanging valiantly by a mere thread for a millisecond before finally snapping. Plummeting down it splattered on his lap. Instantly another bubble began to form. Reaching into her pocket, she handed him a pack of tissues.


    “Here you are, share these with George,” she told him. “I’ll put the heater on when we get going. You’ll soon dry out.” She didn’t feel in the least bit mean, sending them to school a little damp. If it was a weekend, they would have been quite happy to scamper off somewhere, and thoroughly enjoy getting soaked. Straightening in her seat she turned on the engine, then with a swipe of the wiper across the screen, she glared through the slanted stair-rods of rain towards the converted barn that was now their home. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. Where was she?


    “I’ll go and get Cass,” offered George, astutely guessing the cause of his mum’s irritation.


    “No, stay inside,” Meli cried, but it was too late. Scrabbling with the handle the door opened a fraction. Instantly, the maddened wind snatched it from George‘s grasp, almost wrenching it from its hinges as it hurled it backwards. Frantically he leaped out with both arms, assaulted by a barrage of large bull-nosed raindrops that tried to beat him back. Hauling on the handle, using the full strength of his young upper body, he managed to haul it closed again.


    Meli jammed the heel of her palm on the horn, unnaturally wishing it was Cassie’s head. Three sharp, exasperated blasts harmonised with the symphonic score of the storm.


    “It’s okay, there she is,” George announced, gesturing in the direction of the doorway, where his sister was now standing, preparing to sprint through the downpour, her jacket pulled up protectively over her head. Meli could not even bring herself to look at her daughter when she dropped herself onto the seat beside her. If Cassie thought she could rile her today, she was very much mistaken. Leaning forward she turned the blower to full, shivering as rainwater, caught in the collar of her jacket, poured itself down her neck. Slamming the car into gear, they leaped forward.


    The drive to school proved more hazardous than Meli could have imagined. Used to living in a town, the storm out here was far more intimidating. It was one thing to witness wind-swept rain lashing against indestructible brick walls and solid concrete pavements with the force of tennis balls on the Centre Court; quite another seeing them tear into exposed woodlands and defenceless hedgerows. It was difficult to remind oneself that this wooded landscape had stood here for centuries, and survived far worse than this. On several occasions, Meli physically jumped as missiles battered against the roof and bonnet, exploded on the glass right in front of her face. Yet at the same time it was exhilarating and tremendously exciting. The boys obviously agreed, as behind her in the rear they yelped and squealed, while Cassie sat beside her, emotionless as a grotesque stone gargoyle spouting from a gutter.


    St. Sebastian’s was the first drop off point. It was no surprise to find the playground evacuated as the unrelenting elements transformed it into one vast lake that overflowed over the path, poured into the gutter before racing away behind them down the hill. Unbuckling her belt, Meli twisted round so her sons could take it in turns to press between the two front seats and drop kisses on her cheek, before exploding from the car with rucksacks and lunchboxes. “Have a nice birthday,” George called over his shoulder. Buckling up again, she waited until they had disappeared through the main entrance before pulling away.


    Cassie’s school, The Willows, was a mile further along the same stretch of road. Winding the car up the hill, Meli cast her daughter a sideways glance. She really was the limit. Meli understood that Cassie hadn’t wanted to move to Farfield, but they had been here a month now. She had thought that cracks might have begun to show, but looking at the surly face that resembled a bulldog chewing on a sour gooseberry, quickly dispelled any hopes. The boys were totally the opposite. From the moment they had set eyes on Brambly Lodge, the adjoining farm and the rural area, they had fallen in love with it, thinking the whole thing was an exciting adventure, moving to the Back of Beyond, as they called it. Just as she had. They didn’t seem to mind the problems with the plumbing, which meant that there was barely any hot water (hence no nagging them to go and take a bath), and they were lucky if the radiators became hand hot. It didn’t bother them that they couldn’t pop to the shops every five minutes, the only shop in the village being the post office cum store, which only sold necessities; and the Post Mistress had never heard of a Play Station 2, let alone a computer game. They seemed to find plenty to amuse themselves, often vanishing for hours at a time.


    The towering, wrought iron gates of the secondary school loomed into sight on the right. Pulling in behind another car, Meli turned to her daughter, deciding that being the more adult of the two, she should do the adult thing, and try to breach that monstrous wall. “Here we are then Cass.” Plunging her hand into her jacket pocket, she pulled out the two pound coins she had shoved in there earlier. “Here’s your lunch money. Have a nice day.”


    With a great display of effort, Cassie cracked the mould that had kept her neck and face fixed in the forward position. Swiveling her head, she flicked a pair of pastel blue eyes at her mother, eyes that she had taken from her father, but there was none of his warmth; the look was somehow cold and shallow as she plucked the coins from her mother’s palm. “You too,” she returned, as with a flick of her mother’s auburn hair she turned away, giving Meli a parting flash of her plump, black skirted backside as she heaved herself from the car. She hadn’t even wished her a happy birthday.


    Watching her daughter mambo her way across the playground, leaping and weaving over and around the rain splattered puddles with the grace of a pot-bellied pig, Meli wondered, and not for the first time, if there was even one drop of adventure in her daughter’s entire bloodstream? Somehow she doubted that there was; how could there be, when her veins ran entirely with liquid nitrogen? Mentally, she chastised herself for her uncharacteristically cruel thoughts about her daughter (who she loved really), but it was so hard, near on impossible to be charitable, when every time she looked into her daughters pig-miserable countenance it was a constant reminder of her own doubts, doubts that tortured her daily. Doubts that she had been right to make them all move here, pursuing her own dreams; right to take them away from their friends, from the places they knew so well. Releasing the clutch the car lurched and stalled. She closed her eyes briefly, steadying her rampant thoughts, before she tried again.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    By the time Meli parked outside Brambly Lodge the storm was giving its final death rattle; soughing through the dripping foliage, puffing tiredly at the bruised and shredded clouds, wringing every last defiant drop of moisture from them, sending spasmodic flurries of rain pattering onto the already sodden earth. Staring at the damp, desolate stone walls of the lodge, Meli was suddenly struck by a reluctance to be in her own poor company, with only her own bleak thoughts. She glanced at the clock in the dashboard. It was 9.30 a.m. The plumber wasn’t due for at least another hour; plenty of time to stroll down to the post office for a paper, and maybe something naughty and sugary, which might go some way to sweeten her mood.


    Zipping up her jacket she slid her long legs from the car and straightening, she stood for a moment, her face turned skywards, her eyes closed, enjoying the feel of a soft drizzle wetting her face, cooling after the stuffy heat of the cars blower. She locked the door, an old habit she’d brought with her from her previous home, where, without doubt, if she’d left it unlocked and even glanced away momentarily, everything of value would have been stripped from the interior as quickly as if it had been beamed up by Enterprise’s transporter. Pressing the keys into the pocket of her jeans, she made her way up the rutted track to the lane that ran the length of Farfield; the village nestling snugly between protruding hills, like it was squeezed into the cleavage of a buxom opera singer, where three branching combes merged together before running down to the sea.


    Reaching the lane, Meli turned right, her compressed lips parting slightly as she inhaled the damp earthy air into her lungs. It was exhilarating. Greedily, her eyes devoured the green and mellow landscape, which even in its bedraggled state, the vegetation dripping like a leaky showerhead, still managed to maintain its picture postcard beauty.


    Catching sight of Brambly Hollow farmhouse, set below her in the neck of the valley to her right, her thoughts turned to her elderly neighbour, Elsa Vitty, and her home, both of which could have come straight from a Steven King novel.


    According to the Estate Agent, Brambly Lodge had been nothing more than the crumbling shell of a stone barn until four years ago, when Elsa had had it converted into a three bedded house. The Estate Agent, who seemed to be in awe of Elsa, had gone into great details about her noble lineage. The Vitty family, who had owned the farm since the early nineteen hundreds, were renowned locally for their charitable works, particularly helping the church, and were staunch supporters of the small village community. Based purely on this knowledge, Meli had summed up the Vittys’ as being pillars of society, of good old fashioned stock. She had quickly concluded however, that this rose coloured history was now riddled with black spot, and she strongly suspected that if Elsa’s proud ancestors were watching over their present day descendent, that they would be sobbing into the satin linings of their coffins in despair and embarrassment.


    To say that Elsa, who was in her sixties, was a little eccentric was a bit like comparing Einstein to a muppet. Hunched over her walking stick, she was a regular sight, pottering around her dilapidated empire, muttering incoherently to herself, waving her stick menacingly at her only companion, an emaciated female tabby cat who trailed her everywhere she went, with the unwavering faithfulness of a shadow. Five foot nothing in height, Meli guessed her to be the same in girth. She had teeth like two rows of broken tombstones, a bulldozed nose and small beady eyes, a shade darker than a square of darkest chocolate, and her chin and upper lip sported a yard-broom-like growth of stiff white whiskers - this had been the cause of great amusement and confusion to the twins, who initially could not work out the sex of their neighbour. Where Meli thought of her as a stout wooden beer barrel on stunted, knobbly legs, the boys awarded her the title of Elsa Vitty, Animal Woman. When questioned about this they had explained quite graphically, that she had the beard of a billy goat, hair that resembled the coarse, matted tail of an unkempt cart horse, and which had more bluish-grey and white streaks in it than Buz, Aunt Julie’s old English sheepdog, and a nose that would look more at home on a Pug. Meli had quite rightly rebuked them for these cruel and disrespectful sentiments, while trying to contain the howls of laughter that caused painful stitches to develop beneath both sets of ribs.


    Elsa’s choice of attire had also been the subject of frequent shock and yes, even distressed hilarity when they first moved in, but they had got used to her imaginative, customized style, which was a cross between jumble sale rejects and cast-offs from old TV dramas and comedies. Nora Batty walnut coloured tights, Barbara Cartland knock-you-out shocking pink twin set, and not forgetting Meli’s favourite, the Bag-lady outfit consisting of mango-chutney coloured corduroy skirt, overlaid with a fashionably jarring lime green knobbly cardigan and a pair of gravity defying canary yellow patent leather court shoes (how she ever managed to squeeze those chubby porkers into these was a mystery that would even keep Prada debating for millennium), all formed part of her orgasmic spring collection.


    But the sight which had most amazed, and at the same time, horrified Meli,


    had been the first time she saw Elsa driving her ancient Transit Van. At first Meli had thought the vehicle was driverless, propelled by some invisible demonic force as it lurched towards her in the wrong gear, the engine revving and squealing like a tortured sow, but as it neared she had just been able to make out a pair of instantly recognisable staring chocolate eyes level with the steering wheel. She later learned, by peering into the empty vehicle when she happened to walk past it on some trumped up ruse (staring over her shoulder anxiously to check that she wasn’t being watched), that there were at least three cushions stacked on the driving seat. Now, whilst this explained how Elsa could just about see above the steering wheel, Meli couldn’t for the life of her fathom how the stunted legs of the woman managed to reach the peddles from their elevated position. She was sure that the whole thing had to be highly illegal, but had come to the conclusion that the local police let her be, knowing that she only used the vehicle on the farm and in the village, and as she and her Transit were so highly visible, the large rust spots standing out like flashing hazard lights against the mushroomy-white paintwork, that other drivers had every opportunity to give them a wide berth.


    The farm itself was aptly fitting as the residence for such a fine specimen of abnormality. The barns and yards were derelict; graveyards for the petrified remains of corroding cobweb coated carcasses of long forgotten machinery and equipment and a couple of pre war, moulding haystacks; a place where even the sun was reluctant to venture, only tip-toeing hurriedly through the deformed shadows at the end of each day before its light died away across the eastern cliffs.


    Meli found her speed increasing as the lane suddenly dived from a gentle incline to a formidable drop. The first couple of times she had made this walk to the Post Office, it had seemed like miles. Now, it seemed no distance at all; at least on the way down, coming back up was another matter altogether as her legs, which were more than capable of expertly playing the peddles of the car like a concert pianist for hours on end, faced the ferocious challenge of the near vertical slope, leaving her chest tight, her lungs gagging for oxygen by the time she reached the brow of the hill.


    She was forced to press herself against the hedge where the lane narrowed as two cars negotiated to squeeze past each other, with seemingly little regard for her safety as the nearest one almost flattened her entire foot. Leaning down, she tried to catch the driver’s eye through the side window, intent on hurling some visual abuse at him, but he kept his gaze fixed firmly forward, and then seconds later, he was gone, his exhaust spitting a cloud of fumes into her face. Tourists!


    Her entrance into the Post Office was heralded by the thunderous clanging of the brass bell over the door, the sound almost rupturing her delicate eardrums as it cannoned against them fast and furious like golf balls on a driving range. With her ears ringing with the resonance, she quickly distanced herself, hurrying up the aisle, her nostrils dilating, intoxicated by the sweet yeasty aroma that drew her gaze to the counter and the plastic trays, where freshly baked cakes and rolls sat like jewels on a platter, just screaming at her ‘buy me, buy me, I’m sweet and yummy and I’ll make you feel great if you eat me.’ She could almost taste the donuts, washed down with a sugary cup of coffee.


    Instantly Mrs. Barber, who ran the Post Office appeared. Peering over the top of the confectionary counter she made her way to the till and squeezed herself into the narrow serving station set between seductive tiers of sumptuous chocolate goodies on one side, and the magnetic tray of sticky cakes on the other. At least five foot ten and in her mid fifties, Meli guessed, Mrs. Barber was a mountain of a woman with a broad head shaped like a turnip, the expansive gleaming forehead broken by a single fuzzy eyebrow that would have looked more at home dripping from a Mexican’s upper lip. With lank, dull brown hair, snipped in a pudding bowl style, she was without doubt a very butch woman.


    “Morning Mrs. Noble,” Mrs. Barber announced in her deep booming voice, sending a series of ripples through the rolls of soft milky flesh that dangled from her throat like the scooped neckline of a chunky jumper, before vanishing beneath the V neck of her nylon overall. In a startling hue of phosphorescent flamingo pink, Meli was certain that she would be visible from the moons surface, if the light caught it just right - maybe she should notify NASA? They could easily adapt the technology, so the whole world could watch their rockets floating around in outer space - the stretchy nylon straining against the physical thrust of her extremely ample bosom, which closely resembled the nose cones of two space rockets emerging from her chest like silos, the poppers valiantly holding everything together. Meli wondered whether the excess folds of flesh around her throat were in fact bulging portions of breast meat.


    “Morning,” hurtling her gaze upwards, Meli returned the greeting, meeting the pair of deep mahogany eyes that were watching her closely. She hoped that the other woman hadn’t read her mind. She couldn’t tell anything from the reflective coating.


    “Happy birthday. Forty-one today, so I hear.”


    Meli was staggered by the felicitation. How could Mrs. Barber possibly know that it was her birthday, let alone her age? “How did you….?” she blurted.


    “Those darling boys of yours,” (surely she didn’t mean David and George?) “told Mrs. Dunn, who told Mrs. Manning, who told… Get the picture?” Her usually static expression lifted a fraction. Surely that wasn’t a hint of humour?


    Meli managed a tenuous smile, slightly disconcerted, and not for the first time since moving to Farfield, by the realization that nothing was secret in the village. Sometimes this aspect of rural life made her feel that she was living in a fish bowl, her every move watched, monitored and reported on. She would have to have words with the boys about being more discreet. She hoped she would not be inundated with reminders that it was her birthday. The shadow of her earlier gloomy mood descended over her, and threatened to flatten her under its heel. Aware that her smile was slipping from her face like a mudslide, she switched her attention to the paper rack, which didn’t give a hoot how she looked at it, and after frowning at the front pages for a moment, picked up a copy of the Daily Mail.


    “How’s the plumbing going?” Mrs. Barber enquired as she took Meli’s money. Meli’s right eyebrow stretched upwards like a drawn bow string. “Mr. Swindon told Mrs. Manning when he was changing some sink washers, who told…” she quickly reeled off a list of names, some of whom Meli had never heard of and she couldn’t for the life of her imagine why she and her plumbing would be of any interest to them! Village life was going to take some getting used to.


    “Slow,” she replied, wondering if Mrs. Barber had a secret tape recorder planted under the counter, which she would play back to villagers at clandestine gatherings on full moons. “According to Mr. Swindon, the problem has something to do with the lodge remaining empty for so long after the conversion was complete.” Mrs. Barber concertinaed her thick lips and nodded knowingly, as though a two celled amoeba would know that. Meli wondered if she really had such a good grasp of plumbing, or whether Mr. Swindon, or the village grapevine, had already told her this.


    “It does seem strange that Elsa left it empty for so long, doesn’t it? Having gone to the expense of having it converted,” Mrs. Barber commented. “Everyone was totally amazed when the work began, especially when Elsa made all the arrangements herself, and even went out of the area for a building company.”


    Meli listened spellbound. This was the first time Mrs. Barber had come close to sharing any local intelligence with her. Previously all topics of conversation had been notably one way, always about the Noble family and what they had been up to. On a couple of occasions, Meli had even found out things about her own family that she hadn’t known herself!


    For a moment, Mrs. Barber’s expression went blanker than a street lamp during a power cut as she stared inward, rooting through a wasteland of discarded brain cells as she tried to make some sense of it all. “It must have cost her the earth.” At this point power was restored, light returning to her eyes as they locked back on Meli’s. Propping her builders elbows on the counter she leant closer. “But then she never did seem to worry much about money.” Her voice had lowered conspiratorially, as though she secretly thought that Elsa had a hoard of money stashed under the floorboards, money that she suspected had been gained by illicit means. Meli had images of smuggling or prostitution, but they only lasted a second before being shrugged off as absurd; well, at least the prostitution bit.


    “But then, that’s Elsa for you.” Mrs. Barber straightened, instantly distancing herself from Meli, who sighed, sensing that she had been standing in a portal of great discovery, only to have the door slammed shut in her face as Mrs. Barber realised she was being indiscreet.


    “Did you know that she almost sold the lodge three times?”


    Meli looked up sharply from slipping her change into her pocket, her eyes widening as though she’d been stung on the buttock by a hornet. She’d had no idea that the lodge had been on the market before. When Meli shook her head, Mrs. Barber carried on, lowering her voice even further and in such a secretive way that the muscles in Meli’s neck twitched, eager to glance back over her shoulder in case someone had furtively entered the shop, and without disturbing the bell.


    “But every time they were close to a sale, Elsa just suddenly changed her mind and took it off the market. Just like that. There were a lot of disappointed people, I can tell you.” Mrs. Barber’s bloated palms struggled upwards, managing to ascend to shoulder height so she could adequately express her bafflement. “Do you want a carrier bag for that?” The change of subject was dramatic, as her slate grey eyes rolled down and locked on the paper, her hands plummeting from their lofty position like coconuts falling from a tree.


    The untimely and deafening clamour of the bell abruptly shattered any hope of recapturing the moment. Both women glanced towards the door. Meli recognised the tiny frame of the widow Rushmore, who owned the cottage two doors along, as she hobbled up the aisle towards them, as usual weighed down by the awesomely huge black handbag that dragged at her spindly forearm, its rotund belly scuffing the floor as if it was filled with jelly, or some other glutinous substance. Meli decided that one day she would have to ask about the bag thing, but sensed that it would be considered socially impolite to do so while still wearing her townee I.D. badge, which branded her as a non indigenous native of the village, who therefore had no right to pry into such personal matters.


    After the three of them had exchanged greetings, a strained silence fell, during which Meli found herself the uncomfortable recipient of frigid looks from the two older women; clearly dismissive looks. Taking the hint, Meli bade them farewell and left, catching Mrs. Barber’s loud voice as she launched into a new branch of local gossip before the door could swing closed behind her. Despite feeling a trifle rattled, she couldn’t help but grin ironically to herself. Back in Reading she had barely known her neighbours, even though they had lived in their last house for twelve years, let alone exchanged gossip with them.


    A gentle breeze fingered Meli’s hair as she emerged outside, harrying the last of the clouds over the eastern hills like a sheepdog herding a flock of unwieldy fleecy sheep, leaving the honey-gold sun to luxuriate in a pillow of unblemished pastel blue sky. Meli took a deep breath, once again savouring the rich damp earthy smell of the countryside. For some reason the stimulation of her nasal senses reminded her of the cakes and their wicked little voices tempting her to buy them. How could she have forgotten? Spinning on her heels she re-entered the shop. The animated conversation between the two women ceased with such abruptness that Meli was amazed neither of them exploded as their bodies began to swell from the build-up of suddenly plugged hot air, that made them resemble a pair of blowfish. From their uncomfortable expressions she knew without doubt that she had been the subject of their attentions.


    “I really fancy one of those cakes,” she announced as the clang of the bell died away into the awkward silence.


    “Yes, of course.” Mrs. Barber must have shrunk two dress sizes as the trapped air found its escape by shooting down both nostrils with a sound like a steam train racing through a tunnel. “What would you like?”


    “No, that’s fine, finish serving Mrs. Rushmore; I’m not in any hurry.” Meli decided that she might as well enjoy the moment.


    Mrs. Rushmore, a mere five foot nothing, distracted herself by dunking her arthritic fingers into the jaws of her handbag and began rummaging around. Meli half expected her to pull a rabbit out by its ears. Surreptitiously, she flicked her eyes downwards, trying to peek inside, but all she could see was a coal-black chasm where anything could be lurking. “No, you carry on dear, I’ll be a little while yet.” Mrs. Rushmore said without glancing up.


    Shrugging, Meli moved closer to the counter and gazed down longingly at the assorted cakes. “I’ll take a Chelsea bun please.” Seconds later she was back outside and making her way home. What had they been saying about her? Was she that interesting? She didn’t think so.


    The return journey up the hill was much slower, and Meli made no excuses when she stopped half way to catch her breath, taking the opportunity to lean on the white rail running alongside the road to gaze down into the field which belonged to Brambly Hollow Farm. Idly she watched a family of rabbits nibbling at the wet grass in the distance, before lifting her eyes to search for birds of prey, like sparrow hawks and kestrels, which she’d sometimes seen hunting here. There were none evident today. Straightening, she unzipped her jacket and continued onwards and upwards. The gradient seemed a little less arduous each time she climbed it, but at the moment it still had the power to turn her legs to mush. Cal would say that was because she had no meat on them.


    Her thoughts locked onto Mrs. Barber’s revelation about Elsa withdrawing from the sale of the lodge. Why had Elsa changed her mind, she wondered? She was so deeply engrossed in the mystery that she was amazed when she found herself standing by the wooden sign post where the barely legible inscription ‘Brambly Hollow Farm’ was carved into the crumbling wood. Taking the left fork, she followed the sign, her feet nimbly skirting the muddy puddles and craters, some of which were ankle deep. From the lane, the lodge was not signposted at all. She made a mental note to do something about that soon. As her home came into view, Meli’s chest swelled with pride, and she offered up a silent prayer of thanks that Elsa had backed out of any previous commitment to sell, otherwise she wouldn’t be here now.


    Meli had fallen head over heels in love with the lodge the moment her large green eyes had lighted on it. With its slate roof and coarse, creamy-white walls, which were built from freestone extracted from a quarry in the neighbouring village of Beer, she had been enchanted by its charm and character, and the interior had left her gasping with delight. With its low ceilings and beams, window embrasures and cosy corners, it had somehow managed to ooze romance and history, like a Barbara Cartland novel. Walking into the living room had been like slipping her feet into her favourite slippers at the end of a hard day. Absolute luxury.


    That first visit she had gazed into Cal’s cool-blue eyes beseechingly as she clung to his arm, ignoring the disapproving gleam she could see lurking there, the one that spoke of cold stone walls, damp winters, low claustrophobic ceilings, bad plumbing. She knew he had severe reservations. He had thought she was insane, as she gushed her enthusiasm like a geyser. He hadn’t envisaged moving the family into such a backwater, he’d even been reluctant to view the property at all, after the Estate Agent told them how far away it was from Axminster, where he would be working. But nothing could put her off. She just knew it was the right place, the only place, for her. Even the kids had been amazed. But she had stuck to her guns with unusual forcefulness; after all, it was her inheritance that was financing the move. She quickly elbowed that line of thought from her mind and buried it under a ton of other inconsequential matters.


    As she turned onto the driveway, her footsteps faltered. The front door was ajar. Cautiously she crept towards it, her heart fluttering anxiously in her chest, her eyes scanning the rain-darkened stones, trying to penetrate the nets at the windows to see if some axe murderer or escaped lunatic was lurking inside, waiting to pounce on her. Reaching the door she took a quivering breath, reminding herself sternly that this wasn’t Reading and there were unlikely to be any bogy men hiding inside. Nevertheless, when she reached out and pushed the door slowly back on its hinges, her hand trembled. It was at times like this that she almost wished she had a dog. From where she stood, all she could see was the narrow hallway and a swathe of the living room opening out at the end. She strained to listen. Nothing. Tentatively, on calcified knees, she skulked along the hall, cursing inwardly as the damp soles of her trainers insisted on making tiny squeaking sounds every time they pressed on the lino, grinding in her own ears like the string section of an orchestra warming up.


    Pausing at the end of the passage, she stretched out her neck so she could peer fully into the living room, every muscle coiled ready for flight like a skittish cat. Everything looked peaceful and undisturbed, just as she remembered leaving it. She began to relax a bit. Maybe Cass hadn’t closed the door properly? Still, wouldn’t hurt to give the lodge a once over. The oblong kitchen, with its pine cupboards and large solid wooden table looked bright and cheerful in the sunlight which blazed through the French doors that led out into the rear garden. Apart from the dirty crockery piled high in the sink and overflowing along the worktop, vying for space between discarded cereal packs, fallen granules of sugar and a half empty bottle of milk that was probably beginning to curdle by now, there was nothing threatening. Nothing looked as though it had been touched; not that you would expect an intruder to wash up and clear away though would you? Laying her carrier bag on the table, she cocked her head, straining her ears into the silence once more. It felt as though the silence was listening with her.


    So far, so good. She was breathing easier now and her knees moved freely as she turned and strode back through the living room, heading for the staircase. Her kneecaps locked when she was half way up the stairs. Above her head a floorboard creaked. Every instinct urged her to flee, but her shock was like an opiate as it gushed through her veins, and her limbs wouldn’t, or couldn’t, obey. She wasn’t alone. A frenzied stallion reared up and beat its hooves against her ribcage in panic. Then, almost instantly, the lathered, panting beast exploded from her chest, discharging from her tongue as a scream, when a voice called out behind her. “I’m back.” Cold fingers clamped around her throat and began to choke her.


    Somehow she managed to whirl round, the whites of her eyes opaque as they started from their sockets, her back pinned to the wall like she was some kind of helpless bug stuck to a dollop of sticky jam. She didn’t know who was the more shocked; Dick Swindon, the plumber, or herself as he dropped an armful of copper pipe on the floor, the clanking and clattering of metal adding to the intrusion of her cowardly screech within the confines of the enclosed stairwell.


    “Didn’t mean to startle you, Mrs. Noble,” the plumber told her in a slow drawl, regarding her narrowly as though she was some raving psychopath, as he shoved a finger in one ear and began wriggling it around, as though trying to dispel the buzzing sound that was still vibrating painfully in his inner ear chamber.


    “You scared the living daylights out of me,” Meli squealed furiously, the sounds forced to emerge down her nasal passages. “How did you get in here?” Realising that it was her own fingers tightly locked around her windpipe she forced them to unclamp before they throttled her. As she dropped them to her sides, where they hung like steel girders, her lungs snatched a deep, shaky mouthful of air, sending a rush of blood upwards into her head, making her cheeks burn; but it wasn’t just the influx of oxygen that coloured her cheeks. She felt downright stupid and embarrassed by her wimpish conduct. She was aware that above her the mysterious floorboard creeker had appeared.


    “What’s going on?” The voice asked.


    Peeling herself from the wallpaper, Meli glanced upwards and found herself looking at a younger replica of Dick: unruly mop of red hair over a winter pale complexion with a scattering of freckles.


    “That’s Tony, my son,” Dick introduced him. “He’s come to give me a hand.”


    Feeling uncomfortable, sandwiched by the two men, one at each end of the staircase, Meli marched down the stairs, head held high as she brushed past Dick, carefully negotiating the sprawled pipes. It would be unbearable if she humiliated herself further by falling flat on her bum.


    “How did you get in?” she demanded again, swinging round to face the plumber when her feet reached safe ground. She was feeling braver by the second as her initial terror subsided, replaced by a growing sense of righteous indignation at the scare they’d given her.


    “The door was open; we thought you’d left it that way for us. Didn’t we?” He conferred with his son, who probably nodded, but as all Meli could see of Swindon Junior were the tips of his trainers, she couldn’t be sure.


    Her eyes creased beneath lowering brows as she watched Dick hook his thumbs nonchalantly into his braces as he returned her gaze through a pair of steady grey-brown eyes. Was the man stupid? Didn’t he have any notion that he’d scared her to within an inch of having a major coronary?


    Not wearing braces herself, Meli did the next best thing and thrust her thumbs into the front pockets of her jeans as she glared back at him. “Well, I didn’t leave it open for you. Why would I? You weren’t due here until later this morning. It would be a bit stupid of me to leave my home unlocked with no one in now, wouldn’t it?”


    One eyebrow nudged upwards a fraction, before quickly dropping back into place when he saw a fresh wave of fury cross her face. She bit her tongue. She had just declared herself stupid in his eyes, as without doubt the door must have been left open. She resisted the urge to stamp her feet before hurling herself onto the floor and throwing a paddy on the carpet. Under the intensity of her scrutiny he lowered his eyes and studied the lengths of copper pipes around his feet. He was embarrassed, she realised. Embarrassed by her behaviour, not by his own actions. The man was intolerable.


    “Is it okay to carry on now? We’ve got a lot to get through today, haven’t we Tony?” His polite tone made the hairs on her back bristle as his eyes slid upwards and leveled with hers again. Meli restrained her fingers, which were just itching to pick up a length of pipe and beat him senseless with it. All she trusted herself to do was nod, before spinning on her heels and striding away, heading for her only sanctuary, the kitchen. Within seconds the stone walls were filled with the sound of crashing and banging, and it had nothing to do with the two men working upstairs. In her anger, Meli was slamming drawers and cupboards as she tackled the monstrous task of clearing away the breakfast clutter, each time imagining Dick Swindon’s head and sticky out ears were being pummeled and crushed in the process. Her cheeks burned red. No doubt news of her bizarre behaviour would feed the village grapevine for weeks, if not years to come. She’d probably be labelled the Village Idiot.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    


    Burnt out, having rampaged through the kitchen like a bushfire, Meli stood back and inspected her handiwork. The kitchen was spotless. It was amazing how a spate of indignation and anger could be channelled into a frantic burst of spit and polish that otherwise would be unachievable. It was a pity it couldn’t be bottled; it would make someone a fortune. Despite this quirky sense of satisfaction, Meli still felt pent up. Opening the French door, she slipped out into the garden. She would have words with Cassie tonight. There was no excuse for not closing the door properly; it was so careless of her. Standing in the shade on the patio she shivered, as a cool westerly wind snatched strands of hair and tried to flick them in her eyes. Ignoring its bothersome antics, she absently reached up and drew her jumper tighter around her neck. She stood that way for a moment, gazing blankly across the lawn towards the tall wall of Leylandii that separated them from their neighbour, lost in thought. Suddenly her skin began to prickle, alerting her that she was being watched.


    Her neck jerked round to the right. Elsa Vitty was standing on the track that ran passed the lodge on its way to the farmhouse, staring at her over the hedge. Meli shuddered, wondering how long Elsa had been watching her, and why. Forcing herself to be neighbourly, Meli raised her hand and gave the old woman a friendly wave. In return, Elsa lifted her walking stick over her head and thrashed it in the air in an alarming imitation of a dumpy Zulu warrior thirsting for blood. Fortunately, the effort of maintaining the gesture quickly became too much and the spear reverted back to its alternative use, as a walking aid. Meli almost grinned. As Elsa turned and hobbled on her way, Meli caught tiny flashes of smoky grey and white through breaks in the hedgerow, as Tabby, as she had come to refer to the skinny moggy, romped along behind her. What an odd pair.


    Remembering her Chelsea Bun her mouth watered. Maybe some refreshments would perk her up. Letting herself back in, Meli filled up the kettle and plugged it in. A nice calming cup of tea would go well with her treat. Lifting her head she glanced up at the ceiling where the light bulb had begun to shudder, agitated by a frantic burst of activity coming from the pipe work overhead. She wasn’t going to offer them a cup of tea. No way, she wouldn’t do it, not after their cheek, coming into her home uninvited and almost turning her grey!


    Snatching a mug from the cupboard she hurled a tea bag at its bottom. The kettle boiled. More sounds overhead. She turned on the radio. Adding milk and sugar to her drink she choked every dreg of tea from the teabag before plopping it into the bin. She took a tentative sip. Thoughts of her earlier behaviour began to churn uncomfortably in her stomach, its unsavoury taste rising up to contaminate her mouth like raw sewage. Had she been unreasonable? There was no one in when they arrived; the door wasn’t locked; it was an easy mistake for them to assume it had been left open for them. Her lips pressed together tighter than the steel jaws of a German Shepherd being force fed a worming tablet. She knew she was weakening. She knew she wouldn’t enjoy her own drink while father and son sat upstairs, their mouths as dry as the bottom of an empty water tank after the system had been drained. Besides, did she really want the whole village to be told she was tight and stingy as well as unhinged? Accelerating across the carpet she stood at the bottom of the stairs and shouted up. “Anyone want a cuppa?”


    Tony’s head appeared in a puff of coarse, cobwebbed festooned hair, his cheeks swollen into a bulbous pink grin. “Yes please. Milk and two sugars in each ta.”


    That was the closest they would get to an apology from her. And they all knew it. Besides, as Meli stomped back to the kitchen, she had the uncanny suspicion that the burst of activity overhead, a well timed reminder that Dick and Tony were there, was a bit too much of a coincidence. How had they known she was making a drink? Was there a spy hole in the ceiling? A quick scrutiny of the whitewashed plasterboard revealed nothing and eventually she put it down to workman’s intuition, which was a bit like women’s intuition, only limited to areas concerning the stomach, sex and bodily functions.


    Later that morning, unable to get on with anything useful while the two Swindons’ were in residence, Meli found herself crossing the drive and standing before the small single storey building that had once been stables, but was now her studio. This was her birthday present from Cal, an exceedingly generous present she might add. It was part of her dream, part of her reason for moving, yet every time she stood here she was plagued by double edged emotions: half joy, sweet and pleasurable like Cornish Ice Cream melting on her taste buds; half terrible sadness, like a cold fog clinging to her skin.


    She sucked on her quivering lower lip, deciding that she was becoming much too maudlin for her own good. Fumbling at the handle she pushed open the door and stumbled through. The studio had been designed to be bright, airy and functional, and it exceeded all three criteria. The original south facing windows had been enlarged, with a further two glass panels set between the black beams in the sloping roof, enticing sunlight to cram within the white painted walls and authentic flagstone floor. It was still sparsely furnished with just the bare necessities of her trade; the shelves, which ran the entire length of two walls, still empty; the workbench, carefully situated in the centre of the floor so she could work at it from any angle, still spotless, unmarked by blade or dye. There was even a small sink and worktop, where she could make herself a drink, or clean up. She ran her gaze round the sunny interior. It was still virginal, just waiting for her touch. Her blood surged through her veins, she really was so lucky. She just hoped that she could make a go of this. If not they would be in trouble.


    Suddenly, the mouth watering Cornish ice cream liquefied and turned to vinegar, and it was all she could do not to throw up. Being here, contemplating her plans, her uncertain future, made her recall the date. Frantically, she pumped a hand in front of her face, as though she was about to swoon as the temperature around her shot up a couple of degrees, finding herself in the broiling depths of the inner dungeon where she had locked away her ghosts. But today was their special day too. Spinning, she ran back to the lodge, battling the tears that were threatening to pop her eyeballs from their sockets, if not released.


    In the doorway she cannoned into Dick Swindon, making him drop his canvas tool bag on the floor at their feet with a resounding clatter of metal against metal. Panting, Meli could only mumble her apologies, as Mr. Swindon glowered down at her, clearly conveying his distain by exposing an upper row of protruding teeth in a manner that resembled a snarling hare.


    Sinking to his haunches, he began collecting together the plumbing odds and sods that had spewed from his bag. When Meli went to help him, he waved her aside brusquely. “We’ve done all we can for today.” Was it her imagination? Or did he sound quite relieved to be making his escape? He probably couldn’t wait to get out and relay the graphic details of his gripping morning with the Village Idiot, living at Brambly Lodge. She could just see him now, sitting in the Fishermans Rest or the Smugglers Arms, causing grins and sniggers to fester on the usually po-faced expressions of the regulars who lined the bar from opening to closing time; and all at her expense. She wouldn’t be able to show her face in either of the two village pubs again.


    Meli suddenly frowned as she flicked her eyes to her watch to check the time. The Swindons had been here less than three hours. Dick had told her only last week that the job would take most of the day. Meli had a sinking feeling that rivalled the Titantic. Could today possibly get any worse?


    “We can’t finish today.” She blinked slowly, had he read her mind? “The plumbing centre gave us a wrong part. I’ve just rung them and they’re going to have to order it. Should be here sometime next week though. I’ll give you a call when it arrives so we can book you back in.” Rising to his full height he took a step backwards, gripping his bag tightly to his chest with both hands as he surveyed Meli cautiously across the top of it as though he expected her to somehow catapult it from his grasp again. Meeting his gaze, Meli found it extremely difficult not to view him as the rabbit, and herself as the ravenous wolf.


    The sinking feeling stretched wide its jaws and swallowed her whole. Another week! Another seven days without the essential commodity of running hot water and central heating, when she’d expected it all to be sorted today, was going to send her potty! Everything in the village seemed to happen in slow motion. It was like living in a time warp. In Reading the part would be ordered and delivered the next day. Controlling her slathering lips, forcing herself to see the man, and not the prey, she found herself nodding meekly and thanking him very politely, with a great deal more calmness than she was feeling! She deserved an Oscar. But it didn’t take someone with the wisdom of Solomon to know that ranting and raving at him wouldn’t achieve anything, and after the problem they had had finding a plumber in the first place, who wasn’t booked up for the next six months, she knew that attacking him would only result in him walking away, permanently. Especially after the events of the morning. She took absolutely no satisfaction from being proved right that her premonition that today was going to be abysmal had been totally correct.


    Silence dragged at her heels and the day drew out endlessly. For the first time since moving in, Meli felt desperately lonely. She missed her friends, who would have made sure she was kept busy today to keep her mind off things; she even missed her old job, which she’d hated! Her only companions were her morbid thoughts, and they were taking a great deal of pleasure out of torturing her. Straying into the garden, she perched like a fragile sparrow on the bench on the patio, willing herself to relax. In the distance, the sound carried on the back of the wind, she heard a chorus of dogs barking. They had to be the dogs on Elsa’s property, which were kept in kennels somewhere on the far side of the farm beyond a copse. They didn’t usually hear them, it was only when the wind was in the right direction or occasionally in the dead of night when sounds had a way of expanding; which was a blessing, as the constant yapping would otherwise drive her insane. Her chin hung down and dangled on her chest, as it dawned on her how often she thought that: thinking that this would drive her insane; that that would drive her potty. Maybe she was already passed the point of no return? She felt a pang of pity for Cal and the kids, having to put up with her.


    Finding little solace in the fresh air, she traipsed back indoors and mooched around, aimlessly wandering from room to room, picking up and putting down belongings with about as much purpose as a dead flea. Passing the airing cupboard door on the landing, she suddenly froze. A flame sizzled at the tail of her backbone and raced up to her brain, as though her spine was a lighted fuse. Her head snapped back and her eyes fixed themselves on the loft hatch above her. From the empty floor of the attic It was calling to her. It had called before, but always in a muffled, mellow voice that she’d been able to resist, but not today. Today it was the beguiling voice of a siren, luring her with its sweet, powerful song. Dashing into the twins room, she grabbed a chair, and emerging onto the landing, sited it directly under the hatch. Clambering onto the seat, she stretched up on her toes until her fingers could push it open, then head back, she gazed up into the blackness. She gulped anxiously, attempting to stop the yellow streak that was at that moment painting itself up the hollow of her spine, as she gave herself one last chance to back out. From somewhere within her throat, a sound formed, rumbling between her tonsils like they were a couple of Mike Tyson punch bags, sending the yellow scattering like droplets of water from ducks quills.


    Grimly, and at great risk of personal injury, she balanced one foot on the narrow ridge of the backrest, which creaked and protested loudly that it wasn’t built to be stood on, before hauling herself up and through the opening before she could change her mind; entering her own private dungeon because it was the right thing to do; ready to face her demons with the backbone of a lion, and an expression of impending doom. In the half light that followed her up and ricocheted from the pale rafters, she spied the light switch to her right on the floor. She hit it, then sat for a moment, her legs dangling downwards like an anorexic version of Humpty Dumpty. Twisting her neck awkwardly, she stared behind her.


    It, was sitting innocently just where she’d abandoned it, centre stage of an otherwise empty attic floor: the unobtrusive cardboard box that had once contained nothing more interesting than two dozen tins of cheap dog food. Could she bring herself to open it? Drawing her legs up behind her, she scrambled to her feet and moved to stand over it. There was already a layer of dust covering the top. Crouching down she brushed it clean with her finger tips. Still she hesitated, her fingers hovering over the hastily cello taped flaps. Cramp began to nibble at the muscles of her calves. She closed her eyes against the growing discomfort and inhaled, oblivious to the millions of tiny dust motes that shot up both nostrils. The cramp bit harder, and the muscles went into spasm. It was sheer torture. She shivered, and not just because around her, she sensed the atmosphere cool by a couple of degrees. Snapping back her eyelids she attacked the box like a starving bear on a picnic hamper, stripping away the sticky tape before tearing wide the cardboard leaves.


    Breathlessly she peered inside, aware of her own heart muscles trampolining in her chest. Plunging in her hands, she withdrew a small tin box, as gratefully, her legs lowered her to a sitting position on the floor. Balancing the tin on her knees, she studied the swirling pattern of coral pinks and watery greens that seemed to cartwheel and tumble across the lid, the colours reflected in her incandescent emerald eyes. She swallowed, her guts performing somersaults, as she struggled to find any moisture in her mouth that was suddenly dryer than the sawdust layer covering the floor of the Big Top.


    Meli wasn’t a particularly religious woman by any means, but at that moment she was compelled to lift her eyes to the highest peak of the rafters and mouth a silent prayer for strength, strength to open the tin that had not seen the light of day for eleven months and twenty-five days. That was when she had hastily stowed a few precious keepsakes that were reminders of her grandma. Amy, the woman who had been both mother and father to her after her parents died when she was seven. Beyond her pale tepee of light, showering down on her from the low watt bulb hooked over a rafter, the poised darkness pressed in against the spongy edges, exploring its durability. She lifted the tin, feeling its weight in her hands. It wasn’t heavy. It wasn’t much of a shrine to such a wonderful woman; pretty pathetic really, but at the time she could barely bring herself to accept that Amy had gone, so unexpectedly, so needlessly that it was all she could do to pack them away at all. Struggling to command her reluctant fingers she fumbled to remove the lid. She had come too far to back out now, she had to do this.


    But why now? After all this time of denial?


    Meli had no idea, but the compulsion to open the box was as great as that of Pandora when she opened the box sent by Zeus. Meli had to open it up and release all her own personal ills, because if she didn’t she would be tortured by them to the end of her days. And she knew she couldn’t face a lifetime of that, couldn’t condemn her family to the same fate.


    “There’s a time for grieving, but you’re making a career out of it Melissa.”


    She stiffened like a ready basted chicken in a supermarket freezer. Had Amy’s chastisement been spoken in her head? Or had it emerged from the murky recesses where the light couldn’t quite penetrate? Suddenly the lid flew free in her hand, and dropped onto the hardboard floor, the tinny clatter effectively exorcising any loitering ghosts, as she couldn’t see any when her head yanked round and her bulbous eyes scanned the undefined darkened corners.


    It wasn’t until her heart had stopped rattling against her ribcage that she could tear her eyes away and bring herself to look down. For a millisecond, she found herself warmed by the sight of a bright smiling face, one that was so familiar, so loved. Soft mound of frosted hair topping a gentle face, the high forehead denoting a touch of intelligence, the firm mouth twisted with perception and quick-wittedness. Meli’s gaze settled on the haunting green eyes. She could have sworn that Amy could see her through those eyes, across the planes that separated the after-world from that of the living, that she could see her pain.


    Tremulously she smiled back at Amy Smart, frustrated when the image dipped in and out of focus beneath a fine misting of tears, like someone breathing on glass on a cold day; her throat so swollen with emotion that she could barely breath. Snatching up the photo, she raised it to her lips. Tenderly she kissed the impassive glossy print and then held it to her hot cheek as though she could feel the closeness of her grandmother, the warmth of her flesh against her own. Her nostrils filled with the musky fragrance that she associated with Amy, the scent still clinging to the silk scarf that was somewhere inside the box. Groping for it blindly among a mix of old cards, letters and jewellery she pulled it out and held it to her nose, savouring it, the sheer gauzy fabric darkening with the tears that squeezed from her shuttered eyes as she relived the memories of her grandmothers existence, exiled the harrowing loss for just one delicious if fleeting moment.


    But the painful memories were too overpowering, and her idyllic Elysian field fantasy was devastated as a swarm of black locusts, of biblical proportions, descended and devoured it. The room echoed with a funny sound, high pitched and squeaky, like a mouse with its tail caught in a trap as Meli’s thin shoulders shuddered as huge raking sobs broke from her throat.


    It was on the eve of her fortieth birthday that it had happened. Amy was on her way home from the town centre, having ordered a huge bouquet of flowers to be delivered the next day for her birthday. She could have ordered them over the phone. Oh, how she wished Amy had, rather than take that fateful journey.


    Totally unpredicted, like a thunderbolt hurled from the heavens, a mugger had struck. Amy hadn’t stood a chance. Shoved to the ground she had cracked her skull hard on the pavement. Twelve hours later, at 5.10 a.m., she was dead. No chance to say their goodbyes. No chance to tell her how much she loved her, to thank her, to tell her how much she would be missed, just wham, and then gone. It was all so pointless, so unforgivable. They never caught the culprit, and that made it all the harder to bear. She had no one to focus her hatred on, no one to answer her questions, questions that burned, right to this very day, into her heart with the heat of a branding iron. Why Amy? Why did he have to kill her for the sake of a couple of quid? She hadn’t even put up a struggle.


    Then, of course, later that day - after every reminder that it was her fortieth birthday: from the cards, to the cake, to the banners, had been removed or destroyed - the bouquet had arrived. If there was an Olympic event for weeping, Meli would have won the gold easily that day.


    It was some time later that Meli repacked the contents of the tin, which had been strewn on the floor around her, and clambered from the attic, the precious box in her hand. Somehow it didn’t seem right to leave it up there, all on its own in the darkness. Taking it into her bedroom, she stretched up and pushed it onto the top of the wardrobe.


    In the bathroom she inspected her face in the cabinet mirror. It was not a pretty sight. Red blotchy eyes, squinting from puffy sockets and a shocking-pink nose did little for her appearance, other than draw attention away from her razor edged cheek bones and colourless pencil line lips. Cramming her hair into a scrunchy she secured it away from her face, before splashing cold water over her hot flushed skin. Lifting her head she stared deeply into her green eyes with their flecks of hazel, buried beneath long black lashes. Large intense eyes that seemed to fill her entire face. She blinked, drawing away from her reflection. Eyes that she had inherited from her mother, Amy had often told her fondly. She wished she could remember more about her parents, but she had been so young. How long would it be before her memories of Amy faded?


    Her lower lip began to quiver, pre-empting the involuntary collapse of her entire face again if she didn’t pull herself together. Grabbing the towel she smothered her face in it, soaking up the wetness, pressing it so hard against her eyeballs that she was amazed they didn’t cave in and embed themselves into her brain. She had got over the loss of her parents; she would get over the loss of Amy too, given time. Chucking the towel carelessly over the side of the bath, she walked briskly away, turning her back on her melancholy thoughts. Feeling hot now, she headed back to her bedroom, and quickly stripping off her jumper, with its tear-sodden sleeves, she changed into a cool white tee shirt.


    Her eyes fell on her birthday cards, sprawled across the bedside cabinet, just as she’d left them that morning, in preference of her coffee. Slumping onto the bed she idly picked them up and flicked through them again. There were eleven in total, most of them from old friends and work colleagues from Reading. She considered herself lucky that these people had bothered to remember it was her birthday, let alone send her a card. She gulped down the sob that was forming in her throat, and quickly snatched up Cal’s card as a distraction. It was one of those ultra large, thickly quilted cards that always reminded her of a Gossard Wonderbra, and which probably cost almost as much! Dear Cal. He had tried so hard over the past year to help her, to understand what she was going through. But he had no personal experience of a close bereavement. Both his parents and his brother were still alive. No, that wasn’t quite true. He had had a dog as a child and by all accounts he had been very upset when it leaped over a fence, chasing a ball, and fell five-hundred feet to its death, but loosing a dog really couldn’t compare to loosing one’s grandmother.


    Meli rubbed at her thigh, where a patch of sunlight was burning through her jeans. Standing up she crossed to the window, and resting her hands on the sill she took a moment to luxuriate in the breathtaking beauty of the scenery. ‘How can you feel sad, living in such a heavenly place?’ It asked, glistening and winking at her provocatively with slivers of emeralds and finely polished splinters of jade that formed each blade of grass, each delicately carved leaf. ‘Living the dream you shared with Amy?’


    “Yes, you are truly beautiful beyond words, and I do feel lucky,” she heard herself whispering in reply, “but I would give it all up in an instance to be able to put the clock back and undo the harrowing events of the past year.” She shook herself sternly, the whole thing was taking on a surreal feel as sweet and sour battled in her mind like the ingredients of a cheap Chinese takeaway. Her earlier thoughts about insanity returned and slapped her soberingly in the face. “I really must stop talking to myself,” she told herself out loud.


    After her parents tragic deaths in a car crash, Amy had given up her own career without hesitation, and taken her in. Tough as they come, Amy and bereavement were already old chums, as Amy had suffered the loss of her husband five years earlier, had lost both brothers during the war, and her parents before this. Meli could only recall one occasion when she had seen her grandma’s big clear eyes fill up with tears. This had been when they sat together in the church, staring at the two sorrowful coffins laid side by side. Meli wouldn’t have even noticed this one slip, if not for the fact that Amy’s hand had been crushing her own so tortuously that her head snapped up and her mouth parted, ready to plead with her grandma to stop. But seeing the tears she had forced her lips closed, pinning them together between gritted teeth, holding back any cry for mercy, baffled by the sense of comfort she found in suffering the physical pain in silence, which was somehow so much easier to endure than its sister one of deep, emotional pain.


    Outside of this, Amy had succeeded in hiding her own personal agony over the loss of her only daughter behind her big heart and sweeping smile, making it her lifes ambition to keep Meli’s nightmarish demons at bay, and, under her protective wing, Meli had thrived. Whatever they lacked in material things, was more than made up for by the special love they shared and the elaborate and often nonsensical plans they dreamed up for the future, plans that Amy promised they would do as soon as she won the pools.


    Amy never did win the pools - and it wasn’t until Meli was in her teens that she discovered that Amy had never done them, cash being too precious a commodity to waste on such trivia - but Meli had never held this against her. Meli smiled, alone as she was, as she recalled those years, years of carefree fantasising, when the excited child with her shining eyes and pigtails had flourished in the fairytale land Amy created, believing that anything was possible.


    When she was sixteen her whole world was turned topsy-turvy when she met Cal. Two years later they were married. Lost in the first flush of new love, and then becoming a mother, all those magnificent childhood fantasies were soon vanquished under piles of real life stinky nappies and teething babies. Soon, a whole new dream was evolving, a dream where she exchanged her lifestyle in the crush of old and new architecture, rising between the bronchial network of choked roads, for a new life in the country. In a place where the kids could roam free without fear that they would be flattened by an articulated lorry, or their little chests filled with poisonous pollution, and where she would have space to set up her own business. And throughout, Amy had been in the forefront, encouraging and sharing whatever her latest dream happened to be, not making adult/child promises, but as equals, helping her plan, giving her sound advise.


    Her breath jammed in her windpipe like the M3 on a bank holiday weekend. It was so ironic, so painful to contemplate that the fruition of her dream had only been possible because of Amy’s death. Fate had a warped and ugly sense of humour at times.


    She exhaled, gently lowering her dark lashes as she arched back her slender neck, taking a moment to savour the warm glow of the sun on her face and throat, letting it wash over and through her entire body like a shot of good quality brandy. Amy would have adored it here; she would have been so proud that it was because of her Meli’s ambitions had been achieved. Amy wouldn’t have stood for her behaviour this past year, for wallowing in her mud-hole of self pity. The words she’d heard in the attic came back. Yes, it was true, she had made a career out of her mourning, prodding and slashing at the festering wound with a razorblade of bitterness and a face like the Angel of Death, a face that would have sent a diehard pack of double glazing salesmen running from a sure sale. All these thoughts were like a whirlwind in her mind, and her spirit was suddenly caught up in the wind and sent spinning into the sky. It was as though Amy was there, with her. Her nostrils filled with the scent of her, the gentle touch of the sun was Amy’s strong fingers resting on her shoulders. Her eyes snapped open and she spun round, searching the room behind her. Amy wasn’t there of course, not in person anyway, but Meli knew she was there in spirit, touching her in some ethereal way. Telling her that she was fine, happy in whatever place followed on from the death of a good person, that Meli must stop fretting, consumed by her embittered hatred for the unknown assailant.


    Tears sprouted and formed a chain of pearly glass beads as they rolled down her cheeks, but they weren’t the gut retching, tortured tears of earlier. These were born of comfort and a sense of liberation from herself imposed penance, her guilt that she had benefited from Amy’s death. She had to let go of all her enmity and negative feelings, before they stripped her of everything that she should be holding precious: her family, her new life, future opportunities. It was all so clear.


    How many times had Cal tried to say all these things to her? And however kindly and tactfully he’d broached them, she had glared at him as though he was the devil himself, tempting her to betray Amy’s memory by forgiving the bastard - may he rot in hell for all eternity - for what he’d done; for daring to suggest that Meli should get on with her life. Poor Cal, a week ago he’d suggested that they went out for a meal tonight to celebrate her birthday, but she’d almost taken his head off with her snapped retort, like a crocodile with a compacted wisdom tooth. Wiping away her tears, she leaped from the room and raced down the staircase. Without any hesitation, she snatched up the phone and dialled the travel agency where Cal was the manager. It wasn’t too late to change her mind.


    “Hi Cal,” she greeted when she was put through, her voice a little breathless from her haste in getting to the phone.


    “Is everything okay?” She heard the concerned edge to his voice.


    “Everything’s fine,” she replied lightly. “I was just ringing to say I’ve changed my mind, and if the offer of dinner tonight is still on, I’d love to go.”


    “Of course it’s still on offer.” She could hear his puzzlement across the distance, almost as if he wasn’t totally sure he was hearing her correctly, or that this was some kind of test. There was a slight pause as though he half expected her fingers to emerge from the mouthpiece his end, and grab him by the throat if he’d given her the wrong answer. When nothing untoward happened, he added. “I’m really pleased you’ve changed your mind. Where would you like to go?”


    “The Smugglers Arms would be fine, then we can both drink.” The pub was only five minutes walk away and was their local. No, she corrected herself, it was Cal’s local, as he gravitated to the bar most evenings, even if only for one pint. She had only crossed the threshold on three or four occasions, when she’d been co-erced into accompanying him. She shot down the alarming image of Dick Swindon whispering furiously in the twitching ears of the po-faced bar props, and the sight of their sniggering faces as they gawked at her.


    “Sounds good to me. See you later.”


    Replacing the receiver, Meli felt like she was walking on a pair of sponge-soled silver slippers. The constant tightness across her forehead, similar to having her head compressed in a hundred extra-thick elastic bands, had miraculously gone. Rushing to the mirror, she gaped at her expression, amazed to discover that the customary furrows, that looked like she had indeed been wearing a hundred extra-thick elastic bands around her forehead, had vanished. Finding the courage to finally lay her ghosts to rest, to put the past behind her and focus on the future, had the effect of giving her an instant forehead lift, and it hadn’t cost a penny. It was amazing.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    


    At 2.50 p.m., Meli slipped on her trainers and scooped up her keys, preparing to collect the twins from school. Cassie was getting a lift home later with a friend. Opening the door she jumped backwards, startled when a large white object accelerated towards her face and stopped one centimetre from where the tip of her nose had been. Uncrossing her eyes, they focused on the envelop that belonged to a stubby arm, which in turn belonged to Elsa, who was so close that she must have been standing with her face pressed to the door. How long had she been there?


    “Oh, you gave me such a scare,” she gulped, glancing around the side of the unwavering envelop and giving the old woman a nervous smile.


    Elsa’s beady black eyes bore into her own with the intensity of lasers, causing a cold sweat to trickle over her body. Did Elsa take some satisfaction from having frightened her?


    “It’s your birthday.” Meli nodded her agreement slowly. Somehow her neighbour made it sound like an accusation of some heinous crime. “This is for you.”


    Meli shifted her gaze back to the envelop that was still stretched out towards her, but was now swishing through the air, just beneath the tip of her nostrils. Automatically she found herself reaching up and accepting it, if only to ensure that Elsa didn’t slice her nose off with it. Now she had an uninterrupted view of Elsa’s face, she was trying desperately hard not to stare rudely at the large glutinous red stain that seeped from the left of her thin lips and widened out to cover the nub of her knobbly chin, congealing around the roots of the coarse covering of hairs. Tomato ketchup maybe? Ox blood? She shuddered.


    “They’ll be a present later.” The words generated several impromptu and unsavoury thoughts. A present. What would someone like Elsa consider an appropriate present? A necklace made from a string of fat juicy earthworms, threaded together from mouth to derriere on a length of cotton, or worse still maggots? Or maybe a stuffed rat’s head mounted on a plaque to hang over the fireplace; or maybe even a hedgehog pie, topped with a large dollop of butter (if the word in the village was to be believed, Elsa used butter and margarine like other people would use cream - as a topping on everything; in fact she was rumoured to eat it straight from the tub with a spoon). The Chelsea Bun she’d enjoyed earlier began to clamber up the sides of her gullet, racing the muesli she’d eaten for breakfast. Hastily she swallowed.


    “That’s very nice of you,” Meli was struggling to find some way to decline the mind churning offer without causing offence.


    “You’ve been crying.”


    Meli stood back, affronted, not only that Elsa had noticed she had been crying, particularly as she had thought a layer of carefully applied make-up had concealed this pretty well, but also that she so blatantly commented on it.


    “I, I had something in my eye earlier,” she stammered unconvincingly, cringing as she heard the words emerge from her lips. Not the most original statement.


    “Hey?” Elsa squinted as she cocked her left ear in Meli’s direction, and lifting a clump of matted hair fibres, she treated Meli to the dubious pleasure of staring at the badly fitting hearing aid, which was plugged into the opening of her lughole and held fast by a watertight sealant of brownish/black earwax. Meli averted her gaze.


    “I said that was very kind of you, for the card,” she replied in a raised voice, gesturing meaningfully with the envelop. Meli saw no point in repeating the pathetic excuse, and having chosen to ignore the personal statement, she decided to wind-up the conversation as speedily as possible. She inhaled so sharply that the sudden influx of oxygen into her brain made her light-headed, as with some relief, she watched the curious woman pigeon-step in a half circle and lumber away, leaving behind her a strange fusty aroma in the air.


    From her right, Tabby appeared, leaping out from behind a potted tub of marigolds. Bouncing lightly over the cobbled driveway, she quickly traced her mistresses’ steps. Meli heard Elsa’s cursed greeting as soon as she saw her and lifting up her stick, she took a hefty swipe at her with its blunt tip. Unperturbed, the matchstick cat evaded injury by diving over the pendulum as it gathered speed towards her, and alighted on the top of the stone wall that ran alongside. Perching on the convex coping stones, she turned a pair of bright amber eyes over her shoulder and regarded Meli with her cold gaze for a moment before dropping down out of sight on the far side. Meli was glad she wasn’t a black cat as thoughts of witches and their familiars sneaked into her mind. Or could witches have cats of any colour? An icy shiver ran through her body. What was it about their neighbour that gave her the creeps? She gave a final glance after the departing figure. After all, it was quite normal to be standing on someone’s doorstep, face welded to the paintwork of the door, a knitted red bobble hat perched elf-like on the side of her head, with matching Rupert Bear red wellies on her feet, wearing a mint green jacket, which overall, gave an impression of a sweet wrapper.


    Meli shook her head. Pulling the front door closed behind her, and giving the handle a sharp tug for good measure to make doubly sure it was secure, she hurried across to her car. As she settled in the front seat she took a moment to check her face in the mirror. Her green eyes looked bright and clear now, she couldn’t detect any evidence of her earlier tears. How had Elsa known? Realising that she still had the card in her hand, she dropped it onto the seat beside her, automatically rubbing her fingers down her jeans, before starting the engine and setting off on the journey to the school.


    Her encounter with Elsa made her a little late, and she was forced to park some distance from the school gates. Slipping out of the car she stood beside it and waited for sight of her two sons. Bolting from the exit like two leggy greyhounds, they paused, swung their gazes up and down the road, and then spotting her they raced along the narrow path, shoving at each other in their haste to reach the car first and claim the coveted front seat, causing other small children to scatter. Muttering some embarrassed apologies to the other mums as they glared at her reproachfully, she quickly opened the doors and ushered them inside.


    “You really are the limit,” she scolded gently. “You mustn’t push passed other children like that. You could cause an accident.”


    “But it was his fault,” blabbed David, as he hurled a gloating smirk at his brother from the front seat, “he said he’d race me.”


    “But that doesn’t mean you have to,” she rebuked him as she made herself comfortable in her own seat. “You wouldn’t leap off a cliff just because George suggested it, now would you?”


    “I might,” came the smart retort. “What’s this?” David was staring down into the well of the car. Lifting up his foot he peeled away something that was glued to the sole of his scuffed black shoes.


    “That’s for me,” she told him, recognising the envelop, “just leave it alone.”


    George squeezed the top half of his body between the two front seats to inspect his brother’s find. They exchanged glances. “But it’s not for you,” they announced together, tittering. “It says it’s for Elsa.”


    Puzzled, Meli glanced down at it. It was true. Just beneath a trampled blob of pink bubble gum, Elsa’s name and address were clearly visible. Intrigued, she retrieved it from her son and opening it she pulled out a card with a picture of a cuddly teddy bear on it holding out two peacock blue flowers and with the words Happy Birthday Mummy, written across the top. Opening it she snorted with laughter, then held it out for the twins to read. The words ‘Have a happy birthday mum’ were crossed through, and underneath it was written happy birthday from Elsa. No one could accuse their neighbour of being a spend thrift! Still it was the thought that counted. Careful to avoid any contact with the tacky confectionary, she slipped the card back into the envelop, then pinching the corner with two fingers, she handed it back to David.


    Face sobering she told him, “Don’t get any gum on your clothes, and make sure there is none left on your shoe.” Then addressing both boys she commanded, “Seat belts.” As soon as they were all safely buckled in, Meli turned the key in the ignition and pulled out onto the road. Whoever sent the card must have been very young at the time, as there was only a large X on the page for a signature, written in a thick black wax crayon. She hadn’t realised that Elsa had children. She had certainly never seen any sign of any, but then they would be grown up by now. Braking as she approached a T junction, Meli was trying to imagine what kind of mother Elsa might be. No matter how hard she tried, she simply couldn’t imagine her cradling anything as fragile as a new born babe in her arms without dropping it on its head, and the image of an identical but tiny sweet wrapper, in a pair of miniature matching wellies and bobble hat was almost too much to comprehend.


    As soon as the wheels stopped on the drive, the doors were hurled open and the two boys erupted from the vehicle like Starsky and Hutch. “Get out of your school gear,” Meli yelled after them, knowing that she probably wouldn’t see them again until dinner time. Reaching the door first, George thrust his key in the lock, elbows like metal brackets as he blocked David’s access so he was first inside. Following behind them at a more sedate pace, Meli cleared the passageway of her childrens slovenliness with her usual expertise - booting four scruffy upended shoes into corners with a well aimed toe while scooping up discarded lunch boxes and disowned school bags and their spewed contents from where they littered the floor. One day she would carry out her threat to toss the whole lot out into the garden in the pouring rain. Only it probably wouldn’t teach them anything, she accepted with a resigned sigh, as she struggled through the living room, their belongings wedged in her arms from her waist to chin high. It would undoubtedly be good old mum who would buckle first and end up bringing them in, cleaning them up and drying them out. Why was it that they never abandoned anything that she could make an example of? She sighed again, another sign of acceptance, this time that despite their tender years, and apparent innocence, her sons were far too clever for her.


    Reaching the kitchen, she spewed the boys’ belongings across the table and then dutifully began sorting through them, dropping soiled P.E. kits onto the floor in front of the washing machine, and re-packing things like gym shoes and pencil cases. When the bags were sorted, she turned her attention to the lunch boxes. It was no surprise to her to find that the carefully prepared sandwiches looked like they’d been through a wringer, and that from the bruises on the skins of the apples, they looked like they’d been used in a football match. Resignedly, she consigned them all to the bin with a silent prayer for restraint.


    At five o’clock Meli set about cooking burgers and chips for the twins, and put a vegetarian lasagne into the oven for Cass. Cass had announced six months ago that she wasn’t going to eat meat any more. At first Meli had tried to be the perfect mum, and had made the effort to cook vegetarian meals from scratch, but had soon learned two things. One, was that her daughter was unappreciative about her Herculean efforts to accommodate this latest craze, and the other was that for all the thanks she got it was simpler and just as rewarding to buy a ready meal from the frozen section of the local supermarket, as the morose Cassie never commented one way or the other, just eating whatever happened to be put in front of her in her usual crabby silence. She stared out the kitchen window for a moment, gazing absently at the sky where a small cloud, shaped like a baby rhinoceros with a pot-belly, an overlarge mouth and a long tapered tongue, was grazing its way along the hilltop. Where had she gone wrong, she wondered?


    The boys arrived back with minutes to spare, filling the lodge with the none too savoury fragrance of Eau de cologne of Hot Sweaty Bodies, and a trail of mud across the floor.


    Thrusting her hands on her hips, Meli complained. “Just look at the mess you’ve made. How many times must I tell you to take your trainers off outside when they’re muddy?”


    “But it wasn’t us,” David denied the accusation, flicking his large blue eyes at her incredulously. Lowering her gaze, Meli cast her eyes along the fall-out of dirt that started in the hallway and ended by David’s and George’s footwear. Before she could say anything, David bent down and removed the incriminating evidence from his feet, his brother following suit. Treading all over the dirt, grinding it to a fine powder under their socked feet, they took the offending trainers into the hallway. Out of her sight, she heard them tumbling along the floor. She caught a flash of blue tee shirts and jeans zip from the hall and fly up the stairs. Stomping to the cupboard, she manhandled the uncooperative hoover from where it clung to its bosom buddies, the broom and the ironing board, and then sucked up the mess.


    Standing at the bottom of the stairs moments later, she called up. “I’m just dishing up. I hope you’ve changed, and washed your hands.”


    Cass was late, but Meli wasn’t going to let the boys’ dinner ruin waiting for their sister; the burgers were already looking a little dark-eyed around the edges. Their plates were set out ready on the table when they reappeared, Cass’ was sitting in the microwave. Making herself a cup of tea, Meli joined them at the table and exchange idle chatter with them. She knew that it would be some time before she would eat. Cal wouldn’t get home until about seven, then by the time he had washed and changed it would be getting on for eight. Not that this worried her; often she had little or no appetite.


    As it turned out, Cal arrived home early, spurred by his wife’s unexpected phone call. He surprised Meli when he came bounding through the door with a cardinal-red rose clenched between his teeth; matador style. Only he wasn’t the svelte figure in skin tight trousers and bulging groin. Well, his trousers were tight, very tight in fact, but only where his amply-upholstered belly and flanks strained within the confines of the polyester. She couldn’t help but grin at the sight of him.


    To add to the comical appearance, he looked as if he’d had a street brawl with Mike Tyson on the way home; from the heavy black rings under his eyes to his beaten-up suit, rumpled shirt and crooked tie. He’d obviously had a hard day. The only parts to escape this trounced look was the close cropped woolen thatch that passed for hair (and which even a gale force wind couldn’t breach), and his sharp crystal blue eyes, which at that moment were discreetly assessing her.


    Sweeping the rose from his mouth he held it out to her with a low bowing movement, like a gallant rogue. “A rose for my rose,” he greeted with a smile the size and shape of a large curved banana. “Happy birthday.”


    It wasn’t the most original greeting, but her grin widened as she accepted the proffered gift graciously with one hand, while reaching across with the other and wiping a tiny trickle of blood from the corner of his lip with a finger. “You should have brought a thornless rose,” she mocked gently, “if you intended playing silly buggers.”


    For an instant their eyes locked. Breaking contact, Meli turned away, slipping the rose into the same vase as the one served with her coffee and cards that morning, before moving to the sink and rinsing the blood stain from her finger under the cold tap. Cal had an uncanny ability to lay bare her very soul when he fixed his eyes on her that way, it was like being scanned by some futuristic machine that could bore right into the grey matter inside her head, read her thoughts. What did he find there?


    “Sorry for messing you about by changing my mind, about dinner tonight, but you’ll be pleased to know that I think I’ve finally laid my ghosts to rest.” Meli felt that she owed him an explanation, and it was better to select her own version of why, rather than let him ride rough-shot through the desolate wilderness of her mind. An unwelcoming place which even she avoided. It was a shame that the carefree moment when Cal had arrived home had vanished now. It had been fun while it lasted. Drying her hands, she steeled herself to face him. He was right behind her, and before she could turn, he caught her in his arms and almost totally enveloped her slight frame in his as he wrapped her in a huge bear-hug.


    “If that’s the case, then I’m really pleased for you,” he whispered in her ear. Tightening his grip, he attacked her neck with his plump lips, nibbling and nuzzling the sensitive skin playfully, instantly reducing Meli to helpless giggles.


    It took her several seconds of squirming and counter foul play: drilling her elbows into his ribs and stamping on his toes, plus the timely arrival of Cass, before Meli managed to escape him. Rearranging her clothing, Meli watched Cal saunter away to change, before she stole a look at her daughter, meeting a pair of clearly disapproving, aquamarine eyes.


    “We were only messing about,” she countered the objectionable look with one of her own. “Your dinners in the microwave.”


    “You know, you do look different,” Cal told her a little later as he finished stuffing his belly into a pair of navy trousers so he could zip them up. He cocked his head to one side thoughtfully. “What happened?”


    “I feel, I just feel different, somehow,” she replied with disarming sincerity as she met his reflection in the dressing table mirror. Sitting forward she reached out and picked up her hair brush. “I’ve been up in the loft.” She caught the sight of Cal’s eyebrows rising up his forehead, making his eyes widen. They both knew that the only thing up there was The Box. She indicated the top of the wardrobe with her brush, where the tin was now mounted.


    Cal nodded his approval. “That’s good,” he commented. “No, that’s excellent.” His lips turned up into a beaming smile.


    Ten minutes later, Meli was back downstairs. She had changed into a flowing skirt, of delicate wedgwood blue, broken by a crazy pattern of cream coloured blobs, and an embroidered pearly-white blouse. There was no sign of Cass, and her dinner was still sitting in the microwave. Clearing the boys’ plates and cutlery, she began piling it into the dishwasher, teeth gritted, trying not to let Cass get to her. Until about a year ago they had been so close, something Meli had been very proud of; these days, however, it seemed that her daughter’s prime function in life was to cause her grief.


    She was conscious that someone had come in behind her. Glancing over her shoulder she saw that it was Cass. “How was your day?” she forced herself to speak, in an attempt to make conversation.


    “Okay.” Cassie set the timer.


    “How’s school?”


    “Okay.”


    Meli straightened and slammed the door of the dishwasher shut. She was sure that if Cass tried really hard she might manage to excel herself and string five words together. For no rational reason that she could determine, she felt her temperature rising. Picking up the kettle, she crashed it on the worktop for good measure, just in case her daughter had missed the slamming dishwasher door. Cass ignored her. Meli chewed on her lip for a moment, before her face suddenly lit up like fairy lights. “Oh, by the way, I’ve got a bone to pick with you,” she told the back of her daughter’s head as she removed her plate from the microwave when the timer pinged to announce that the two minutes were up. “When we leave in the mornings, can you please make sure that you close the front door properly.”


    The accusation brought a reaction. Cass spun round and fixed a pair of narrowed, blue eyes at her. “What are you talking about?” she asked, suddenly finding the will to expand her vocabulary.


    “This morning, you left the door open.”


    “I didn’t,” Cass protested indignantly.


    “Yes, you did,” Meli pressed. “When I got home I nearly had a heart attack. The plumber and his son had let themselves in when they found the door ajar. I thought they were burglars.” She didn’t mention the bit about axe murderers; the notion would sound far too melodramatic.


    “I don’t give a toss what you think, it damn well wasn’t me.” Cass was facing her mother like a hissing goose with its neck arched defiantly, the hot plate gripped tightly in a tea towel between her white knuckled fingers.


    Cal came down the stairs at that moment, his short damp hair gathered into tight little tepees against his scalp, although it would only take moments before it dried and sprung back into its usual downy covering. “What’s that about burglars?” he asked.


    “Well, you were the last one out of the house this morning.” Meli wasn’t going to let up, she was on firm ground.


    No one answered Cal.


    “I closed the door. Do you think I’m stupid?” Cassie’s rotund face turned a shade of crimson, her lips compressed into two angry slashes across the lower half of her face as she slapped her plate onto the table, sending gravy and vegemince sprawling across the tabletop.


    David and George, who had been glued to the T.V. and the computer game they were playing, their fingers lunging wildly across the control pads while two prize-fighters exchanged violent blows on the screen, suddenly paused their game and turned their attention to the kitchen where mum and sister were locked like two sparring Amazons preparing for battle.


    Meli was conscious that the whole family were witness to this now, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if she saw Elsa’s face pressed to the window, alongside Mrs. Barber’s. Inside her head, she became aware of an odd scraping sound. It took her a moment to realise that it was the sound of her own grating teeth.


    “Melissa.” Cal’s firm voice, together with the full and rare use of her Christian name, had the same effect as stuffing a parrot in her mouth, effectively choking back the tongue-lashing that was about to spring from her lips. Her fiery eyes darted across to look at her husband, and she clearly saw the warning shake of his head. He was right; this was getting out of hand. She swallowed her irrational annoyance, almost gagging on the coarse wing feathers as the parrot was forced down her throat.


    “Look, it’s okay, I’m not having a go, we all make mistakes. I’m only asking that you are more careful in future. You know I hate the house to be left unsecured; you never know who might get in.” From warring Amazon to peace keeper in less than five seconds. Pretty amazing, Meli congratulated herself.


    “Well that’s rich, coming from you.” Cass, on the other hand, was clearly still clutching her spear, ready to jab her mother with its poisoned tip. “I thought we moved here especially to get away from burglars and muggers.” Horrified, Cassie’s fingers flew to her lips, but they were too late to catch and restrain the last harrowing word that sent shock waves through the room, making the beams and the ceiling groan as they whispered furiously to each other. Every spot of colour drained from her head at the unintentional reminder of what happened to Great Grandma Amy.


    Meli’s jaw unlatched and fell to the ground where it hung precariously, and the muscles in her heart spasmed. Then, just when she thought she would pass out, her heart gave a painful lurch and began crashing and kicking within her chest cavity, and her heavy, lower jaw retracted itself so her mouth could work. “How could you?” She gasped. Across the table, Meli saw her daughter swallow nervously; saw the way her shoulders hunched up and around her head as though she wished the ground would open up and she would be sucked down into the flaming bowels of the Earths core. Right at that particular moment, Meli’s stone-coated heart hoped so too.


    “I’m so sorry,” Cass managed to whisper in a husky broken sob, her eyes glistening with a coating of tears.


    Meli’s heart burst its stuffing into her chest. Blinking back her own tears she rushed around the table to her daughter, and grabbing her, pulled her into such a tight embrace that even Samson himself wouldn’t have been able to part them. Mother and daughter clung together for a moment, locked by their mutual pain.


    “That’s not fair,” howled George, his tinny voice protesting that his brother had restarted the game while he wasn’t looking. David, who had lost all interest in the scene unfolding in the kitchen when it hadn’t turned into the anticipated screaming match with blood and guts, had taken the opportunity to KO his brother’s boxer.


    Cal, striding into the living room, picked up a cushion and flung it at David’s head. Instantly taking on the role of the injured boxer, David threw himself onto the floor and lay spread-eagled on his back, quickly topped by George. Within seconds they were having a bundle.


    Ignoring the melee happening not ten feet from where they were standing, Meli released her daughter and stepped back to arms length. In that moment, when their eyes locked, something dramatic sparked between them, something of such magnitude that Meli physically felt the force of it strike the barrier that existed between them, shattering it into a thousand pieces, like dropping a porcelain figurine from the top of the Empire State Building. She sensed that Cass had felt it too.


    “Best eat your dinner, before it gets cold,” Meli advised. She watched with a huge burst of happiness, as Cass slid down onto a chair, and began tucking in. Up until thirty seconds ago, Cass complying with anything she suggested would have been about as likely as Cal suddenly announcing that he was giving up drink.


    “Dad’s taking me out for a meal tonight,” Meli continued. “Can you mind the boys for us?” She saw the way Cass cast her disparaging eyes at her brothers, as Cal tried to untangle the two knotted bodies, her expression clearly revealing that she would prefer to mind a family of unruly baboons than her brothers, but she nodded anyway.


    “Thanks Cass.” It had been a rhetorical question, as they both knew that she would have had to do this anyway, but somehow it had felt right to ask.


    Cal swaggered into the kitchen, a pompous smirk on his face at having successfully calmed the twins, although if his puffed and ruddy complexion was anything to go by, it hadn’t been an easy victory. Speculatively, he eyed the two women in his life, checking whether Meli had had as much success with their daughter.


    Meli’s ready smile reassured him. All in all, today had not been the total disaster she’d expected. Today had proven to be something memorable, the day she had taken the first step out of her black hole.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    


    After all the dramatics, they eventually arrived at the Fountains Head at 8.15 p.m. Cal had arranged for them to meet some friends: Barbara and Doug Dunn; in fact they were the only friends they had made in Farfield so far. Like Cal and Meli, the Dunns were still relative newcomers to the village, taking over Blue Bells, a B & B opposite Brambly Lodge, a little more than a year ago. Meli had been touched when Cal told her they would be making up a foursome. It couldn’t have been easy for them to arrange cover at the B & B at such short notice. Preceding Cal into the bar, Meli spent a couple of seconds swan-necking as she tried to catch sight of them, as the small bar was unusually busy. Then, from the corner, above the general droning of voices and laughter, Meli caught the unmistakable clinking that sounded like a very large bag of small bones being shaken, and which was in fact the vertigo induced, squeals of fear from the bangles attached to Barbara’s arms, as she hurled them over her head and thrashed them high in the air.


    “Happy birthday, Meli,” she cried in a booming voice that reverberated between the dark wood-panelled walls of the bar area. A burst of fire crackers would have been more discreet. Meli cringed as several pairs of eyes swivelled round and glanced curiously in her direction. If there had been anyone in the village who had not known it was her birthday, they would have known it now. Surging forward like an excited Golden Retriever, Barbara bounded across the stone floor, flapping her plump hands in front of her, scattering a group of pot bellied drinkers from her path like panicked sheep. As soon as Meli was within reach, she pawed at her shoulders, yanking her into a warm, bosomy hug and planted a wet kiss on her cheek. Doug, trailing behind his wife, waited for her to move aside and then leaning forward gave her a beer scented peck on her lips.


    “Come on then, before someone nicks our seats.” Barbara grabbed Meli by the wrist and began dragging her along behind her as the men headed off in the opposite direction, worming their way towards the bar. Meli thought it unlikely that anyone with any sense would settle at the table with its half pint of bitter, its double G & T and the navy handbag, all clearly indicating that the table was taken. However, she didn’t say anything, but gratefully sank down into a chair and melted into the corner, out of the limelight.


    “You look different tonight,” Barbara commented, running her eyes critically over Meli’s face. “Are you wearing make-up? Oh no, it’s because you’re wearing a smile.” Barbara’s full lips turned upwards into a half moon at her own joke.


    “Hmm, I am,” Meli agreed noncommittally. Although Barbara was the closest thing to a friend in these parts, they were still in the early stages of their relationship, and Meli wasn’t quite ready to bare the entire contents of her soul just yet. She suspected however, that Cal was not so discreet, given some of the stunned silences and pitying looks she received when the four of them were together, and she’d return from visits to the loo, making her think that she’d done something awful, like tucked toilet paper in her pants and was trailing it along behind her, or something equally horrendous.


    “It’s busy in here tonight,” she commented slipping in a change of subject as she cast her gaze around the crammed bar, taking the opportunity to seek out some of the regulars, particularly Dick Swindon, or any of his boozy associates. Neither were evident. Meli felt herself relax; no embarrassing scenes or oblique looks tonight; no hasty explanations to either Cal or their friends about how foolish she had been.


    “Darts match tonight. Starting in about fifteen minutes. Fountains Head versus the Hook and Parrot.” Barbara reeled off the information like headlines from the sports page of the local paper. Picking up her G & T she tipped half the contents into her mouth and swilled it over her tongue before swallowing, Meli’s uncommunicative response to her joke bouncing off her like a paper dart from the hide of a hippo.


    “You’re kidding?” Meli asked, wondering where on earth the darts board was, she’d never noticed one before.


    Barbara emitted a deep chortling sound. “They only put it up when there’s a match,” she anticipated Meli’s thoughts. “I know, it’s hard to believe that you could get two darts teams and their supporters in here, and still manage to find space for their game, but they manage somehow.”


    The two men returned, and Bill placed a vodka and lime in front of Meli.


    “Did you know that?” Meli smiled her thanks at Doug while aiming the question at Cal. “About the darts match?”


    Cal nodded. “I’ve just heard. We might be better off in the lounge?”


    “That’s an excellent idea,” chirped Barbara, “It’ll be less smoky too.”


    Cal held his gaze on his wife, waiting for her agreement.


    “Yes, definitely,” she nodded at him as she stood up. Picking up their drinks they squeezed themselves through the crush of bodies to the narrow corridor that led down the side of the bar and through to the lounge. Meli had never been in here before. It was more cosy looking than the saloon, with its hearth and sofas and high backed floral armchairs flocking around low tables, and a bit brighter, even though its plastered walls, painted magnolia, were stained a yellowish brown from years of inhaling cigarette smoke.


    “Sorry,” she apologised to an elderly woman in a wheelchair when she caught her handbag straps on the handles.


    The woman’s companion, a pint-sized, scrawny figure of a man with a pair of mean, black brows, leaped scowling to his feet. “Here Vilma, let me move you before you get hurt.” Totally ignoring the new arrivals, he expertly manouvered the wheelchair until it was repositioned on the other side of the table, clear of the entrance.


    Meli shot the man a look so sizzling that it would have melted a twelve foot square block of ice. How rude, and unnecessary. If he hadn’t left the stupid wheelchair in the way, she wouldn’t have bumped into it. As she stomped passed she caught Vilma’s eye and her look thawed as she saw the apology on the other woman’s face. What a shame she was stuck with him. Meli led the way to the only free table. Settling on the far side, so she had a good view into the room, she glanced around. It was pleasant in here, more peaceful and not so claustrophobic. She counted a dozen people in total, most of whom she didn’t recognise. Her eyes came to rest on Vilma and her obnoxious companion. They were an intriguing, unusual pair. Meli watched them closely, observing their body language, trying to decide whether or not they were a couple. She was having a problem with this. There was an absence of bodily contact, an invisible barrier between them, both of which were highly suspicious in her opinion.


    “I think we should order quickly,” Doug advised, drawing her attention. “Before the darts people do, otherwise we’ll have to wait all night, and I’m ravenous.” He patted his spare tyre affectionately. “Got to keep our strength up, hey?” Lowering his gaze he eyed his wife’s similarly expansive waistline with equal affection; a resemblance that didn’t stop there. They were like two peas in a pod, with the same thick thatches of silvery blond hair, the same dumpling cheeks, same inflated lips and droopy, almost sleepy grey eyes, that lit up like frosted icing when they looked at each other. They were a delightful couple, great fun to be with, with a jointly wicked sense of humour who took perverse delight out of ribbing people that they were twins, not husband and wife; an easy ploy for the unsuspecting, including Meli, to fall foul of, given their looks and builds and their freakish habit of dressing in the exact same clothes, possibly even down to the size. Meli was convinced that Barbara couldn’t possibly have any idea what the inside of a womans shop looked like, as all their jumpers and trousers looked as if they came from the mens department of Debenhams. The only concession to any femininity on Barbara’s side was an occasional covering of deep crimson lipstick that made her lips look like two huge and bulging varicose veins, like tonight, and the weighty armful of seventies bangles dragging at her wrist. Viewed from the rear, you had to take a second look, and even then it was almost impossible to tell the terrible twins apart.


    Meli still hadn’t totally forgiven them for taking her in, and she still had the occasional nightmare about it. After meeting them for the first time, her eyes had bulged from their sockets like two boiled ostrich eggs when she’d seen them a couple of days later canoodling in the front garden of Blue Bells like a pair of over-sexed teenagers, and when they eventually came clean, she’d taken a lot of convincing that there was nothing incestuous going on. In fact, even now, she still sometimes wondered.


    Accepting the menu from Cal, Meli glanced down the list. It was a very strange experience, but she actually felt hungry too. Much to everyones amazement, she forewent her usual Light Bite Scampi and Chips, and chose a large sirloin steak, with an extra portion of mushrooms. The men queued at the bar to place their orders.


    “Who were the couple in the doorway?” Meli enquired as she took a sip of her drink. Her nose wrinkled slightly, it was at least a double. Still, it was her birthday. She took another mouthful.


    “Which couple?” Barbara stretched up her short neck to its full extent, and glanced across the room to check. The pair in question had gone now.


    “The woman in the wheelchair.”


    “Oh,” Barbara’s neck retracted as she nodded. Grabbing her own glass by the stem, she catapulted it to her lips and took a swig at her gin and tonic. “That would be Countess Wilhelmina Van Gelda, or Vilma, as we call her.


    “Wow,” gasped Meli in suitable reverence. “Sounds very grand. And the man?”


    “Oh, that was Bill.” She flapped a hand dismissively, startling her bangles into a momentary frenzy of activity.


    The bog-basic, no frills name fell like a rubber mallet on her ears after ringing with the impressive title. Meli instantly ruled out the possibility of them being in a relationship, other than that of an employer and paid employee, a gardener or maybe a handyman or something like that. He couldn’t possibly be a Count. Count Bill? No, definitely didn’t have any ring to it.


    Meli wanted to ask more about them, but decided to restrain herself. With Barbara’s untactful tones, she didn’t want everyone to know that she was being nosy. When Meli didn’t press the subject, Barbara looked a little down in the mouth. She liked nothing more than participating in gossip-mongering, especially when she was the one in the know.


    The evening passed pleasantly enough, although the noise carried from the other room, where cries of ‘one hundred and eighty’ and ‘bullseye’, amid clamorous cheers and high pitched whistles as each final double was landed, nearly sent the more nervous patrons through the ceiling, but it didn’t stop Meli clearing her plate, much to Cal’s delight.


    Their friends left just after ten, a late night for the pair who were usually tucked in by nine, ready to mobilize, the first warming-up chirps of the dawn chorus their bugle, calling them to take up pots and pans and cereal packets to begin the mammoth task of cooking breakfasts for their ten guests at Blue Bells. Meli and Cal stayed on a bit longer, to have a nightcap. By the time they left; after who knew how many birthday vodkas, her share from two bottles of wine, all topped off by a large brandy, Meli was feeling more than a little tipsy as her legs swaggered and buckled like bendy reeds beneath her.


    Cal, who had fared far better than her, laughingly supported her, firmly wrapping a strong arm around her waist. When she tripped and almost fell to her knees on the unlit stretch of lane, he was forced to grapple with her torso to keep her upright, and his hand unintentionally closed around a breast. Meli felt a shower of sparks explode in her groin like an extravaganza of rockets bursting in the darkened sky over London on November fifth. To Cal’s total amazement, he suddenly found himself hauled behind a geranium bush in Mrs. Gratham’s garden and attacked by a nymphomaniac wife, her lips locked over his preventing any screams of protest as her long and oh so soft fingers violated his crotch in a way that made his eyes roll upwards in their sockets, while sending shivers of unbridled sexual delight shimmying through his body.


    Cal was not one to turn down such a brazen offer from his wife, especially when they had been so rare this last year. In less than a millisecond he was reciprocating, his hand inside her bra caressing her, his lips working down her hastily exposed cleavage as he groaned and panted, his manhood springing to attention, pink and shiny as a polished button and ready for parade. They would have had sex there and then; squashed between a wheelie bin and the quivering fronds of the geranium if they had not been given away by the furious yowling of some territorial and obviously jealous tomcat.


    “Shoo, get out of there, you filthy beasts,” came the hollering from the downstairs window of the cottage as Mrs. Gratham, alerted by the tom, flung it wide and saw the shaking bush. Stifling their giggles, almost helpless with laughter, the amorous couple froze until they heard the window snap shut, then Cal gallantly helped Meli to button up her shirt, before they made their escape from the garden, their reputations unscathed. Taking her hand in his, Cal tugged her towards home at full steam.


    Meli’s libido flopped to the ground like a flat Yorkshire pudding, when she saw a downstairs light glaring into the darkness. How could they get passed the kids without delay, before the sizzling passion died a wasteful death? Cal, however, was not going to be thwarted. Still holding her hand he pulled her to the studio. Meli’s teeth flashed in a burst of moonlight as they slipped inside, thanking her lucky stars that she’d forgotten to lock it earlier. The day might have started with a sputter, but it certainly ended with a bang.


    


    Meli floated up through a multi layered, sweet scented bed of rose petals the next morning. Unlike yesterday, she woke with a feeling of pure joy, free from the chains of misery that had been slowly choking the life from her. Her expression melted like hot treacle at the memory of their risqué escapades in the studio last night, which was definitely no longer virginal. Her eyes glinted impishly. Sex was the best pick-you-up in the whole universe; it was stupendous, exhilarating, breath-stopping. She stretched out into the four corners of the bed and then holding her breath she sank her teeth into the quilt to prevent herself from screaming her euphoria out loud. When she began to feel deliciously giddy from lack of oxygen, she sucked in air between her teeth, then, unlocking her jaw, she blew it out, allowing her whole body to float pleasantly for a moment.


    The alarm began to bleep, the sound striking the delicate lining of her skull with tortuous regularity, hinting that she might be in for a hang-over. Refusing to believe that her perfect awakening could be spoiled by such a thing, she shut off the infernal racket with a well aimed jab of her fingertip. Instantly, peace and quiet was restored. Allowing her eyelids to flop down over her eyes, she lay back against the soft padding of her pillows. Last night, as they prepared for bed, she had tried to explain to Cal about her life changing encounter with Amy yesterday. Cal had listened intently, feigning his understanding with about as much conviction as the expression on the face of a cadaver lying on a slab in the mortuary. Cal didn’t believe in anything supernatural. If you couldn’t see, touch, smell, hear or eat it, it didn’t exist. At any other time she’d had shot him down with one scathing look. But somehow, on this occasion, Meli didn’t mind a bit. It was enough that she knew what had happened; Cal had just seemed pleased that she’d been given the kick up the backside that she needed.


    With a burst of vigour she threw back the covers and leaped from the bed, only vaguely aware of the mild throbbing sensation that lurked beneath the top of her skull that passed for a headache. She was too elated to notice. Dragging on her dressing gown she flew through the top floor of the house, waking the kids with cheerful salutations and then hurried downstairs for her breakfast. As she tucked into her muesli Cal appeared, his skin pink and glistening from his shave, his powder blue eyes still smouldering from the pyrotechnic eruptions of last night.


    “Morning Mel,” stooping down he planted a warm kiss on her cheek, before throwing his arms around her and giving her a cuddle. Meli’s heart fluttered like the wings of a newly emerging butterfly. They had had more physical contact in the last twelve hours, it suddenly dawned on her, than they’d probably had in the whole of the last three months, and now, encircled so lovingly in Cal’s arms, it struck her just how much she’d missed it. How must it have affected Cal? Before Amy had been killed, they had been a very touchy-feely couple, always holding hands, canoodling; usually to the accompaniment of a chorus of nauseous groans and censorious looks from the twins, true, but that never stopped them. After Amy? Well, Cal seemed afraid of having any contact, it had almost seemed as if he thought she was too fragile, that one wrong word, one wrongly misconstrued touch and she would have shattered into a million little razor edged pieces. And he was probably right, she acknowledged glibly. Leaning against him, she wanted to tell him that she was sorry, sorry for the way she had been, for her unpredictable mood swings and at times, thoroughly disagreeable nature. But just at that moment the boys came hurtling down the stairs, their progress sounding like a dozen bowling balls crashing from top to bottom.


    “Do you have to treat this place like a playground?” she shot at them, disappointed when Cal retracted his arms and slid down onto the seat beside her.


    “David wanted to race, and I beat him,” blurted George, before his brother could pass the blame on to him, or claim that he was the victor. Meli didn’t reply, preferring not to be drawn into a debate, at least not this morning, about what constituted suitable behaviour inside the house. There would be other opportunities for this.


    Cal however, had no such qualms. “Behave yourselves,” he warned them, cocking a meaningful eye at them, sensing that they were on the verge of a squabble. Everyone, apart from Cal, knew that his cautionary words carried about as much weight as the breath he’d wasted uttering them. Noticing the time he turned his attention to more important matters, and began shovelling huge, dripping spoonfuls of muesli into his mouth and chomped on them furiously.


    The twins, gathering momentum, jostled with each other as they raced to the larder for their Coco Pops. When David won this leg of the hurdle, George elbowed him in the stomach, as much out of spite as to give him an advantage, so he could get the sugar bowl first. Meli shook her head as she watched the events happening behind their fathers back from the corner of her eye.


    Cassie appeared and actually joined them for breakfast. Meli beamed inwardly as she flicked her eyes between the four faces gathered around the table. This was the first time they had all sat down together for a meal since arriving here. Pride formed a spongy lump in her gullet. Not only did she have a husband and three children, she actually had a family.


    Finishing his porridge and downing the dregs of his cup of tea, Cal left the table, and spending a couple of frantic minutes dashing through every room muttering to himself, eventually found his keys by the telephone, where he always left them.


    “Are you still going into Exmouth?” he asked Meli as she mopped up the Isles of Muesli that were floating on the Sea of Sloshed Milk, where his bowl had been.


    “Sure am. Top of my list today.” Brimming with positive energy she grinned across at him. For weeks now, she had been fighting a debilitating lack of motivation, delaying the inevitable trip into Exmouth to finish stocking up her studio. If she’d been an author it would have been classed as a serious case of writers block. She didn’t know if there was a similar name for mask makers. But today, she was more than ready to face the challenge. She was rewarded by an encouraging smile.


    “I’ll catch up on progress later.” With a parting peck on her cheek, he rushed for the door. He was back within seconds, the skin on his broad forehead rolled up into narrow furrows like a freshly raked vegetable patch.


    “You need to see this,” he announced to Meli, beckoning to her from the far end of the living room. Before his wife could move the twins had bolted past them both, their fathers stressed tones alerting them that something stupendous must have happened.


    “Wow.” Meli clearly heard their astounded exclamations as she followed in their wake. Stepping outside into the early morning sunshine her face went into freefall.


    “What on earth is that doing here?” she demanded, her eyes darting uncertainly to her husband, scrutinising his expression, just in case he had anything to do with it. When he only shrugged innocently, she dropped her gaze back to the source of their consternation. She’d never previously thought that dogs were capable of expression, but the soulful, peat-brown eyes that met hers were definitely topped by an anxious frown. Advancing on the black Labrador cross, tethered to a fence post by a length of string, Meli spied a note tucked into its collar. Pulling it out she unrolled it. Her mouth flopped wide as she deciphered the scribbled writing. With an audible gulp, she held it out to her husband. Taking it from her he squinted at it for a moment.


    “Harpy brildy frun Clse Wtty?” He read out loud. “What does it mean? Is it Welsh?”


    “What are you on?” she proclaimed testily, retrieving the note and glancing at it again. “Happy birthday from Elsa Vitty,” she read it out to him.


    “Are you sure?” He still wasn’t convinced. Thrusting it into his hand she ignored him and turned her attention to the dog again, studying it through narrowed, grim eyes. As if sensing that this could be its special moment; make or break time, the dog stood up on all fours, and hitching up its lips revealed a set of yellowed teeth, gazing at her with what could only be described as a winning smile big enough to engulf the entire cove at Beer, while at the far end of its body, the tip of its tail twitched with a severe attack of nervous jitters. She had totally forgotten all about Elsa’s parting comment about giving her a present, but why on earth would she feel compelled to give her a dog, of all things? What was she to do with a dog?


    “Yes, you’re wondering what you’re doing here too. Aren’t you?” Tilting its head, the hound gave a little yap.


    “Well it can’t stay.” Giving up on the note, still not able to make head nor tails of the scribbled pen strokes, Cal crumpled it in his palm as he turned to face his wife, barely giving the dog a second glance. “Take it back.” Meli nodded.


    “No, no,” came a chorus of protest from the twins. “You can’t. You promised we would get a dog after we moved here.”


    “We don’t want that moth eaten mongrel,” snorted Cassie, who had hung back at a safe distance, and was watching from the doorway. “Who knows where it’s been.” The lower half of her face contorted, indicating that she had several unsavoury ideas about this.


    “Damn right,” mumbled Cal in agreement, glowering at the mutt. Sensing that its debut performance was in serious trouble, the strained smile wobbled and then crumbled, as the dog sank down onto its stomach with an audible sigh that sounded very much like an inner tube deflating, before its chin struck the ground.


    “Well, who knows where you’ve been? But you’re still allowed to stay,” David shot at his sister tartly.


    “Pack it in, all of you.” Cal was distracted by the kids now, but Meli wasn’t listening any more. Meli had dropped to her knees and was brushing her fingers over the short black coat, captivated by the hypnotic brown eyes. As if sensing that it had found an ally after all, the dog wriggled forward and nuzzled its head against her thigh affectionately. It did look a dear little thing.


    “We did say we would get a dog,” Meli suddenly piped up as she turned and glanced over her shoulder, careful to avoid contact with Cassie’s disparaging shake of her head. It wouldn’t have mattered if the mutt had been a Crufts Best of Breed champion, Cass would still bicker, she wasn’t one for animals of any description. She focused her look on Cal, who was at that moment glaring at her with an expression that clearly asked whether she had gone barking mad. Yes, they had talked about getting a dog, but nothing serious. It was just one of those things parents said to the kids to shut them up, but didn’t have any intention of ever actually doing, except under pain of death.


    After an exchanged silence that lasted several seconds he accepted defeat. “It’s up to you,” he sighed. “Look, I must go, I’m already late.” Striding away he settled in his four wheel drive and without another glance, was soon reversing from their drive.


    “I don’t know yet,” Meli told her children, raising both hands as a defensive barrier, forestalling the coming barrage of fors-and-againsts, when three pairs of eyes all swivelled in her direction and their mouths gaped open like hungry chicks. “I need to think about it.” She untied the string and carefully avoiding eye contact with the kids, led the dog, which she noticed was a boy, indoors. What was she going to do with him while she was out? She was reluctant to leave him the run of the house, in case he got into mischief, but she couldn’t take him with her. She couldn’t even leave him shut in the kitchen or living room as they were open plan. Stooping down she petted him on the head and then tipping the remains of all the breakfasts into an old ice cream container she put it on the floor. Hungrily, the dog pounced on it, and within seconds the bowl was licked clean. While he was still snuffling around the floor clearing up any spillage, the boys grabbed him by the collar, and led him away.


    “I don’t want him upstairs,” Meli called, but it was too late. With a final flick of its happy tail, it vanished up the stairs.


    “You’ll regret it,” Cassie predicted.


    “I haven’t decided yet whether or not he stays,” Meli reminded her daughter.


    “Yes you have,” Cass retorted, rolling her eyes and flicking her hair dramatically. “I just don’t want it anywhere near me.”


    Meli pulled a face at her before smiling affectionately. Overhead the floorboards began squawking like a dozen terrified chickens being chased by a packet of Sage and Onion stuffing, under the pounding of feet. With a groan, Meli set off to quieten them down.


    Today they were really late. By the time Meli had gained control of her sons and the dog and decided that the only place she could leave it was shut in the bathroom, it was four minutes to nine. Bundling the boys out the door Meli slipped in besides Cass, who was already in the car.


    “Can we keep him?” the boys began to take it in turns to chant, hoping to break her.


    “I don’t know yet,” she replied, certain in her own mind that she hadn’t reached any decision. “Well I haven’t,” she commented, giving her daughter a sideways glance. Cassie didn’t even bother to reply.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 6


    


    “And don’t forget to eat your sandwiches,” she reminded her sons in her most authoritative tone as she twisted in her seat to kiss them goodbye outside St. Sebastians. “You can’t live on snack foods.” Once again she’d relented on this point, and alongside their cheese and tomato sandwiches were packed crisps and a chocolate mini roll each. Maybe she was giving them mixed messages? The thought struck her, as well as the sugar heavy diet. It would have been so easy to replace the confectionary with those little boxes of Californian Raisins and a big fat banana, but the image of their disappointed little faces when they opened their lunches was just too much to bear, alongside the worry that they wouldn’t eat anything at all. She was such a softy. Pathetic was another word that sprang to mind. She wanted to be a good mother: but what constituted a good mother? Someone who forced their children to eat healthily? Or someone who fed them whatever they liked? Or someone who resisted the urge to throttle their teenage daughter? Which was very tempting right at that moment as she was struck by the icy bucket of water look that her daughter was hurling at her because they were going to be late? Her brain started to ache. It was like trying to answer the real biggy. What was the meaning of life?


    Checking the road was clear first, Meli pulled away, softening to Cass’ frustration at being late. Cass was, and always had been, a stickler for her routine. Even as a small child she had hurled tantrums at the smallest change. The move to Farfield had certainly broken every routine in the book. In fact, if Meli was honest the word just didn’t exist anymore. The closest thing to a routine was the fact that they all woke up in the mornings and went to sleep at night. Practically everything in between was a matter of sheer coincidence rather than by design.


    “You’re only a little late,” Meli tried to placate her daughter when they parked outside The Willows, trying not to allow her gaze to wander into the already empty school yard. From the chiselled expression and frost bitten eyes, she would have had more luck placating a starving polar bear with an ice pop.


    “I’ll make sure we’re early tomorrow,” she promised the lumpy rear end of her daughter as it departed from the car. “Kids,” Meli blasphemed out loud as the door slammed on the last word. She sat for a moment, undecided whether to go home and check on the dog, or to go straight into town as planned. In the end she decided to go home; not to check on the dog, but to return him. She knew Cal and Cassie were right, they really couldn’t keep him, and it would be better to get shot of him now, before the boys got too attached. Or herself she allowed the thought to register.


    Being greeted by an excited bundle of black fur when she opened the door, did nothing to make her feel any better about her decision to return him. Why couldn’t he have chewed the mat or something? Then it would have been so easy to grab him by the scruff of the neck and throw him out. “You know this is for the best,” she told him in an unconvincing tone, tying the string onto his collar while a long pink tongue flicked frantically in every direction, trying to lick her hand, or her nose, or whatever part of her body was in closest proximity. As she led him through the house, he bounced by her side on spongy paws, thrashing his tail with pleasure.


    Outside, progress down the overgrown verges of the trail that separated the two properties was tortuously slow, hampered by Dog’s insistence that he cocked his leg at every pillar, bush, weed; in fact anything that protruded above ground level by even one inch was sniffed and targeted. Meli began to think that the dog consisted entirely of liquid, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d got thinner and thinner until he resembled a dried tobacco leaf, which of course didn’t happen.


    Ambling slowly by his side gave Meli an opportunity to think about what she would say to Elsa. Oh, thank you for the lovely present, but the twins are allergic to dogs. Or maybe Cal had an allergy? Maybe Cass could have asthma? Or could she just say that they didn’t like dogs?


    Brambly Hollow Farm appeared around the bend. What might once have been a picture postcard farmhouse, was now more likely to be featured in a Hammer House of Horror movie: barren and godforsaken, where the bronchial corpses of long dead creepers clung to the dank stone walls, throttling the cracked and blackened windows, gathering in dense, spiny bunches over the doorway, its gnarled fingers clutching at the impenetrable, ancient studded wooden door, drawn towards the sinister passageways and chambers within. A natural habitat for Elsa. Meli shook herself, amused by her own fanciful imagination.


    Underfoot, the dirt track hardened into concrete, where the only greenery was supplied by densely populated beds of nettles and an abundance of weeds that sprouted through the many cracks that ran like varicose veins across the ground. To her right, derelict outhouses and barns were monuments to what had probably been a thriving farm in its day, and Meli wondered what would happen when Elsa died? Would it be bulldozed into a heap of dust coated rubble and cobwebbed, forgotten memories? Despite the sorry state of the place it was full of atmosphere, cram packed with more than its fair share of archived adventures and tragedies, and its own home grown ghosts, and she found it sad to think that it might be sold to someone who only saw its commercial value. But then she remembered the birthday card. Maybe there were little Elsa’s’ somewhere, just waiting to inherit the property?


    Reaching the house, she ducked her head under the skeletal fingers of the creepers and rapped firmly on the heavily encrusted brass knocker, trying not to think about any disturbed spiders that might have dropped down and were at that moment preparing to crawl down her neck. Instinctively her fingers reached up and pulled the neck of her top tighter against her flesh as she visibly trembled. Beyond the thickness of the door, with its peeling green paint, she heard the sound sucked away into the deep bowels. Stepping back she ran her eyes over the frontage, waiting for Elsa. Several panes of glass were cracked or missing, replaced by either sheets of plastic or plywood, and the wooden sills and reveals were rotted, and in places, whole sections had crumbled away. They looked like they’d been attacked by an infestation of giant woodworm.


    There was no answer; well there was no answer from any human source, let alone Elsa, although her knocking hadn’t been totally ignored. Meli shrank backwards as six of the biggest spiders she had ever seen before in her life, glided down invisible threads and glared at her, flexing their thick, hairy legs in some arachnid ritual, which, if it was intended to be scary, was definitely working. Sentries, she wondered? Daring her to approach again? Overcoming her repulsion of man eating, or in this case woman eating spiders, she bravely darted forward, stooped almost double, and rapped sharply on the door again. Mission completed, she leaped back, and went flying over an equally shocked Dog, who was almost glued to her heels. With a jolt, she landed on her bottom, legs akimbo, her teeth clattering in her jaws as her hair was pitched upwards in a tidal wave before cascading over her face. Parting the wild waterfall into two streams that ran down either side of her cheeks, she glared out. Green and brown eyes exchanged accusing looks. Feeling unexpectedly vulnerable, sprawled at the feet of the towering farmhouse, Meli scrambled upright. She noticed that the sentries had all vanished.


    Indignantly, and with one flick of her head, she poured her hair back over her shoulders while brushing her hands down the backs of her trousers, leaving chalky finger marks on the grubby material. Her eyes followed when Dog suddenly craned his neck upwards and surveyed the upper storey of the house. What had he heard that she hadn’t? Nothing moved that she could detect, and the surrounding vicinity was silent; eerily silent.


    Glancing down at the Labrador cross, she said, “I don’t think anyone’s home.” She was amazed at how comforting it was to hear the sound of a voice, even if it was her own. Dog wagged his tail as if in agreement. Meli glanced around. She wondered where Elsa could be. She really needed to find her and get this over with, and she still had to go into Exmouth. Dog suddenly stiffened, and the hairs on his back formed a ruff.


    Meli turned and swept her eyes in the same direction, staring beyond a pair of rusted gates to a yard that elbowed to the left and disappeared behind a low slung outbuilding. She couldn’t see anyone, yet she too sensed that they were being watched. Maybe Elsa was in one of the buildings? “Come on, let’s go take a look.”


    The dog didn’t need a second invitation and was soon pulling on his lead; his ears pricked alertly, his nose raised, nostrils testing the air. Passing through the gates Meli paused, resting her hand briefly on a rusting metal pineapple, one of several that lined the rim of the gate, standing like a row of shrunken heads impaled on miniature spikes. Taking a deep breath, Meli stepped forward and found herself in a cobbled yard. Unconsciously she ran her palm down her jeans, this time adding a smudge of orange to the denim. Two identical buildings with sloped roofs formed a long depressing alley, ending with a gate that led into a field. There was no one in sight, and all was quiet. To the right, Elsa’s Transit was parked. Meli knew that Elsa had to be around. Making her way towards it, she peered through the side window, quickly joined by Dog as his front paws clambered up the paintwork. Together they stared inside. It looked empty. Cupping her hands against the glass, she peered more closely, this time making out a carpet of rubbish in the footwell, and the more unusual sight of a cracked dinner plate on the passenger seat, with what looked like a half loaf of bread, the innards scooped out and a large pickled onion on it. Odd though this was, Meli registered little surprise. Stepping sideways she lifted her head to try to peer over the seat into the darkened interior beyond. Repulsed and gagging, Meli jerked away as the lining of her nostrils stung, assaulted by an awful stench that was emanating from the slightly opened window; a stench that made her stomach churn and she likened to that of undiluted pigs shit. Dog, however, seemed to think that the smell was as alluring as roast beef with a rich onion gravy. Bouncing on his hind legs, he shuffled closer, then much to Meli’s disgust he thrust his nose against the opening and greedily took great lungfuls of the stuff. Yanking on his string lead, she pulled him away. She hoped and prayed that she would never, ever need a lift from Elsa.


    Moving, she worked her way along one line of windows, skirting the mummified carcasses of disembowelled machine parts and great skeletal stacks of kindling wood and lichen coated logs that gathered against the bowed stone walls. Her prying eyes discerned nothing within, unable to penetrate the dense layers of clotted grey cobwebs wedged against the glass, decades old dust and bubble-packed currants, which on closer inspection turned out to be the sucked-out carcasses of dead flies and remains of the diners, the whole thing a bit like an unsavoury bread and butter pudding.


    Both of them froze when they heard a sound from the building behind them. Something clattered, as though it had been knocked over. Maybe a rat? There were probably lots of rats. Meli’s stomach tightened as she turned slowly and glanced over her shoulder, resisting the sudden and growing urge to flee. Her head began to spin, and she thought she might pass out, until she realised that she was holding her breath. Expelling the air from her taut body she checked Dog’s reaction. He was gazing at her with unnerving intensity, his tail clamped against the curvature of his rump and hind legs. She got the distinct feeling that he was checking her reaction in turn. She wanted to talk to him, to allay his fears, but found she was unable to speak, unable to break the oppressive silence. This is ridiculous, she thought to herself. Staring back at the other building, she forced her reluctant feet to begin walking towards it, to check it out. She was relieved that dog wasn’t resisting, trying to drag her in the opposite direction, otherwise her resolve would definitely have faltered.


    Circling the building she found the door, or what was left of it. Brutalized by wind and rain, a few splintered panels, held together by ancient nails, were all that remained as they swung loosely but soundlessly on corroded hinges. With some trepidation, her heart hammering, Meli reached out and pulled it open. She peered inside, and from behind her legs, Dog followed suit. The interior was pitch black, the light unable, or unwilling to penetrate the filthy windows or reach in over her shoulders. A cold wind, that seemed to originate from inside, suddenly sprang up and whisked around her feet. Meli squealed and leaped clear, as a smoking fireball shot from the blackness with a yeowl, heading straight for her. Whipping round she saw the fireball metamorphosise itself into a massive ginger cat that fled across the cobbles as though every demon from hell had broken loose and was in hot pursuit.


    Meli lost all interest in looking for Elsa. In fact, her weird neighbour was the last thing on her mind right at that particular moment when she was having a terrific problem resisting the urge to throw her hands in the air, and run screaming back to the lodge where she could hide, gibbering in fear in the bottom of her wardrobe until Cal came home. With as much dignity as she could muster, she uncoiled Dog from her lower legs, where in an act of supreme cowardice he had wrapped himself like a pair of surgical stockings. Gripping his lead tightly in her white knuckles, they hurried back across the cobblestones. Mumbling the words of the Lord’s Prayer, or as many of them as she could remember - why hadn’t she learned them off by heart at school while she had the chance? - She began to feel safer as they neared the end of the yard and the gates to freedom. Turning the corner, she almost had a coronary when she came upon Elsa, her squat girth blocking their way.


    “Oh, you scared me,” she squealed, unable to prevent a look of terror from striking her expression. Staring into the flat, black eyes that peered up at her, Meli would have had to be blind to miss the look of animosity displayed at finding intruders on her territory. The brooding eyes flicked passed her, as though seeking evidence of what she had been up to. She wouldn’t have been the least surprised if Elsa had insisted on frisking her before letting her pass.


    “I, I was looking for you,” Meli stuttered, her words emerging at an alarming rate of knots, similar to that used by the kids when they’d been caught doing something they shouldn’t and were trying to come up with some credible explanation to cover their foul deed. “I wanted to thank you for my present.”


    Focusing back on Meli, Elsa regarded her stonily. “You like him then?” She sounded slightly amazed.


    “Oh, yes, he’s adorable,” Meli felt herself give a nervous twitch. What was she saying? She’d come here to return the animal, yet here she was graciously accepting him as though he was better than a diamond tiara. Cassie’s condemnatory expression flicked across her retinas. She cleared the image with one sweep of her eyelids. “I was wondering, what’s his name?”


    Elsa gave her vast shoulders a couldn’t care less shrug. “Call him whatever you want.” Leaning heavily on her stick she pushed past the intruders and passed into the yard. Meli watched her go, knowing that the old woman was going to search every square inch, just in case she had disturbed anything. With her tail pressed firmly between her legs she tugged at the dog’s lead.


    “Looks like you’re coming home after all.” Dog looked up, and Meli was almost certain he gave her a wink.


    


    Cal did not look overly impressed when he was almost bowled over by a gyrating stick of black when he let himself in that evening. The day so far had definitely been cursed. First, he was late, then two people had phoned in sick; then to top it off the shop had become a battle field at lunch time when the family from hell had descended, loudly proclaiming their dissatisfaction with their holiday in France, while their five kids ran havoc amongst the queues of other customers and the brochure stands. He had been expecting a nice peaceful evening at home in front of the TV with a bottle of red wine.


    Not only was the mutt still in residence, but when he had gone to the cupboard, and regardless of how hard he searched the shelves, there wasn’t a bottle of wine to be found. It hadn’t improved his mood when Meli had coyly informed him that she had been so wrapped up in buying things for the dog that she had clean forgot about his wine, and also about her assurance that she would sort her stock today and actually buckle down and get on with her work. This told him two things. One that Meli wasn’t really ready to get on, and the other that he had been firmly relegated to number five in his wife’s top ten list of priorities, beaten by two sons, a moody daughter and now a bloody dog. Even then he suspected that he was only just ahead of the remaining five, which included, in no particular order: cleaning the loo and doing the weekly shop. Feeling sorry for himself he made do with a glass of whisky. He made sure it was a large one to compensate.


    Glancing at her husband as he sat on the sofa, his miserable eyes firmly glued to some DIY channel, Meli did feel a pique of remorse. How could she have forgotten his request to stock up on wine? But she had been so distracted by the dog; firstly trying to get rid of it, then accepting defeat, making sure his stay with them was as comfortable as possible. She would have to make up for it somehow.


    “Snoopy,” George’s voice bawled down the stairs.


    “No, Darth Vader,” came David’s. They were still arguing about the name of the new family member. Knowing that if the boys disturbed their dad, especially by mentioning the ‘best not spoken of’ subject of the dog, he would probably blow his stack, she raced across the room and up the stairs.


    “Will you two keep it down?” she blazed into their room. “Just write down some suggestions and I’ll pull one out of a hat.” There, that should keep them quiet.


    “But that’s not fair,” shrieked David, “Darth Vader or Skywalker would be cool.”


    “But mum, we haven’t got a hat,” pointed out George annoyingly.


    “I mean it, if I hear either of you shout out one more name I’ll call him Blackie,” she warned, wagging her finger at them. The threat seemed to work, as both boys scrabbled around the room hunting for pen and paper. Emerging onto the landing, she bumped into Cassie. Mother and daughter traded looks. I told you it would be nothing but trouble, was firmly encrusted on Cassie’s thrusted chin, while Meli’s whole expression just looked exasperated. Dog, who had followed Meli upstairs, stood to one side when Cassie passed him, undecided who to honour with his company. When the bathroom door was slammed in his face, he turned and trotted after Meli.


    “I’m sorry,” Meli told Cal as she sat beside him, the bottle of Bell’s in one hand and a spare glass in the other. The whisky had obviously mellowed his mood as he twisted in his seat and pecked her on the lips. The blast of neat alcohol on his breath made one of her eyes water.


    “Just try to remember tomorrow.”


    “There’s no way I’ll forget,” she assured him, topping up his glass and pouring herself a small one. “You’re my number one.” She squeezed his thigh, giving added meaning to her words. Behind them they both heard Cassie’s theatrical groan. Having been forgiven, and taking the opportunity to grab his attention while the ads were on, Meli went on to relay the details of her visit to see Elsa, and her unnerving experience in the yard.


    “So what are you saying?” Cal pressed as he struggled to suppress the grin tugging at his lips, and only succeeding in making them twitch foolishly. “That there is something spooooky out there?” His tone was mocking, especially after her previous revelation about Amy’s visitation.


    Meli shook her head as she swept her own glass off the table and knocked back the contents, trying not to give in to the mounting anger that was swirling fuzzily around the inside of her head, provoked by his mickey taking, and possibly the effects of the Bell’s. Loosing herself in the bottom of the glass for a moment, she magnanimously put his appalling display in judgement down to the vast amount of alcohol he’d imbibed. “Of course not silly. You had to be there to understand.” She eventually responded. After all, even Dog had felt it, and dogs were very sensitive to these things. Meli refrained from saying this out loud, deciding that adding anything more would be like fanning an already kindled flame.


    It was nearly 8.30 p.m. when the twins reappeared. Hurtling past the sofa they battled against each other to be the first to reach the kitchen. Meli had completely forgotten about them. Listening to the crash of cupboard doors, she knew she should go and check on them, but sprawled out, with her feet stretched across Cal’s lap, she felt too relaxed to be bothered. Whatever mess they made they would have to clear up.


    “Mum, mum,” came two breathless voices, “Come on, pick a name.” Both boys were smirking mischievously as they confronted their mother, gripping a plastic mixing bowl between them like two hyenas about to play tug-of-war with the stolen hind leg of a gazelle.


    “What’s going on?” Cal intervened, resisting the impulse to shoo them away as they blocked his sight of a red faced Tommy Walsh beavering away at an old Victorian door with sandpaper. Removing Meli’s legs, he sat forward to inspect the contents of the bowl. Gazing in, he found the bottom buried under a layer of screwed up pieces of paper.


    “Names for the dog,” Meli explained. Cal’s eyebrows rose slightly.


    “You don’t mean you’ve agreed to them choosing a name?” He was clearly appalled by the very notion.


    “No, of course not, I said I would choose.” As she spoke, Meli realised her mistake. She had no way of knowing what the boys had come up with; she should have stipulated some restrictions. “There’s nothing dodgy in here, is there?” she quizzed them, scrutinising their angelic faces from beneath lowered brows. She caught Dog’s eyes across the room. Rising to his feet he trotted over to her and placing his paws on her knees, glanced at her with big soppy brown eyes, as if he too was worried about his future standing with the rest of the local canine community. Meli wondered what he would think if they named him Fido, or Bozo, or some other naff name.


    Meli’s hand hovered over the opening, her eyes scanning the hopeful scraps of paper with the same care she took each week when selecting the lottery numbers, trying to muster that sixth sense that would ensure she was lucky; although as they were still practically potless, it only went to prove the point that she was severely lacking in this area. Her eyes fixed on one piece. Yes, that was it. As her fingers dived in, Cal’s hand caught hers mid flight.


    “Once mum has picked out a name, I propose that we still have a vote on it.” The boys exchanged glances.


    “But that’s not fair,” they said in unison. “Mum said…”


    A stubby finger, thrashing through the air like a baton, silenced them. “I don’t care; we have to have some decorum. Mum will choose and then we’ll have a family vote.”


    “Promise?” said David. When their father nodded the twins seemed to settle for this.


    When Cal released her hand, Meli took a moment searching for her original choice. There really was no way to be sure which it was, they all looked so alike. She was conscious of the three heads crowding in towards her. Taking a deep breath she plunged her hand in and her fingers grabbed the first piece they came into contact with. Holding it tightly to her chest she unrolled it.


    Quassi; short for Quassimodo? Meli glanced down at the little face. He wasn’t the most handsome dog. Under her critical look Dog cocked an eyebrow, raising his right ear, giving his face a lopsided appeal. Somehow, the name seemed quite cute. Her face broke into a satisfied grin as she passed the paper to Cal. He too studied Dog’s face, and after a moment he shrugged.


    “Could be worse I suppose,” he was rising to his feet. “Poor bloody mutt.”


    “Dad and I are both voting for this one.” She held it out so the twins could read it.


    “But that was George’s suggestion,” blurted David with a stamp of his foot when he saw the name. “You always do what he says.” It was total rubbish of course.


    “Then I’m sure George will also vote for Quassi, so that makes it a majority of three to one in favour.” Meli stated flatly. Nobody mentioned giving Cassie a vote.


    With a whoop of joy George threw himself on a startled Quassi, and gave him a big hug.


    Cal reappeared from the toilet. “And just where is ….. Quassi,” he stumbled over the name, “Going to sleep?”


    Meli shrugged, she had no idea. “We’ll just have to leave him the run of the house. Everyone will just have to keep their bedroom doors shut to keep him out.


    “Here mum,” George said in a lilting voice as he released the squirming dog, “Let me get rid of those for you.”


    “That’s very nice of you,” Meli said, handing him the bowl. “Just how many names did you come up with?”


    “’Bout twenty. We chose ten different names each.” Rushing into the kitchen, George quickly emptied the scraps of paper into the bin, shoulders shaking as he sniggered to himself. Unbeknown to his brother, he had written out the one name fourteen times, just to increase the odds of his name favourite being picked.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 7


    


    “Here Quassi. Come on Quassi.”


    At first, Meli thought she must be having a nightmare, but then recognising George’s piercing tones and remembering Dog’s new name, she groaned out loud. How could George wake her, even before the alarm clock had had time to do the dirty deed? Dragging at the quilt she pulled it up over her head. She obviously wasn’t the only one to be disturbed.


    “Will you shut up?” Bellowed a furious ogress from Cassie’s room. Meli clearly heard a missile strike the door before clattering to the floor.


    “Quassi, Quassi.” The name was accompanied by the pounding of feet and the pitter-patter of excited paws along the landing as George and Quassi ran up and down.


    “George, will you pipe down,” came Cal’s angry tones from the bathroom, “Some people are still trying to sleep.”


    Bless him, thought Meli. Rolling over she caught sight of the clock. Only ten minutes to go, but those ten minutes seemed so precious. Closing her eyes she curled into a cosy ball.


    “Quassi.”


    Meli’s body went into spasm. Why was it that kids had the knack of whispering at twenty decibels louder than a Drill Sergeant at dawn? Giving up all hopes of luxuriating in her ten minutes, Meli wearily threw back the covers. Making her way bare foot across the carpet she threw open the curtains to inspect the new day. Outside it was overcast and breezy, the wind carrying the scent of the pines on the hillside through the open window. She snatched in a heady lungful of the fragrant, fresh air.


    Mindful of her promise to Cass yesterday, to ensure that they were not late for school, Meli hurried to rouse the troops. Pausing in the open doorway of the boys’ bedroom, she found it deserted, the rumpled beds already vacated. That was a good sign. She continued along the landing, and then knocking on Cassie’s door, called. “Time to get up.”


    “He’s a stupid dog anyway.” David aired his low opinion of their new pet in a loud nasal voice aimed at his brother, who was ignoring him as he busied himself buttering a pile of toast. “If he had a flea on him it would raise their joint I.Q to one.” Meli’s ears pricked up, she hadn’t thought about the possibility of fleas. She shifted her eyes and watched as Quassi squatted down and lifting his left hind foot proceeded to scratch frantically at something behind his ear. “He won’t come when he’s called. I told you it was a stupid name.” This last statement was directed solely at his mother, stimulated by the arrival of a potentially more responsive audience. He was obviously still bristling over the fact that one of George’s choices had been picked.


    Meli cast Quassi a sympathetic look, while absently scratching under the neckline of her tee shirt. “He just needs to get used to it, that’s all.” Abandoning his ear, Quassi leaped onto all fours, his tail whirling as he gently accepted the slice of thickly buttered toast George was offering him. “No feeding Quassi at the table,” Meli ordered crossly. “That is definitely not allowed.” Her gaze flicked back to the pile of toast as though seeing it for the first time. There had to be at least five slices, and George never had toast for breakfast. “And if that lot is for Quassi, you’re in the dog house.”


    With a frantic shake of his head, George snatched up a slice and ripped off a corner with his teeth.


    “Told you mum wouldn’t like that,” David took great pleasure in sniding at his brother.


    With a troubled gulp, George forced down the toast. “But butter is good for his coat; I read it in a book.” He flicked his glistening blue eyes at his mother, as though totally confident that this snippet of knowledge about dog care would be totally indisputable, and therefore result in her support.


    Meli watched disdainfully as Quassi dropped his treat on the floor, and pinning it down with his claws he went to town on it, enthusiastically working it clean with his tongue with such relish that she didn’t have the heart to take it off him. Besides, she too had read somewhere that butter was good for adding a healthy sheen to dogs’ coats, and Quassi’s did look rather lustreless. She’d let it pass, just this once.


    She soon rued the decision though, when he abandoned the mutilated remains of the toast, and making his way to the French door, applied thick buttery streaks to the clean glass, as he demanded to go out. With images of puddles appearing everywhere, Meli put aside her frustration about the mess for the moment, and asked. “Has Quassi been out yet?” Both boys shrugged. “Come on then, one of you take him out into the garden.”


    George slid from his chair. “Come on Quassi,” he called, slapping his hand against his leg in an attempt to get his attention. Quassi ignored him. He’d rolled over, and at that moment had his head stuck between his spread-eagled legs, and was busy giving his nether regions a glorious shine with his buttery tongue. Meli averted her gaze, grateful that she hadn’t been born a dog; give her a wet wipe any day.


    “Told you he was dumb,” sniffed David. Meli stiffened, expecting some offensive statement to follow concerning Quassi’s current activity, but she grinned slightly when David continued. “I bet if we’d called him Darth Vader he would have answered to that.”


    Tutting, as much as to say that Quassi had let him down big time, George grabbed him by the collar and hauled him onto his four feet. Meli watched with some horror as the poor dogs eyes almost popped from their sockets, before George released his throttling hold. Totally none the worse for his experience, and not holding any grudge at George for his rough treatment, Quassi’s tail whirled happily as George pushed wide the French door. Three rabbits, who had been nibbling the dew coated grass, made a dash for cover the moment the door was opened, with Quassi in hot pursuit of their bobbing white tails.


    Scrabbling around in the cupboard under the sink, in search of a cloth to clean up the incriminating butter marks, Meli jerked upright when a hand was suddenly placed on her backside. Her lips stretched into a grin as Cal caught her in his arms, his pot-belly fitting snugly into the small of her back. “What have you got planned for today?” he asked, nuzzling her neck affectionately.


    “Well, most importantly I’ll be stocking up on some nice wine, then I’ll need to buy a couple more bits for Quassi (she was thinking specifically about flea powder, but thought she would spare Cal the unsavoury notion), then I’ll visit the stockist and sort my first order.” Cal nodded, visibly preening that he had been relegated to the number one spot again.


    “Can you give Cass another call for me?” Meli asked Cal when he moved away, suddenly aware that her daughter was still nowhere to be seen. Nodding, Cal stopped at the bottom of the stairs, spent a moment straightening his tie in the mirror before calling Cassie in a deep headmasterish voice that was guaranteed to reach into every recess, penetrate every closed door. Meli had often wished she shared this enviable talent. “See you later,” he called to Meli as he grabbed his keys from the sideboard and left.


    Placing the boys’ sandwiches in their lunch boxes, Meli took a moment to reflect with some maternal satisfaction, that they had actually listened to her yesterday, and eaten their sandwiches. It had taken a while (and was nothing short of a miracle), but the nagging and perseverance had been well worth it, provided yesterday wasn’t just a fluke. Meli heard the sound of floorboards creaking overhead. She snapped the lid of David’s lunchbox closed. If they were late today it would be Cassie’s fault, not hers.


    George and Quassi exploded back into the kitchen. “He peed twenty two times,” he announced proudly.


    “Bet he didn’t,” David retorted, although Meli detected a spark of fascination in his voice.


    “Bet he did.”


    Meli switched off as the boys got into one of their petty arguments.


    Quassi, suddenly spying Cassie on the stairs, trotted off to greet her. Bouncing on an invisible trampoline around her legs he pawed at her, craving her attention. “Oh get out of the way you stupid beast,” Cassie growled, trying not to trip over him.


    “Someone got out of bed the wrong side,” Meli commented, giving her daughter a questioning look.


    “Well if you’d been awake half the night listening to them,” she hurled two hazel cannonballs at her brothers as she spoke, “and with the dog scratching at the door to get in the other half, you too might be a little peeved this morning.” Her nose was pinched, pulling up her top lip into a snarl that perfectly matched her tone, like a factious alley cat.


    Meli couldn’t find fault with Cassie’s sentiments. “Don’t worry, I’ll get him one of those rubber dogs beds today and a blanket, so hopefully he’ll get used to sleeping in that.” Maybe I should also get a stair gate, she thought to herself, wondering how much it would all cost.


    For some unknown reason, Quassi attached himself to Cassie that morning. It was almost as if he took perverse delight out of annoying her, as Meli found it hard to conceive that the interest was borne out of affection for her cussing, prickly daughter. He even barged his way into the toilet with her, and sitting beside the bowl, refused to be removed. “Mum,” she began screeching. “Will you do something?”


    “Go help your sister,” she cast an exasperated look at George as she finished loading the dishwasher. She didn’t bother asking David, who at that moment was staring out the window. Shifting her gaze Meli followed his line of vision. A grey squirrel was running along the top of a fence panel, making his daily trek to dine on the nuts they put out for the birds. He was their resident squirrel. She’d seen him in the garden before, instantly recognisable because half of his right ear was missing, making him very distinctive. Without a word David disappeared through the French door. Meli was quickly distracted when Cass and her undesirable minder reappeared. “Don’t do that,” she rebuked Cassie when her daughter resorted to violence, slapping Quassi squarely on the top of his head when he shoved his nose up her skirt.


    “Go away, will you?” Cassie stormed, giving him a look, that if it had been aimed at Meli, would have turned her to an ice statue. Quassi was obviously made of sterner stuff, as he didn’t even so much as bat an eyelid.


    “Where’s George? I sent him to help you.”


    Cassie threw her head about on her shoulders. “Well he never arrived.”


    “But you were in the toilet,” came the defensive retort from George as he pounded down the stairs. “Where’s David?”


    Meli indicated the garden with a nod of her head. “Don’t you two get dirty,” she warned. As soon as the door was open, Quassi gave up his single-minded hounding of Cassie and raced through it, ahead of George.


    “Who let the dog out?” Yelped David, his voice raised and angry.


    “Mum, we’re going to be late.” Cassie caught her mother’s arm as she went to pass her en route to the garden.


    “Okay then, you get the boys, and try not to cause World War Three, or we’ll never get away, and I’ll grab the lunches.”


    Within seconds, the three kids and an excited dog materialized in the kitchen, filling the room with an overture of an opera all too familiar: called Bedlam and Chaos. If Meli had had a magic wand she would have turned them all into little piglets and banished them to the farm! Just at that moment the phone joined in, adding its own discordant jingle to the pandemonium. With some dexterity, while clutching her car keys, she managed to stuff both lunch boxes under one arm so she could answer it. Her keys dropped to the floor. “Oh damn,” she cursed as she stooped down. One lunch box slipped, then the other. Both landed with cracking sounds on the floor, and both clasps burst open. Meli gave an irritated wheeze.


    “Hello,” she snapped into the receiver. “Will you kids shut up,” she called, placing her hand over the mouthpiece. “I can’t hear.” Silence fell instantly. It had always been a mystery to Meli why the children would always be cooperative and quieten down when the phone went? Possibly in case it was for them? It was a bit like the other big phone mystery. Why was it that a ringing phone had the same effect as a crying baby, and had to be dealt with immediately? Even when it went at the most inconvenient times, like right now when her hands were full, hence putting her into this annoying situation she thought, watching as an apple rumbled past her across the floor gathering bruises and dog hairs?


    “Hello. Mrs. Noble?”


    “Yes, who is this?” she gasped scrabbling on the floor, trying to retrieve packets of crisps and bottles of coke and sandwiches, which were trying to escape from the clingfilm, so she could shove them back into the boxes.


    She stalled, her ears pricking when the caller replied. “It’s Mr. Swindon, the plumber. Have I caught you at a bad time?”


    Meli withheld a scream of protest as a flash of black fur sped past and with teeth as white as lightening, and just as fast, they grabbed a sandwich from her fingers. Standing upright she gave up any hope of multitasking. “No, not at all,” she lied through gritted teeth. Her eyes glared at the sight of the sandwich vanishing down Quassi’s throat with the efficiency of a waste disposal unit. Her fingers tightened involuntarily.


    “I’ve got some good news for you.”


    Meli certainly hoped for his sake that it was. She could feel Cassie’s eyes burning the back of her neck. Spinning round she waved frantically at the lunches sprawled across the floor. When Cass only shook her head furiously before marching out the front door, Meli turned her attention to David. ‘Pick this lot up,’ she mouthed at him.


    “Is that okay?”


    She suddenly realised that she had not been listening to a word Mr. Swindon said. “I’m so sorry,” she was forced to say. “I was temporarily distracted.”


    “Oh, I see.” There was a meaningful pause, indicating that he didn’t see at all. “I said that the part has arrived and I have some spare time now, if it would be convenient. If it’s not, I won’t be free again until a week Monday.” There was a clear undertone to his voice that said: do you want the blasted heating sorted, or not? Because you are such a nutcase that I could do myself a huge favour, and happily cut my losses on this one.


    Meli clung to the phone while her thoughts did a highland fling in her head. She was so desperate to get the work completed, but she had to go out now, and then she had to go into Exmouth. There was nothing else for it. Overcoming the protestations of her thick and unwieldy tongue, she managed to force herself to say. “No, that’s absolutely fine to come now. But I’m just going out. I’ll have to leave the door on the latch for you.” She caught the sound of something that sounded remarkably like a choked snort of laughter, or the squeal of bagpipes, and he didn’t strike her as the sort of person who played bagpipes in his spare time. But after all the fuss she had made at his last visit, what else did she expect?


    “You need to know that we’ve got a dog now,” she warned him while attempting to fight Quassi away with her spare hand, trying to protect the last sandwich from his drooling jaws. Where could she leave him? It couldn’t be in the bathroom again, as the plumber would need access to that. There was nothing else for it; she would have to leave him in the boys’ room. “I’ll leave him locked in one of the bedrooms,” she told Mr. Swindon.


    Slamming down the phone she eyed the scattered morsels, anger welling within her that the kids had all disappeared and left her to it. She saw the time. “Oh blast,” she cursed. They were going to be late again. Giving up on the lunches, she decided there was nothing else for it, but to give the boys lunch money today. Lurching at Quassi’s collar she managed to grab him, and led him and the ham sandwich hanging from the corner of his smug mouth, up the stairs and into the bedroom.


    “Keep off the beds, and don’t you dare get into mischief,” she told him. Blatantly disregarding her, he leaped straight onto the bed and depositing the sandwich on the sheet, began to chew contentedly on his treasure, his tail wriggling happily on the pillow.


    The last thing she did before dashing out the door was to scrawl a note to Mr. Swindon, instructing him not to let Quassi out. Meli wasn’t sure how Quasi would react to a stranger; he seemed a very gentle natured dog, but she didn’t want the worry that he might take a bite out of Mr. Swindon’s privates.


    With a scowl on her face she slipped into the car, slamming the door behind her. “Well, you lot were a great help in there. And I hope no one dares moan that they are late today.” She threw the challenge at her children. When no one dared say a word, she thrust the car into first gear. Bumping up the track, she half listened to the boys as they gabbled away, while her mind went over all the things she had to do today.


    “What was that?” she asked, her eyes darting to the rear view mirror and the quarter image of George’s angled face when something they said caught her attention.


    “I’ve come up with a brainwave,” David trilled, straining at his seat belt as he leant forward.


    “No, you didn’t. It was my idea.” George’s outburst was accompanied by a punch on his brother’s shoulder.


    “Don’t start. Just tell me what the idea is.” She knew the boys and their ideas; they did not always meet with approval.


    “We’ve going to build a squirrel assault course, in the back garden,” they both announced gleefully, almost in unison. Negotiating a bend, Meli let the idea sink in for a second before responding, suddenly braking as the rear end of a tractor threatened to act as a buffer.


    Sounded harmless enough, but... She changed gear, stamped her foot heavily on the accelerator and shot around the trundling tractor. Still feeling slightly perturbed she said. “You can tell me all about it tonight.” There was no time now, as turning off the main road, they pulled up outside the school gates. Reaching into her handbag she retrieved her purse and handed them both £1.50. “Compliments of Quassi,” she told them, watching their eyes light up with neon images of chocolate bars and crisps. “And don’t go spending it on snacky things, please. Promise?” The boys nodded earnestly, but they all knew that what the eye didn’t see wouldn’t get them into trouble. At least she’d tried.


    Amazingly, despite the hold-ups at home, and the tractor, they’d made good time, and they arrived at the Willows just as the bell went. This novelty seemed to put Cassie into a good mood, as she actually had the decency to say goodbye.


    Meli made her way into town, driving with her window down at a leisurely pace, moving with the steady flow of the busy traffic, not that it compared one iota to the traffic she was used to. Driving down here was such a pleasure, she sighed to herself, enjoying the feel of the wind as it flipped her hair playfully; except when you got stuck behind a tractor; that could be aggravating, or when you rounded a bend on a narrow lane and came head to head with an inconsiderate imbecile, speeding in the opposite direction. The scenery was picture-postcard beautiful, with great expanses of woodland and open farmland, criss-crossed with hedges and streams. Easing back on the accelerator as she approached a junction, she hoped that she never came to take the landscape for granted. That would be a sin.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 8


    


    Meli didn’t arrive back until 1.30 p.m. There was no sign of the plumbers white van. Had he been? Opening the boot, she grabbed as much as she could carry in one go, and hurried with it indoors. In the living room, she deposited the dog basket, blanket, and the all important flea spray on the chair and then stood and listened. Beads of perspiration began to seep from pores all over her body. It was oppressively hot in here, and all was quiet. She had expected that Quassi would bark. Some guard dog. Traipsing upstairs she found the door to the boys’ room open. A thorough search of the house revealed no dog; although there was a note from Mr. Swindon to say that everything was shipshape and in working order. She touched a radiator and snatched her hand away. It was boiling. That explained the stifling heat. Mr. Swindon had obviously left the heating on to prove it was working. Going to the airing cupboard she turned it off before throwing wide the upstairs windows.


    How could he have let Quassi out? And why hadn’t he had the decency to leave her a note to explain, or to at least apologise? She could really do without a dog hunt. Images of his little frame splattered by the side of the road somewhere sprang into her mind, giving her a sense of urgency. Letting herself out the front door she emptied the boot and abandoned everything just inside the cluttered hall, then stood and looked around her. If I were an escaped dog where would I go? Probably looking for some tasty female company. That wasn’t the most helpful thought, as she didn’t have the gift for sniffing out a bitch on heat. Maybe he would have gone back to his old home? She would probably find him sitting outside Elsa’s front door, although come to think of it, she didn’t know for sure that he had in fact ever been a resident at Brambly Hollow Farmhouse. Still, it was the obvious first port of call.


    She set off down the trail to the farm. She felt the first specks of rain on her nose and she quickened her pace. When the farmhouse came into view she was disappointed to see that there was no sign of Quassi. Her lips mouthed a couple of choice but silent swear words. Maybe Elsa had seen him? Maybe she had shut him away somewhere safe? Maybe dead chickens laid eggs, she thought ruefully.


    Clamping her shirt collar rightly around her neck, she ducked under the creepers, and hammered on the door, ignoring the scary images of the huge sentinel spiders that resided there. She was sure she could feel their pitch black eyes boring into her right at that moment. No reply. She didn’t wait. The rain was falling faster now, soft, light pellets that formed a bubble-wrap coating over the dark layers of her hair and her slim shoulders. She would just give the farm yard a quick search before going home and leaving him to find his own way back. Turning, she jogged through the gate and into the yard.


    She was immediately struck by the silence; even the rain seemed too scared to make a sound as it splattered on the cobble stones around her. A shiver trickled down her spine, leaving a trail of perspiration. She was just being silly. From the end of the yard she thought she heard something. On shaky legs she headed towards it. “Quassi,” she called, thinking as she said it that the stupid animal hadn’t learned his name yet. The one word buzzed around her, ringing in her ears like a solitary bluebottle. As she edged forward, she resisted the growing urge to glance over her shoulder, only allowing her eyes to swing right and left. To give in would only encourage her weakness, allowing her jitteriness to transform the sodden shadows into black-clad harpies: obese things with gross sagging breasts that wobbled around their knees, with electric-shock hairstyles and grotesque faces, shuffling slowly but stealthily in her wake, their clawed fingers stretching out towards her throat, like, well like mummified Elsa’s.


    When the cobbles melted away into fringes of long grassy undergrowth that sprouted beneath the lower rung of the wooden fence, Meli was forced to stop. Peering out into the field, she scanned the rain blurred landscape for any flashes of black in the distance. The alarmed screech of a bird, emerging from the tree line way over to her left, made her gasp as her eyes snapped in the direction of the sound. She blinked several times, shedding tiny droplets of rain that weighed heavy on her lashes. Suddenly, her heart lurched sickeningly into her throat and tried to escape on the tip of a scream, when something cold and gristly touched the bare skin on the nape of her neck. A harpy? In one movement her body spun and twisted in the air like a cracking whip. It was Elsa, and the icy claw had been nothing more than the nub of her walking stick. Once again the old woman had managed to creep up on her unheard.


    “What are you doing here?” The damp sheen on Elsa’s face gave her the complexion of a soggy lettuce, green and lined as her eyes glared out from the many folds like two curled black slugs. Her look was far from welcoming.


    “I, I was looking for Quassi.” Meli managed to squeak with some difficulty, while trying to force her startled heart back down her throat. When Elsa scrunched up her entire face in mystification, Meli spluttered. “Quassi, that’s what the boys called the dog.” Meli felt distinctly uncomfortable, threatened by this pigmy of a woman, who was wearing what looked like a creased chocolate-green surgical gown over her bulk. “I’m really sorry if I shouldn’t be here.” Elsa’s eyes, she realised, were looking past her, as though there was someone standing behind her. Slowly, Meli swivelled her neck, pupils dilated, as she peered with some trepidation in the same direction. She swallowed, forcing the final quarter of her heart down her gullet and back behind the safety of her ribs. There was no one there.


    “Well, he’s not here.”


    Who? Wondered Meli. Quassi or the person, imaginary or otherwise. Unexpectedly, Elsa’s lips parted into what might have passed for a smile (or possibly a sneer of malicious intent), revealing that she was about to loose another tooth; one of the lower incisors was wobbling like a broken piano key from the gum. “But I’ll help you look.”


    “Really, there’s no need,” Meli tried to decline. The last thing she wanted to do was take a walk with Elsa, particularly as her damp clothes enhanced her usual body odour, making her smell like one of those afghan coats that were so popular in the seventies, but absolutely stank like a dead yak when wet.


    “Come on,” Elsa gestured with her hand, commanding that Meli should follow she turned her back and began doing her shuffle across the yard. Beneath her feet, turbid puddles were growing in density, gradually swallowing the worn tops of the shiny stones. Feet! Meli’s eyes rounded as they noticed the other woman’s footwear. The wellies had gone, replaced by a pair of screaming scarlet sandals that had to be seen to be believed. Not only did they clash terribly with the green of her gown, but they looked as though they were being eaten alive, as the narrow straps were sucked into the bulbous flesh, making her feet look like two stringed loins of pork. Lifting her hand, Meli wiped away a film of rain from her eyes, shivering as she did so. With two long strides she caught up with Elsa.


    Trying to keep outside the pong zone, she fell into step as Elsa led them back through the yard, passed the farmhouse and down a trodden pathway that cut through a plot of overgrown weeds and grasses, heading towards the woods. For a moment, Meli was transported back to a child, and Amy’s frequent warnings rang in her head, warning her not to wander off with a stranger. No one knew where she was, or who she was with. She was breaking all the rules. The trees loomed overhead and swallowed them as they stepped between the tall, sleeping trunks. It was only the sound of distant barking that reassured her.


    “Is this where Quassi came from?” She enquired. Elsa didn’t answer, but tottered on, her walking stick and one inch twiglet heels sinking into the quaggy trail underfoot. An opening appeared ahead. Following Elsa through, Meli found herself in a gloomy glade, where over large raindrops bombarded them, having dripped their way through the vaulted, tree limbed ceiling overhead. The barking, caught within the cathedral effect, was ear shattering, but at least they had reached the source.


    Six kennels were visible through the chain links of the six foot high fence that encircled them, each filled with black dogs that appeared identical to Quassi, at least across the distance. Had Elsa been meddling with cloning? She couldn’t help but wonder. At any other time this might have seemed an odd thing to ponder, but out here, well, it seemed quite at home.


    “You wait here.” Meli just made out the curt order as Elsa let herself through a gate, allowing it to clank shut rather rudely in her face. Wrapping her fingers around the links, she peered through them as Elsa hobbled across to the kennels. As if using some form of sorcery, that was hidden from Meli’s sight, Elsa silenced the hounds. In the dramatic, deathly hush that followed, Meli thought that she could just make out the other woman’s muffled incantations; or was it just the soughing of the wind in the tree tops? Spellbound, the dogs all sank to their haunches.


    Elsa spent some time with each dog, petting and speaking to it in stifled tones that sounded like mumbo-jumbo to her, but obviously entranced her audience, who all sat quietly and attentively listened to her. Was she asking them if they had seen their lost brother? She hoped Elsa would soon get the answer, as she was beginning to feel extremely damp and cold. She glanced at her watch. It would soon be time to leave to pick up the boys.


    “Elsa,” she called. When there was no reply, Meli pressed her fingers to the gate and pushing it open set off across the patchy covering of grass. Up close, the runs were minefields of excrement and by comparison, the accompanying stench made Elsa smell like a coiffured French poodle. Although the animals looked to be in reasonable condition, given their unsavoury habitat, seeing the state of what had probably once been Quassi’s homemade Meli pleased that she had not sent him back, whilst at the same time she was planning to bath and de-flea him the moment he returned. To think that she had left him in the boys room. She’d have to strip the beds now as well.


    “Elsa,” she said again when she was two paces behind her. With all the grace of a vast blubbery tub of lard, the old woman shot into the air, crashing back to the earth so heavily that the aftershock could be felt from Exmouth to Lyme Regis. Spinning round she glared at Meli, her white whiskers twitching furiously. Although Meli hadn’t intentionally set out to startle Elsa, she did feel a brief sense of suitable redress for the occasions Elsa had done this to her.


    “What are you doing here?” Elsa raised her walking stick and shook it at her, the action inciting the dogs, who hurled themselves with fury against the flimsy wooden gates of their runs, accompanied by a manic chorus of barking and flashing of razor sharp teeth. “This is private property.” There was no recognition in her eyes.


    “It’s me, Meli from the lodge. We were looking for Quassi, remember?” Meli blurted, shying away from the dancing spearhead, hoping that her words would be heard above the baying hounds. As she stepped back she felt her trainer sink into something distinctly soft. Distracted, her eyes slid down. “Oh, shit,” she groaned, seeing her trainer half buried in the biggest dog turd she had ever seen. Lifting her foot she gave it a shake.


    “Well, he’s over there.” Meli read Elsa’s whiskered mouth as she now used her walking stick as a pointer, and jabbed it over Meli’s shoulder, almost taking her eye out with it. Turning cautiously, Meli saw that what Elsa said was true, Quassi was on the far side of the fence, the tip of his black nose thrust between the chain links, watching them.


    “Thanks, see you later.” She didn’t give a damn whether Elsa heard her or not, she was just relieved to be able to make her escape. Jogging smartly across the compound she prayed that Quassi wouldn’t do a runner. But quite the opposite, he seemed to be as pleased to see her as she was to see him, leaping up, flashing his tongue at her. Not taking any chances though, she grabbed him firmly by the collar, and together they rushed back through the trees, Meli doing her best to scrape off the stinking brown gung that was caked to her once white trainer as she went. The rain was falling heavier now, running in uncomfortable rivulets down her stooped neck. She was going to kill Mr. Swindon. If he hadn’t let Quassi out none of this would have happened. She was holding him personally responsible.


    Very carefully, Meli removed her trainers outside, and then left them there, before letting herself and Quassi indoors. She was back within minutes, armed with a bucket of steaming water, a pair of lemon rubber gloves and a scrubbing brush. Holding her nose and gagging, Meli began scrubbing her trainer. She was not even sure that she would ever wear them again, even if they were only six months old, and had cost over fifty quid. Propping the pair against the wall, she dashed indoors to quickly rub a towel over herself and change into dry clothes. Making sure all the internal doors were closed, to restrict any damage the wet Quassi could cause, she grabbed her car keys.


    


    Cal arrived home to find his wife in a foul temper, shoving bedding into the washing machine, hair like Tina Turner after being caught out in a hurricane, and weighed down by what must have been a huge and painful chip on her shoulder. Even the boys were respectfully quiet, and Quassi was lying in the corner, shivering with trepidation.


    “Whatever is the matter?” he asked, thinking as he did so that he might be better off not knowing.


    Swinging round, Meli pushed forward her chin, her eyes flashing dangerously as though one spark and her head would explode, taking everyone in the room with it. There were none of the niceties Cal usually received when he arrived home, like: did you have a nice day dear? Instead, she blasted a selection of the days highlights at him in short, sharp volleys between strained breaths (leaving out things like the dog turd, and the unnatural fear she’d experienced in the yard again, not wanting to be ridiculed), her voice sounding ridiculously loud and shrill, even to her own ears. Something Cal precariously seemed to agree with she noticed.


    “Your lips are twitching,” she accused brusquely. “But I fail to see what you find so funny.” Under her brutal look, similar to a box of Weedol surveying an audacious weed in a bed of prize Lilies, his look withered. “Then to top it all, I rang Mr. Swindon to give him a piece of my mind, and he denied letting Quassi out,” her voice rose to a nasal peak. “Well, who else could it have been, I asked him? And do you know what he said?” Her glittering eyes remained locked on Cal’s face as he struggled to keep his expression fixed neutrally while dutifully shaking his head. “He suggested that Quassi opened the door himself. Well, I ask you.” She threw her eyes despairingly at the ceiling.


    Freed from his wife’s scrutiny, Cal glanced at Quassi and raised his eyebrows questioningly. Quassi tilted his head and hunched his shoulders in a manner that looked very much like a shrug.


    “By the way, I found your shoes outside in the rain.” He held them up. Behind him, he was conscious that the twins had started twittering. “What’s the matter?” he asked guardedly.


    “Nothing,” Meli said. She didn’t have the energy to tell him. “Just put them in the hall. You might want to wash your hands though.” Even the huge chip on Meli’s shoulder slipped off for a moment. “Plumbings working by the way,” she suddenly thought to tell him.


    “That’s great. I’d better go and christen the bath then, get out of your way,” Cal announced, as though this was his contribution to the turmoil.


    “Not so quick,” his wife rounded on him as he slipped out of his coat. “He’s got to have a bath first.” She stabbed a finger at Quassi, sending him into tremors again.


    “You’re kidding me?” Cal fixed her with a pair of bruised blue eyes as it dawned on him that the mangy mutt was getting priority over him for first go at the hot water. His standing as head of the household wobbled like a throne made of cards. He was also wondering whether he was being delegated this task. If he hadn’t wanted the brute in the first place, he certainly didn’t want him now.


    With cunning cruelty, determined that Quassi’s need for a bath overcame all others, Meli aimed for Cal’s weak spot “There’s no dinner until he’s bathed,” - wriggling backwards, Quassi pressed himself to the wall like he was stapled to the stonework. - “And the bathroom is strictly off limits to everyone. If you’d seen the place he’s just come from you’d understand.”


    She watched her husband take a calculated look at her uncompromising expression, and saw any objections he might have shrivel and die. Very occasionally, Cal was gifted with a speck of insight, and this was one of those occasions. They both heard his stomach clear the last sludges of his lunch down the pipes with a series of snorts and glugs. Even if he wouldn’t speak up, his stomach was not bound by the same sensibility. If they had still been living in Reading, he might have ordered pizzas as a way to overcome part of her threat; but there was no possibility of that out here in the back of beyond. She’d got him.


    “Shall I take the kids to the pub for a meal? Get them out from under your feet? Then you won’t have the worry of cooking for them.” He thrust out the inspirational carrot, his expression brightening as though someone had just plugged his fingers into the mains.


    Meli didn’t need a crystal ball to read his selfish motives. The primary, driving motive was food, closely followed by the hope that by the time he returned with the kids, Meli would have bathed the dog, sorted the laundry and finished the other half dozen outstanding jobs. “Whatever,” Meli mumbled weakly. Maybe it would be better to be left on her own to get on.


    The boys sprang to life, leaping and shouting madly as they raced off to get ready. Walking through to the hall, Cal lifted Meli’s shoes and inspected them. They looked fine; sparkling clean in fact. Fighting his way through the bulging wad of coats, that hung from the wall like a family of headless bodies, he wedged them into the stack of twisted shoes piled beneath their hems. He didn’t understand what was going on, but every instinct was screaming at him to make a run for it, even if that meant taking the kids as well.


    Ten minutes later Cal and the twins were headed out the door. Cassie had declined, saying that she would make herself a snack later. Quassi did his best to slip out with the other men, and when he was forcibly left behind, he fought his way to the living room window, and supported on buckling hind legs, he watched their fast departing figures, nose pressed tightly to the glass. It was almost as if he knew what Meli had planned for him.


    Meli didn’t tackle Quassi however, until the hoover had sucked up every possible dog flea that might have taken up residence in the boys’ room, and their beds were remade. She then spent a moment preparing the bathroom, stocking up with a pile of old towels and a two pint water jug, before filling up the bath one third full with a flow of beautifully hot water. A quick search found her victim curled up on the door mat in the hall. Across the distance, they spent a moment eyeballing each other. Meli felt smugly confident that for Quassi, there was no escape; but Quassi was no pussy. He proved himself a valiant contestant, and after a brief skirmish in the confines of the passageway, he not only managed to dive between her legs, he managed to evade capture for a further five minutes before Meli cornered him by the cooker. With the pair of them grunting like two labouring oxen, Meli hauled the protesting, squirming hound to the top of the stairs before beginning the long hard slog along the landing. Even Meli had to crack the tiniest of smiles at his cowardly performance.


    Once they were both safely ensconced in the bathroom, Meli firmly closed the door. There would be no escape until the deed was done. Taking a moment to catch her breath, she watched Quassi scrabbling and whimpering as he tried to dig a hole under the carpet between the toilet bowl and the bath panel, trying to bury himself. “You pathetic beast,” she told him as she launched herself across the room and pinned him to the side of the bath. If she’d expected him to accept defeat with dignity, she was wrong. He still had one trick up his sleeve. He turned himself into a canine blob of jelly, making it near on impossible to pick him up. Not only was he a dead weight, but whatever bit of him she clasped, just seemed to slip through her fingers. This was the best tactic so far, Meli had to give him his due, but she couldn’t understand his behaviour. She thought it highly unlikely that he had ever been near a bath before, so why was he fretting so much about something he’d never experienced?


    Eventually though, defeat was inevitable and Meli was the exhausted victor. Looking thoroughly miserable, Quassi stood knee deep in the Orchard Fresh bubble bath scented water; with just a delicate hint of pine, courtesy of a last minute decision to add some disinfectant; back hunched, tail clamped tightly between his legs with his ears stapled to his head, his large brown eyes filled with a look of hurt that said: how could you do this to me? As they rolled upwards in their sockets to stare at her.


    “Now don’t move,” she instructed him, giving him a reassuring pat on the head. “This really won’t hurt a bit.” Meli twisted to pick up the jug on the side of the sink. “Hey, don’t do that,” she berated him when he began lapping the water, licking at it for all he was worth as though he could drink himself free. Lifting his chin with one hand, she used the other to douse him from the jug, then using her best shampoo - a sacrifice that Meli considered well worth it - she lathered him up.


    When his ordeal was minutes away from being over, Quassi raised back his head and spouting foam and bubbles from his mouth, he began to howl his misery at the light bulb, as if performing some primeval ritual, aimed at the moon god! It was like being in a train tunnel with Celine Dion. “Quassi, stop,” she pleaded, holding her lathered hands to her ears. Her plea only seemed to goad him. Now he had found a way to make her suffer, he was determined to use it. The only way to shut him up was to drape his head with a large towel. A beautiful hush fell, broken only by the musical dripping of the cold tap.


    With a final rinse, Meli finished his ablutions, then pulled the plug. As the gritty silt struggled to work its way down the waste pipe, Meli wrapped Quassi in a large bath towel before lifting him out. “Now you will be a good boy, wont you?” she asked, giving him a brisk rub down as she spoke. When he remained standing quite submissively, Meli assumed that they had a deal, and yanked off the towel. She was rewarded by a deluge of stained, brown water that scattered in every direction as he shook himself so violently from head to toe that he almost fell over. Thrusting out her hands towards him, like King Canute, commanding the incoming waves to recede, Meli let out a scream.


    The door burst wide, and Cal’s bulk darkened the opening. Instantly, he clutched his sides and roared with laughter. Before Meli could explode he waved at the mirror. Staring into it, Meli saw that, outside of being sopping wet, she was sporting a pair of sudsy sideburns that formed a peak under her chin, where it hung like the bottom of a bee hive. She bit her lip, undecided whether to laugh or cry.


    “You go and sort yourself out. I’ll see to Quassi.” Stifling his humour, that could have become the noose for his own hanging, he spun on his heels to deal with the escapee. Down below Cassie bellowed with rage as Quassi slid himself eel like along the carpet, ending up rubbing his sopping coat across Cassie’s bare feet.


    Before Cassie could carry out the look of murder that was etched in deep, ugly lines over her face (that uncannily resembled the expression on her mother’s face), Cal grabbed Quassi and for his own protection led him firmly into the kitchen. “We’ll have to get you a gate to keep you in your place,” he told the quivering dog as he gathered him into a damp bath towel that he’d dragged from the drum of the washing machine. “You’re a pest.” He ruffled the top of his head affectionately.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 9


    


    “Mum, why wont Quassi do what I tell him to?” Questioned George as he mooched into the kitchen, his lips pulled down petulantly.


    Why did kids pose such deep and thought provoking questions, Meli wondered? Especially when she was so busy. It was Saturday morning, and a particularly busy Saturday at that. They had friends coming down from Reading, to celebrate Meli’s birthday, and they were staying overnight. Meli was preparing the meal. Looking up from a pan of simmering mince, Meli met a pair of cornflower blue eyes that were fixed earnestly on her. Shifting her gaze, Meli glanced towards the offending animal. Why indeed, she sighed. “I don’t know. He probably just needs to get used to us, after all, he’s not used to living with a family.” She grimaced as her thoughts flew back to her visit to the kennels. “Just persevere.” Was all she could recommend. George nodded, but he didn’t look too hopeful.


    “Let’s take Quassi for a walk,” Meli suggested a short time later. “I need to pop down to the Post Office before is shuts.” What should have been an uncomplicated proposal almost erupted into civil war, when the boys began an argument over who would hold the dog lead. Eventually, Meli interceded and organised them so George held it on the way there, and David on the way back. It sometimes seemed to Meli that kids could fall out over who’s fart smelled the worst!


    Bringing up the rear, so she could keep an eye on the kids, dog and the oncoming traffic, they set off down the hill. It was a slow and tortuous journey as Quassi, true to form, stopped to sniff and pee on anything that even resembled a blade of grass. “Come on, keep him moving,” she urged George. “Otherwise the shop will be closed long before we get there.”


    The Post Office was the third cottage in a row of six. As they approached the first cottage, Meli was surprised to see the Countess Wilhelmina Van Gelda sitting in her wheelchair outside the open front door.


    “Morning,” she greeted the old woman with a pleasant smile, wondering at the same time whether she should address her with some sort of title, like Ma’am, or Countess? Maybe she should have curtsied?


    “We’ve met before, haven’t we?” The aristocratic face, with its sharp nose and high, rouged cheekbones peered up at her with a pair of crystal blue eyes. “Oh yes, I remember, it was in the pub.”


    Meli found herself a little shocked by the use of such a common word as ’pub’. It didn’t seem a word that would leap from such an elegant lady’s painted lips. Public House, Inn or The Smugglers Arms would have sounded more in keeping. Quickly she began nodding, realising that she was gaping rudely at the Countess. “I’m Meli Noble, from Brambly Hollow Lodge.” She introduced herself.


    “I’m Vilma. I live here.” A frail white hand with perfectly manicured nails, was offered. Taking it, Meli was amazed by the strength of the woman’s grasp. She jumped when a male voice emerged from her right, the voice grating in her ears like nails being scrapped down a blackboard.


    “Come on Vilma, let’s get you indoors.” It was the dastardly Bill. Brushing rudely passed Meli, as though she wasn’t even there, he moved to the front of the wheelchair and lifting Vilma’s light body into his arms, he carried her inside.


    “Come on mum,” George shouted from across the road. “I thought you was in a hurry.”


    Glancing at her watch, Meli trotted the last few yards to the Post Office. Her first impression of the Countess, of imagining her living in a huge mansion with its own grounds was totally shattered. Despite her grand title she was just a very ordinary woman; very pleasant, but ordinary.


    “We’ll wait over there,” David called, indicating the church. Meli nodded as she leaped up the two steps to the Post Office. She threw open the door with a whole thirty seconds to spare. Zealously, the bell loudly proclaimed her late arrival; only today it wasn’t necessary to rouse Mrs. Barber from the back of the shop. Mrs. Barber was half way to the door. Mrs. Barber’s face didn’t register anything even remotely resembling a smile. In fact, Mrs. Barber’s expression looked as if she wanted to chew Meli into tiny pieces and spit her out. The smile on Meli’s face slowly disintegrated.


    “You’ve only just made it,” Mrs. Barber’s brusque tone was about as welcoming as the sound of a fog horn, after you had collided with the other ship.


    “Sorry,” Meli felt compelled to apologise. As they faced each other across the swabbed deck, Meli thought for one terrible moment that Mrs. Barber was going to make her walk the plank straight back out into the street. But then obviously deciding that business was business after all, she swung round on her lumpy calves and strode back to the prow of her ship where she formed an impressive figurehead in flamingo pink, that even Neptune himself wouldn’t have messed with!


    “You’ve got one minute.” Lifting her arm she held it up so she could observe the second hand of her watch sweep swiftly over its face.


    Meli could barely believe that Mrs. Barber was treating her so appallingly, and even more unbelievable, that she was letting her! With thirty-five seconds to spare, Meli was standing at the counter like a good little girl with her newspaper and the urgently needed bag of sugar.


    Frog marched from the shop in record time, Meli clearly heard the bolt thrust closed behind her. She felt like she’d been tossed out like yesterdays slops. As she stepped down onto the road the red Closed sign hit the window with such force that Meli ducked, expecting to be showered with broken glass.


    Mrs. Barber was decidedly odd today, she mused, not at all herself. Not only had she barely uttered a word (and the few that she had uttered had been extremely rude), she’d failed totally to try to prise any information from her whatsoever, and her eyes had flicked constantly to the clock as she gave Meli her change, as though she had somewhere extremely important to go. In fact, she’d reminded her of the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. Why, at this very moment she was probably leaping down a hole, or, more suiting to her size, a crater! What could have accounted for this bizarre episode? Did Bill have anything to do with it? After all, he had obviously just come back from the Post Office, as he had a loaf of bread in his hand.


    Meli had little time to puzzle over this, as her attention was caught by the twins, who were having a stand up argument by the war memorial outside the church, their churlish voices breaking the otherwise peaceful sounds of the countryside. “Keep it down,” she called as she rushed towards them. “Whatever is the matter?” She glanced between her sons.


    “That doesn’t make sense,” David goaded his brother.


    “Yes it does. You’re just too thick to understand,” retorted George, eyeing the base of the stone memorial as though expecting it to support him.


    “Understand what?” Meli demanded impatiently, standing directly in front of the monument and studying it intently. The only out of place thing that her initial sweep could detect, was the damp patch where Quassi had desecrated the stone.


    “There,” George jabbed his finger at one line of the inscription.


    “I still don’t understand,” Meli leaned closer.


    George threw his hands in the air in despair. “There. Where it says for Cod, King and Country.” Meli burst out laughing so hard that she almost fell over.


    “It doesn’t say Cod,” she told him, trying to restrain her giggles. “It says God.”


    “Told you so,” crowed David, folding his arms across his chest triumphantly.


    “No it doesn’t,” snapped George, his face screwed up like a week old sprout. “It clearly says Cod.”


    “But that wouldn’t make sense,” Meli was desperately tugging her lips back from where they’d curled up under her eyes like a huge slice of melon. George was taking this far too seriously. “Why would it say Cod?”


    Meli and David both looked at George.


    “Because,” he spelled out the reason with slow deliberate tones, like one would use when explaining something simple to kinder garden children. “This is a fishing village and they fish for cod. Beside, the man in the church told me.”


    Meli clamped her teeth tightly onto her lips now. There was a bit of logic there. She placed an arm around his shoulders and pulled him close, concealing her grinning face by burying it in his golden hair. “Yes, I can see why you might think that. But I think you’ll find it does say God. The G is just a little worn.”


    Lifting her head slightly, her eyes fell on David. She squinted at him, daring him to say another word on the subject.


    “My turn for Quassi.” David reached out and took the lead from his brother’s unresisting hand. Meli wondered what man George had been referring to. Somehow, she didn’t think it would be the Vicar.


    


    Meli had cheated. Although she had made the main course: two huge dishes of beef lasagne - her speciality -, everything else was shop brought, from the prawn cocktail starters to the vegetarian meal for Cassie, and the lemon meringue and cheesecakes for desserts. A costly way to do things, but she just didn’t seem to have the time to devote to cooking, nor the inclination if she was truthful. Given a choice between cooking or walking bare foot and naked over hot coals, well, the latter came a close second. That was probably why she only had one speciality.


    Glancing at the clock she saw that it was three thirty. Cal would be home soon, Cassie hadn’t emerged from her room, except for the occasional cup of tea - and certainly not to offer any help -, and the boys? They had been extremely quiet for some time now, and come to think of it, she hadn’t seen Quassi. Washing the last dish, Meli wandered round the house. Quassi was curled up asleep outside Cassie’s room, and he didn’t stir when Meli approached him. Listening at her daughters door she heard the muffled sound of her voice. She must be on her mobile, Meli decided. The boys room was empty.


    Collecting a supply of clean tea towels from the airing cupboard she took them downstairs with her and left them on the drainer. Moving to the door, she stared out into the garden. She stiffened. Two posts, about two foot high, had been erected into Cal’s lawn about six feet apart, and the boys were at that moment running a length of washing line between them. Throwing back the door she called out. “What are you two doing?”


    Without looking up David called back. “We’re making the assault course.”


    “What assault course?” Meli stepped towards them.


    “Oh mum,” David swivelled his head to look at her disparagingly. “For Super Squirrel and his nuts. We did tell you.” His look was daring her to deny it.


    Meli couldn’t deny it. She had some vague and distant recollection that something might have been mentioned, although where and when and what had been agreed, if anything, was a blank. “But dad won’t like you sticking stakes in his lawn,” Meli protested. “You’ll have to move them.” Both boys looked at her aghast.


    “No way, it took hours to do this,” gasped George. For the first time Meli noticed indents in the grass, which on closer inspection turned out to be the smashed up remains of pallets and crates, and a selection of tools, including a mammoth sledge hammer. She wondered where everything had come from, and more baffling, why she hadn’t heard them.


    “But this is all a hazard, someone could easily trip over. Besides why would the squirrel try and run along that?” she pointed at the washing line. “When it can reach the nuts from the trees?”


    David’s eyes gleamed. “Because we’re going to move them. We’ve going to erect that.” It was David’s turn to point. Following his straight arm, Meli saw something her initial gaze had somehow missed.


    Moving for a closer inspection, Meli’s heart sank. “What’s it supposed to be?”


    George had rushed ahead of her. “It’s a platform. We made it ourselves. It’ll stand five foot high, and we’ll put the nuts on it.” His blue eyes flashed like sapphires, his voice brimming excitedly.


    Crossing her arms beneath her breasts, Meli stood shaking her head. “Dad’s not going to like this,” she predicted with great astuteness as she eyed the monstrous wooden contraption, with nails protruding from it. “Not one bit.” Noticing the disappointment clouding their eager faces she relented slightly. “Look, stop work for now, and wait until dad comes home. I’m sure he’ll help.” She knew he would because she would tell him too. The boy’s didn’t look convinced. “Besides, I think you need some advise, the height you’ve set the line at, well it’s a bit low. When the squirrel gets on it, his weight will probably drag it to the floor. I think you need dad’s help.”


    A short while later, Meli stood between her husband and the twins on the patio as they surveyed the scene. Glancing at Cal, she read his expression; his garden, his precious garden, looked like a chainsaw massacre in a timber yard, with the dismembered carcasses and limbs of wooden pallets and crates scattered all over his manicured lawn. To say he looked on the verge of self combusting was an understatement. She knew that to the twins, the same scene looked like the set of a great sporting event under construction.


    “It’s not so bad,” she whispered to Cal.


    Tired blue eyes turned and blinked at her, and in them he clearly said: I can’t believe that you think I should encourage them in this foolhardy venture.


    Sensitive that maybe Cal wasn’t up to this particular challenge right at that moment, she turned to the twins. “Dad will help tomorrow, he needs a bit of time to come up with a plan. Why don’t you tidy up for now before our visitors arrive.” For once the boys didn’t protest. As Meli turned and went back indoors, she felt Cal’s eyes like clubs beating her on the back of her head.


    “Did you remember to mention to Elsa that we were having guests, and they would need to park on the lane?” Meli ventured to ask when Cal followed her inside, sidetracking any argument about the squirrel assault course. It worked.


    Cal shook his head. “Damn. No, I clean forgot. Shall I go and do it now?”


    “Might be best, we don’t want to upset our neighbour.”


    Compliantly Cal hurried off, but he was back within minutes. “She wasn’t in. But I’m sure she won’t mind.” Meli pushed aside the tiny niggle that she might.


    Cassie came clomping down the stairs, her expression unusually radiant. She was really quite pretty, Meli thought, without the knife sticking out of her head. “They’re only minutes away,” she cast at her mother as she bounced past on pockets of air, Quassi springing along in her wake. “I said I would wait at the top of the lane, in case they miss us.” The prospect of seeing friends from their old home town was like a tonic of pure happiness; and Cassie must have been given a double dose. If only they could bottle some for later use, Meli thought.


    “Good idea,” she commented, plugging in the coffee maker which she’d prepared earlier. She knew that the women would want a coffee first, and that the men would go straight for the beers. She felt a spark of eager anticipation to see their friends. A heady scent of aftershave, wafting down the stairs, heralded the return of Cal, his belly bulging through the crisp white tee shirt and Levi’s that he’d squeezed himself into.


    “I guess they’re nearly here,” he commented, hearing the first sizzle and glug of filtering coffee. Meli nodded. “Dinner smells great,” he added, taking a huge, appreciative lungful of the rich beefy aroma.


    Voices and footsteps announced their friends safe arrival. Cal and Meli exchanged hugs and kisses with Roger and Myra Winters and their son Simon, and with Adam and Paula Chase, and their daughter Suzie. Simon and Suzie were whisked away instantly to the Noble childrens’ rooms.


    Crowding into the living room their friends admired their new home, the first time they had seen it, other than in photos.


    “It’s beautiful,” gasped Paula, swinging her head on her slim neck. “So much character.”


    “A bit like the crackpot we passed outside,” quipped her husband, Adam.


    “Oh, you must have met the infamous Elsa Vitty,” Cal chortled with a grin, knowing instantly who they were referring to.


    “What was she doing?” asked Meli, intrigued to know how she had made such an impact within thirty seconds of their friends arrival.


    Their guests all exchanged amused glances. It was Myra who beat the others to reply.


    “It was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life,” she groaned, her vermilion painted lips curving downwards. “She was walking along,” her lower face puckered now, barely able to continue. “Eating a tub of margarine with a plastic spoon.” She gushed the last words, before her whole face collapsed with revulsion and her shoulders visibly shook.


    “No!” exclaimed Meli. “I know she can be a little odd, but surely she wasn’t? Maybe she had put something else into the empty margarine tub?”


    “Nope,” came Roger, “definitely margarine, slipping down by the spoonful like it was custard.” The room was filled with hoots of laughter as the two couples gave in to exuberant derision.


    “We’ll tell you more about her later,” Cal broke in as soon as he could be heard. “But for now. Who wants a drink?” Rubbing his hands together, Cal was ready to get down to the serious business of entertaining, and that meant imbibing some alcohol.


    They didn’t eat straight away. After their guests had finished their first drinks, they were given the grand tour of the lodge. If there had been any lingering doubts in Meli’s mind, about moving her family here, they were all dissipated by their friends avid admiration of their home with the breathtaking scenery and the overwhelming sensation of tranquillity that you only found in the countryside. She knew she was beaming like a Cheshire cat, but she couldn’t help it.


    Returning to the living room, their drinks were replenished. This time all alcoholic for the adults.


    “What’s with the mutt?” asked Myra, pulling her skirt protectively around her knees when Quassi appeared, having been released from the twins bedroom. Myra was not an animal lover.


    “Ah, Quassi,” Meli said, pausing as she flicked her eyes at him. “He was my birthday present from our neighbour.”


    “Quassi,” chorused their friends.


    “What a bizarre name,” grinned Adam.


    “Believe me, it was better than some of the other suggestions,” Meli commented, leaning down to pat the dog’s head. Quassi gazed up at her with that peculiar gaze he sometimes had; loving but blank, as though there wasn’t much going on inside his head.


    “Speaking of the infamous Belse Wizzy, tell us more,” drawled Myra. Although not a lover of the four legged beast, she had a fascination for those of the two legged variety.


    “Elsa Vitty,” Meli and Cal chorused together, with stupid grins.


    “This place used to be a barn, until Else had it converted a few years ago. According to the village grapevine Elsa nearly sold it a couple of times.” Meli caught the flash of surprise in her husband’s eyes. She had forgotten to mention that to him. “She’s a real character, but harmless enough.”


    “She didn’t look too pleased when we all bowled past her,” Adam shared, his charcoal grey eyes crinkled with amusement. “She walked alongside the car, glaring in at us through the window. Poor Suzie nearly croaked under the intensity of the look. She’ll probably have nightmares for weeks.” His broad lips were still grinning, but Meli saw something in his eyes, something that hinted that even he had been unnerved by the look.


    “She’s not used to strangers,” Meli said, in an unwitting attempt to reassure everyone. “She hates anyone parking outside on the lane.


    “Yeah, we saw the welcoming notice by the entrance. ‘This is private property. KEEP OUT. No parking here’. Very tastefully done in the blood red paint. I wouldn’t be surprised to go out and find our windscreens shattered.” This was Adam. As if realising what he had just said, he took a sip of his lager and glanced towards the window. Shuffling about in his seat he checked to see if his car was visible from where he was sitting. When it wasn’t, he resisted the urge to go and check on it.


    “Don’t be silly, she’s such a frail, harmless thing,” Cal said, shifting uncomfortably in his own seat as he recalled that they hadn’t told Elsa they had visitors and checked whether they could park outside. Maybe they should have tried to squeeze all four cars onto the drive?


    “Enough of this Vitty woman, who else wants to see the grand workshop?” Oblivious to the tension around her, Paula flicked her long silver blond hair over her shoulders. Having heard so much about Meli’s plans, she, if no one else, was keen to see how things were developing. “How’s your first order?”


    “Hmm, not going too well,” Meli mumbled into her wine, avoiding catching Cal’s eye. “There’s been too many distractions, but I intend to get going on Monday. But you’re welcome to come and take a look.”


    Everyone rose, and taking their drinks they followed Cal, who was swinging a spare bottle of wine from his fingers as he led the way. Surreptitiously, all eyes glanced across to where the black Primera and silver Vectra were parked. The windscreens looked intact. There was no sign of Elsa.


    Swinging open the wooden door, Cal turned on the light, almost blinding everyone as they bundled in and eyed the interior with interest. Meli hadn’t been totally idle, and the walls were now adorned with pictures and photos of masks from different countries: from Bali to New York, to India and Australia. Some were carved from wood, others made from moulds. Some were dazzlingly bright and colourful, others were outright scary. Many of the photos were of masks Amy had made, and there were a couple in black and white, taken of Amy as a young woman posing with some African chief.


    They spent some time grouped together, chatting like critics in an art gallery, sipping their wines as they circled the room before returning to the lodge and dinner. Several glasses of wine later they all descended on the Smugglers Arms, where they met Barbara and Doug. They were all quite tipsy by the time they returned after closing. As they tottered down the track, Adam stopped at his Primera to collect one last suitcase from the boot. Something was fluttering on the windscreen. Intrigued he moved closer. There was a piece of paper trapped under the wiper. Pulling it out he stuffed it in his pocket and then heaving up the case, he followed the others inside.


    “What’ve you got there?” Paula enquired as he propped the case against the wall and began to open out the sheet of paper.


    “It was under one of the wipers,” there was a momentary pause, as his dark grey eyes scanned the scrawled writing. “Bloody hell,” he commented, his cheeks puffing indignantly when he eventually lifted his gaze. “You’ve got to read this.” Everyone crowded round and the grubby slip of paper passed from hand to hand.


    Who do u think u are? Why are u doing this to me? I know what yur up to, yu’re trying to make me il. Or trying to cill me. GET OF MY LAND or il sort u.


    Meli’s pleasantly tipsy mood sobered like a shot of espresso taken intravenously as she studied the deranged, paranoid note in the childish hand. It had to be from Elsa. She sounded very upset. Meli flashed her husband an uneasy look. “Maybe you should pop down and explain?” Cal didn’t look too receptive to the suggestion as he flicked his eyes to the window and the impenetrable darkness outside. “But she’s so upset,” she pressed. Moving closer and lowering her voice she added. “And we don’t want to see the cars damaged.”


    “Damn cheek, if you ask me,” snapped Roger who had just finished reading the note. His dark blue eyes were slightly bloodshot from too many whiskies, and a nerve in his left forehead had begun to throb “Who does she think she is, leaving notes like this?” He waved it angrily in the air as he spoke.


    Suddenly, what had only moments before been an enjoyable evening, was crushed and bruised under Elsa’s’ bloated foot. “Cal?” Meli looked at him beseechingly.


    “Okay, okay,” he conceded, throwing his hands in the air. By careful toning of the simple word, he managed to convey quite clearly that he was only going under duress; the prospect of traipsing down to the farmhouse in the dark rated zero on his list of ways to entertain their guests. “But she’s probably in bed by now. I won’t knock if there are no lights on.”


    “Do you want me to come with you?” Adam offered, placing his glass on the coffee table and uncrossing his long legs.


    Cal shook his head. “No, don’t worry, no point us both going out.“ He threw a meaningful look at his wife as he spoke. “I won’t be long.” Emptying the remnants of his whisky down his throat he slipped on the jacket Meli handed him, and set off.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 10


    


    In the village, after darkness fell, it was total; blacker than the Ace of Spades. As the lights from the lodge quickly faded behind him, Cal found himself navigating by short bursts of moonlight that flicked between fast moving clouds overhead. Twisting his ankle in a pot hole he cursed out loud as he was forced to hop about on his good foot for a moment before hobbling on. He wished he’d thought to bring a torch; maybe even Adam. As he rounded the bend the farmhouse loomed blackly in front of him. All was silent and in darkness. Well, that was a waste of time, he thought to himself as he turned on his heels. Maybe he should have brought a note with him, to push through the door. Too late, he wasn’t going to come back again tonight. They would just have to explain to Elsa in the morning.


    Suddenly, he stopped and stared behind him. His skin had begun to prickle uncomfortably. He could feel eyes watching him. In the thick pillars and banks of shadows, anything could lurk and he wouldn’t see it. Maybe it was just one of the farm cats watching him, or maybe even a rat? There must be hundreds of rats around here. Turning he carried on up the slope. Goosebumps ran over his skin like an angry rash. He strained his ears to listen. Movement, something shuffling over to his right beyond the bushes at the end of his garden. It’s only a badger, or a fox; something like that, he told himself. His feet began to move faster. His ankle complained bitterly, making his limp more pronounced. He could just make out lights in the distance. A twig snapped, loudly, like the crack of a whip. He found himself drawn towards the sound. Peering over the fence his eyes scanned the murky garden. Something moved. A shadow darker than the shadows, bumbling across the lawn, low to the ground. As if sensing him it stopped and then vanished.


    “Who’s there?” he demanded. He found himself feeling unexpectedly angry. Someone was playing games with him, and he didn’t appreciate it. It was probably the twins, sneaking out to get up to mischief. Vaulting his fifteen stone bulk clumsily over the fence he landed heavily on his injured ankle. Muttering a string of expletives, he lumbered across the garden, in the direction where the shadows had moved.


    Without any warning, something leaped out and grabbed him around the throat. Spinning him round, it cruelly tightened its grip, cutting out the startled cry that was jettisoned upwards, before it could be launched in a blood curdling scream from his mouth. His hands flailed upwards, his fingers trying to grapple with his unknown assailant as it dragged him thrashing, onto the ground. He felt the damp blades of grass against his face, tasted them as they were forced into his open mouth as he landed heavily against them. Rolling onto his back and kicking out for all he was worth at the blackness, his frenzied fingers locked on the cold, snake like creature that had wrapped itself around him. The moon chose that moment to break through the clouds, peering down at him solemnly in his moment of impending doom. At some base level he registered that where his assailant should have been there was nothing, and yet the nothing was squeezing the life from him. Unable to breath, his eyes beginning to bulge from their sockets like two huge boiled eggs, he tore at it, snagging his own flesh with his nails. Suddenly, incredibly, it came loose. Grappling with it, he managed to fling it upwards and over his head. He hurled it away. Scurrying to his feet, gasping painful mouthfuls of the cold night air, eyes wide and damp with terror, he looked down. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when he saw ‘his creature’. He had almost been garrotted by a length of washing line. Lifting his aching arms, he rubbed his fingers against his tender neck. He was going to kill the twins for not taking it down as he’d told them.


    Brushing himself down weakly he limped home, looking neither right nor left, drawn by the light from the kitchen.


    Meli was the first to see him, amazement registering in her expression when he entered through the French doors, and not the front door, before being replaced by a look of panic. “Cal,” she exclaimed in alarm, launching herself across the room, “are you all right?” His short hair was packed against his scalp like the coat of a tennis ball left out in the rain overnight, his face as white as a bleached tablecloth beneath a sprinkling of mud; his jeans were grass stained, and his jacket was hanging half off his shoulder. He looked like he’d been in a fight. Surely not with Elsa?


    “I’ve just been attacked in the garden.” His statement brought a gasp of shock from everyone in the room. Now he was back inside, away from the darkness and unseen eyes, in the safety of his own home, with his wife and friends, he felt calmer, and he could almost see the funny side of what had happened. Almost. When Meli took him by the arm and led him across the room, her eyes wide and filled with concern as they stared into his face, he took the opportunity to order his thoughts.


    “Here, sit down.” It was Myra who pushed her husband out of his chair so Cal could sit there.


    “Who attacked you?” Meli asked, still horror-struck. She wanted to ask if it was Elsa, but the thought was just too horrible to contemplate.


    Cal sank down onto the chair, and lifting tepid blue eyes regarded the anxious faces. “You’ll never believe me.”


    “Of course we will,” Meli proclaimed, clasping his hand and patting it reassuringly as she sank down beside him.


    “Well, promise you won’t laugh?”


    Meli’s brow puckered. “Why on earth would we laugh? I can’t see anything even remotely amusing about this.” Her eyes swept over him.


    “Someone get me a whisky.” The plea was accompanied by an injured, pathetic look as he collapsed against the back of the seat. Roger rushed off and returned within seconds with a large glass. Taking a big mouthful he swirled it around, washing away the lingering and acrid taste of his own fear, before swallowing it. When he sat forward and stretched out to place it on the table, Meli took it from him.


    “I was grabbed, by the throat.” Meli’s startled gasp echoed through the room like a chill blast of air, and with trembling fingers she downed the remains of the whisky before handing the empty glass to Myra, who placed it on the coffee table. Nobody spoke. With slightly steadier hands, Meli gently slid Cal’s jacket off and then pulled open the collar of his polo shirt.


    “Oh Cal,” she eyed the vivid, inflamed, red band that formed a circle around his neck, and the deep and bleeding scratches. Her complexion turned a sickly shade of green as though she was on the verge of throwing up. “Whoever did this to you?”


    Dramatically, Cal allowed his eyes to sweep the faces of his wife and friends before replying. “It was that bloody squirrel assault course.”


    Meli’s smooth brow puckered again, this time with bewilderment.


    “The washing line the boys stretched across the garden.”


    Meli’s expression remained stupefied for a moment, before realisation spread over her face. “You walked into the line?” Cal nodded. Meli raised back her hand and clipped him on the side of the head, although not unkindly.


    “Attacked indeed, you fool,” she was grinning broadly now, as much from relief as humour. Lurching to her feet, she moved to perch on the arm of Cal’s chair, and quickly explained to the others what the boys had been up to. Cal found himself the butt of some rather cruel and unkind jokes; although everyone agreed that it could have been quite serious. Cal could have been hurt.


    Cal was going to have strong words with the twins, but not until the morning. The boys were already bunked down in the studio for the night so Roger and Myra could sleep in their room. Cassie and Suzie were sleeping in the living room, so Adam and Paula could sleep in Cassie’s room.


    It was the early hours of the morning before the adults clambered, in various states of drunkenness, into bed after the eventful evening. “I had a great time tonight,” Meli purred contentedly, her brandy scented breath mingling with the smell of disinfectant on Cal’s neck, as she snuggled down beside him. “How’re you feeling? Does your neck hurt?”


    “Only when I laugh,” he whispered the immortal words as he pulled her towards him and suckered his lips onto hers.


    


    “Mum, mum,” David spluttered breathlessly as he raced into the kitchen, uncombed blond locks protruding like stalks of hay from his scalp.


    “Shush,” she buzzed, feebly flapping a hand in his direction. “Keep the noise down.” Meli’s head was splitting as though cleaved by an axe, the blade still embedded in the top of her scalp.


    “But someone’s been in the garden. You’ve got to come and look,” his voice was urgent. “They destroyed part of our assault course.” When his mum didn’t move, he frantically grabbed her by the arm and began tugging at it like an agitated fox cub.


    “Yes, we know all about that,” gingerly she turned her fragile head to look at him, and instantly wished that she hadn’t when the blade rooted itself deeper into her skull.


    “You do?” Taken by surprise, his hand fell away and his eyes held a pained look as though to say ‘why didn’t you tell me then?’


    Pleased to have the full use of both hands restored, Meli carried on with her vital mission, and picking up the paracetemol bottle, she shook two tablets into her palm. Inching back her head to a suitable position, she washed them down with a mouthful of water. “You almost strangled your dad last night when he got caught up in the line. What were you thinking, raising the line after we told you to leave it alone?”


    “Oh dad,” David moaned with an irritated stamp of a foot. “He always spoils everything, and we didn’t move the line.” Turning, he ran from the room. “George, it was dad.” Meli heard him shout. Everyone was going to be miserable now.


    Clasping the bottle of tablets in one hand, and a fresh glass of water in the other, Meli set off to take them up to Cal. Last nights binge had left them both feeling way under par. She had no idea how their friends were, as all was still silent in their rooms. Through the window she caught sight of Tabby sitting on the wall, swishing her tail systematically as she stared in at her. That probably meant that Elsa was somewhere close by. This might be her chance to explain. Cal could wait a few minutes longer for his tablets. She deposited them on the bottom step.


    Emerging outside in her dressing gown and pink slippers, her eyes scanned the trail. Unexpectedly, Tabby leaped down and purring loudly began to wrap her bony frame around Meli’s legs. “Well, that’s a change of heart,” she commented, stooping down to stroke the cat’s meatless back, holding her neck and shoulders as stiffly as she could, to minimise any unnecessary jarring of her tender brain tissues against the harsh underside of her skull. With a hiss, her fur frizzing from her body like a bad perm, the cat leaped away as Quassi raced from the studio and gave chase. They headed to where the Vectra and Primera were parked.


    “Quassi,” she squealed with annoyance as she set off after him. “Leave her alone.” Quassi gave no indication that he’d heard as at that moment he was trying to scoot his body under the Vectra where Tabby was crouched, ears flat as she hissed and spat at him. Reaching him, Meli managed to grab his collar. “You’re a bad dog,” she scolded as she dragged him backwards, fighting off his tail that was lashing at her face like a cane. Her eyes settled on the front silver wing and travelled along the deep scratch that ran its length. Her stomach constricted. Surely Elsa hadn’t carried out her threat to damage the cars? Releasing Quassi she circled both vehicles. The Primera seemed okay, it was just this scratch. Roger was not going to be pleased; in fact he would be livid. Her eyes caught sight of something on the ground. Stooping down she inspected it. It was a human tooth. Elsa’s tooth? The one that had been wobbling in her gum? That still didn’t make her guilty though, did it? Rummaging in her pocket she found a tissue, and scooping the tooth into it, she stowed it in her pocket.


    She hurried back inside. Should she wake Roger and Myra? She decided that there was no point. The scratch would still be there no matter what time they woke up. Forgetting about Cal’s desperately needed pain killers, she rushed up the stairs and into their room. Hearing her, Cal rolled over and squinting in her direction through puffy, half opened eyes, he flipped out a palm towards her. A sound emerged from his mouth; it sounded like ‘aaahooou’, which she interpreted as possibly meaning ‘help me’.


    Ignoring it, she flopped on the bed beside him. “Cal, someone has put a scratch along Roger’s car.”


    “Uh?” His mouth sounded furry.


    “Someone has put a scratch along Roger’s car,” she repeated, fixing her eyes on him as though he should be doing something about it.


    Cal fell back against the pillow, and his eyes sank into their sockets before disappearing behind closed lids.


    “Did you hear me?”


    “Um,” his head nodded very slightly.


    “Well?”


    From smudged, dark rims, two limpid blue eyes emerged and slowly focused on her. “You want me to tell Roger?”


    Meli shrugged. “I don’t know. What do you think we should do?”


    “How about my paracetemol?”


    Huffing with frustration, Meli stomped off to get them. Maybe he would function better after he took them, because he certainly wasn’t functioning at any useful level yet. Probably still drunk, let alone hung over.


    “Mum, dad, have you seen Roger’s car.” It was a breathless David who hurtled through the door like a whippet, shouting loud enough to wake the dead, let alone any dozing drunkards.


    Meli heard the floorboards creak overhead. Roger must have heard that.


    “Yes, I know dear. Go back outside and play for a while.”


    The glass of water and bottle of paracetemol had almost reached the top of the stairs when Roger appeared in his trousers, his belt hanging loose. “What’s that about my car?” As he approached he spied the water and tablets. “Oh, thanks,” he said. “How did you know?” Gratefully he helped himself to three tablets, and washed them down with the whole glass of water.


    “Just a good guess,” replied Meli, turning to go down stairs for another glass. “You’d best go and check your car. There’s a big scratch down the side.” She couldn’t bring herself to look at him as she broke the news.


    “What?” Meli pressed herself to one side, as Roger pounded past her in his haste to get down the stairs. Seconds later, standing in front of the sink, with the cold tap full on, she heard his loud cursing. Cal and Myra arrived together just as Roger stormed into the kitchen. Myra, as usual, looked preened to perfection, her brunette hair gleaming as it framed her heart shaped, perfectly made-up face with gentle waves. For someone with such a petite frame, Meli wondered what her body had done with all the alcohol, as she certainly hadn’t held back yesterday. She seemed to be the only one who didn’t look as though they had just come back from a weeks basic training with the SAS, but rather someone who had just returned from a pleasant weekend at a luxury health farm. Meli didn’t know whether to be sick, or just accept that she was plain jealous.


    “It must have been your nutty neighbour,” Roger fumed, his complexion glowing like an over ripe tomato, his fists swinging like two heavy King Edwards at the end of his taut muscular arms.


    “We don’t know that for sure,” Meli tried to kid herself as well as everyone else as she put the kettle on. Maybe a nice cup of tea would help everybody to calm down and think clearer.


    “Oh come on, who else put a threatening letter on the car? It had to be her.” Roger began pacing the floor in his frustrated fury, his complexion changing to a deep purple as blood continued to be pumped into his head. Watching him, Meli thought that if he didn’t calm down soon his head would go pop, like a giant boil.


    Meli sighed. “I know it doesn’t look good, but we can’t prove anything?” Inside, thinking about the incriminating tooth, wrapped in a tissue in her pocket, she was feeling nauseas. If only they had remembered to tell Elsa about their visitors, this probably wouldn’t have happened. Paula and Adam shuffled into the kitchen, both dark eyed and decidedly green around the gills. Paula, spying the bottle of pain killers, threw herself on them. Cal, deciding that if he didn’t do the same, he wouldn’t get any, picked up the bottle and upended it. He gave it a shake. It was empty. Slowly he collapsed into a chair and wrapped his throbbing head in his hands.


    “What’s up, we heard raised voices?” Adam asked, his head lolling pitifully in the pit of his shoulders. As he listened to Roger, his head sprung up, instantly making him appear four inches taller, then, with a sudden spurt of energy, he rushed off to go and check his Primera. Having assured himself that his car was unscathed, and having inspected the damage to his friends car, he returned. “Sorry mate,” he commiserated with Roger, who only grunted in reply.


    “I’m really sorry to,” Meli said with feeling, as she poured hot water into the pot. “The whole weekends been ruined now.”


    “You don’t need to apologise, it’s not your fault,” Roger managed to force the words through tightly gritted teeth. His head was beginning to decompress and his complexion was gradually returning to normal as the blood drained back through the restricted arteries in his neck. “But I want something done.”


    “Like what?” asked Cal, lifting his head. “As Mel said, we can’t prove it was Elsa, it’s all circumstantial.”


    “They’re right,” Myra told her husband, wrapping an arm through his. Feeling his muscles still rigid with pumped up anger, her fingers began to gently massage them. “I’m sure it won’t be too difficult to get sorted.” Her voice was optimistic, although the look she cast Meli behind his back was much more cautious. “Come on, let’s go take a look together.” She led him away.


    Roger moped, all through Sunday lunch at the pub, and right through until they left to go home in the late afternoon. Meli was so relieved that they did not bump into Elsa, as she did not know if Roger would be able to contain himself. In some way, she felt that she and Cal probably owed Elsa an apology, if only to try to maintain neighbourly relations. But how could they do that, when the more she thought about it, the more convinced she was that Elsa had been responsible?


    After all their guests had left, and some normality had been restored to the lodge, Meli broached the subject with Cal. “Do you think we should go and speak to Elsa? Explain about our visitors? Ask her about the car?” Accuse her of damaging one of them? She kept this notion to herself.


    Cal, who was feeling more human now, rejuvenated by a couple of hairy dogs, nodded. “S’pose so,” he replied, although by his maudlin expression he was not too keen. Meli was pleased he didn’t suggest she went by herself. A joint approach was definitely preferable to venturing down to the farmhouse on her own. Meli decided that she was fast developing some kind of phobia: an avoid-Elsa-phobia, she called it. Leaving the twins to argue over who filled the dishwasher, they set off.


    The front door to the farmhouse was ajar. Meli stood to one side and let Cal do the knocking. There was no reply to her husband’s bludgeoning of the knocker, not even one hunch-backed spider shimmied down its silvery thread like a sentinel to challenge those who dared approach the doorway to …? Standing back Meli ran her gaze over the front of the building. Although it was a hot day, all the windows were shut, and apart from one ground floor window (where half a dozen bluebottles were hurling themselves against the glass pane in a desperate bid to escape), the rest were rendered sightless by tattered dark curtains shuttered against the light.


    Stepping forward Cal pushed the door open wider and called out, “Hello.” The gloomy interior sucked in a huge lungful of air. They listened as it rattled away and in the distance they heard a door slam. Then, before Cal could take evasive action, the house exhaled, a huge lungful of warm, vermin infested, fusty breath that walloped him full in the face.


    “Uh, that’s disgusting…” Cal staggered back, and with much coughing and spluttering he jettisoned the foul taste from his body in a gungy ball of sputum that landed in a slathering blob between a pair of huge, off-white furry rabbits.


    Meli inhaled so sharply that the action made her light-headed. She had never in her life seen such a gigantic pair of fluffy rabbit slippers. Meeting the glare of the brattish ruby red eyes, their mud encrusted ears dragging indolently in the dirt, they could only belong to one person. Sure enough, lifting her gaze she found that the rabbits were indeed attached to the ends of Elsa’s legs. Once again the old woman had somehow managed to sneak up on her. She must have heard Cal’s comment; she certainly saw his action! So much for enhancing neighbourly relations! How embarrassing.


    “What are you doing here?” Elsa demanded tartly, her right eyelid twitching angrily as she somehow managed to point each eye in a different direction so she could glare at them both individually.


    “We wanted to explain, about the cars up the lane,” Meli said, finding herself totally intrigued by this never before witnessed feat. Could she really observe them both at the same time?


    “Cars, what cars?” Elsa grumbled. As she spoke she disentangled both eyes so they were parallel, and then she directed them towards the doorway to her home as if suddenly loosing interest in the trespassers “Don’t know nutting about any cars.” The rabbits lifted her up and began to bear her forward.


    “The one’s that you put a note on last night,” elaborated Cal, exchanging a frustrated look with his wife.


    Elsa cast her eyes, both of them this time, and glittered up at him darkly and with open malice. “You’ll have to speak up,” she snapped, twisting her left ear towards him, making his head jerk back to maintain a healthy distance.


    “We had some friends come to stay for the night, and we meant to ask your permission for them to park outside, but when Cal came down you weren’t in.” Meli gabbled quickly as she took over, trying to get through to her. She felt her skin crawl as if a platoon of miniature hairy black spiders were running all over her, as she found herself the subject of intense scrutiny.


    “Don’t mind your friends parking,” Elsa told her, focusing her attention on the door again as if drawn to the darkness “But I ain’t seen no cars there.” Before they could ask about the damage, and without another word, Elsa was spurred into motion again by her furry companions, and passed them by. As she merged into the blackness of the passageway, Meli thought she saw something resembling a hammer dangling from her sleeve. She must be mistaken she thought. The door slammed.


    Meli exchanged looks with her husband. Cal’s open jawed, frog-eyed expression of bafflement said it all. This was his first real experience of their neighbour. Now maybe, he wouldn’t be so quick to ridicule her when she said Elsa made her nervous. Meli shrugged. Together they turned and began walking back up the slope.


    “Have you seen the new notices?” David came pounding towards them, then skidding to an untidy halt, turned and paced them as he gushed. “Elsa has put up some more signs. We watched her do it.” David led them to the top of the track, panting and bouncing at their sides like an excited Quassi. Two more notices had been put up, hammered to the post (so Meli hadn’t been imagining things), the lettering very distinctive in its thick blood red paint on the coarse untreated wood; at least Meli hoped it was paint.


    TORISTS AND EVRYBODY KEEP OUT, OW FACE THE CONSEKWENCES and TRESPASIS WIL BE DEALT WITH


    Meli gulped. Maybe there was more to Else than just being mildly eccentric.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 11


    


    “Come on girl,” Meli told herself sternly. “Get a move on.” She was sitting at her workbench in the studio. Spread out in front of her was the sketch for the masks she had been commissioned to make. There were three of them, all made to the same design from Modroc. She only had two weeks to complete them and have them delivered. She should have started them at least a week ago, and now she was really pushing it.


    But her mind kept wandering, buzzing about like a busy little bee between flower heads, thinking about Elsa: her disturbing behaviour, her background, in fact all the mysteries surrounding her. She had tried to learn more from the Font of All Knowledge, Mrs. Barber - who, she had been relieved to find was now back to her usual self after her own bout of peculiarity (maybe all the woman in the village were suffering from some strange affliction, which she too, would eventually succumb to? Like the Stepford Wives?) - but Mrs. Barber had been more interested in gaining gossip than sharing any, and had expertly avoided parting with any information. She really was a master at this game.


    Amazingly she knew all about the phone call to Mr. Swindon and her accusation that he let the dog out, and she knew a little about their visitors, including the damage to one of the cars. And without doubt, by the time Meli left the Post Office, any little gaps or hazy details in Mrs. Barber’s knowledge had been whittled out of an unsuspecting Meli with the ease of taking a chocolate button from the mouth of a babe. Meli pledged to herself that she would develop new and far better tactics to outsmart Mrs. Barber.


    She glanced behind her when she heard Quassi scrabble to his feet and her eyes followed as he moved to the door. Bowing, tail rigid at ninety degrees, he pressed his nose to the tiny gap at the bottom of the door. She could hear his breaths snorting beneath the wood. Sliding back her stool she moved towards him. She jumped nervously when Tabby leaped onto the window sill and turning her wizened little face gazed in through her huge amber eyes. Meli suddenly thought about witches and their familiars. Could Tabby be her mistresses eyes and ears? Was she spying on her? Quassi was on all fours and pawing at the door. Meli flung it open and together they burst through. There was no one out there. Even Tabby had vanished as if in a puff of smoke. She watched Quassi raise up his black muzzle, and nostrils quivering, he sampled the air. He obviously did not detect anything of interest as he strolled back into the studio and curled up under her work bench.


    With a final sweep of her wary green eyes around the vicinity, paying particular attention to the tree line where somebody could be observing her, invisible within the dense foliage, she went back inside. Pouring herself a coffee she settled with it in front of her. Within minutes inspiration came and she was soon huddled over her work.


    The alarm went off at 2.45 p.m. Meli had been so embroiled that she had lost all track of time; even her coffee had gone cold. Fortunately she had had the foresight to set it, otherwise she would never have stirred herself to go and pick up the boys.


    “Come on Quassi,” she called. When he didn’t appear, Meli lowered her head and glanced beneath the bench. Quassi was snoring lightly, his eyes closed, the picture of blissful sleep. “Quassi,” Meli was beginning to think that he was either deaf or just plain stupid. Sliding off her stool, she crouched down and gave his ear a tug. Sleepy brown eyes opened and regarded her, and he even managed to find the strength to give the tip of his tail a feeble twitch. What a hard life. With a click of her fingers, Meli gestured towards the door. Obediently he rose, and having stretched out every muscle and joint in his entire body, including his jaw in a vast juddering yawn, he ambled along behind her. At least he seemed to understand hand signals.


    Popping into the house, she collected her keys and leaving Quassi standing on a chair, his feet propped on the windowsill as he stared out the window at her, she left to pick up the kids. Thirty minutes later she was pulling down the lane. To her total amazement there was a rusty old trailer half way down, abandoned on the grassy verge, tightly wedged against the bushy hedgerow. They all stared at it in stunned silence as Meli squeezed the car between the rusting carcass and the stone wall, trying not to scrape the paintwork.


    “Mum, what’s that doing there?” David shot the question.


    “Is it staying?” queried George, with a worryingly enthusiastic edge to his voice.


    As if she would know! “I haven’t the foggiest idea,” she gasped, twisting in her seat to stare out the back window as if by some miracle it might have disappeared, or there’d be a sign saying ‘this is the property of …’, whoever it was the property of. It was still there, and there was no helpful sign. “But I certainly hope it isn’t staying.” Not only was it an eyesore but it was in the way.


    Cal was none too pleased either. He had only just managed to scrape his Fortura through. “Who’s responsibly for that wreck outside? Elsa will be furious when she sees it. I hope she doesn’t blame us.”


    He sounded pretty furious himself, Meli thought, so it was interesting that he made more of Elsa’s feelings.


    When Elsa passed Meli the next day, the old woman made no comment. It suddenly dawned on Meli that possibly Else knew all about it.


    


    The boys, with their usual selective power of recall, had not forgotten Cal’s involuntary promise to help them build an obstacle course, and so, each evening for two nights they had him out in the garden between eating dinner and washing it down with a couple of pints in the Smugglers Arms. Cal seemed to have resigned himself to the task, and assisted with good spirit, although he, of all people possibly felt there was a benefit to overseeing the project, if only to ensure that there was no repetition of the near fatal accidental garrotting. He still had bad dreams about it.


    Having been banned from the garden by the twins, who seemed convinced that the women might hinder the project under construction, Meli and Cass had to wait until the third evening for the grand re-opening. Standing beside her daughter, Meli listened attentively as the twins tried to out-do each other in their enthusiastic demo of the apparatus they’d created under Cal’s supervision Staring at the network of posts and ropes and platforms, her only emotion was one of relief that the new version looked like it might almost meet health and safety regulations, as the original contraption had been dismantled from the centre of the lawn, stripped of all flesh tearing, rusty nails and spear sized splinters, and was now far to the back, out of harms way, but still visible from the lodge.


    Meli did the motherly thing, and expressed her excitement at the completed project, whilst crossing her fingers and hoping for three things. She hoped that the squirrel would be a) highly athletic, b) hungry, which would be a necessary incentive for it to undertake the challenge at all, and c) a poser. Cassie, true to form, did the sisterly thing and having yawned in a bored manner disappeared back indoors. She showed about as much interest and emotion as something you’d find lying dead at the bottom of a parrot cage. Meli had come to the conclusion that her daughter had swapped all social niceties for a walkman and computer. She was becoming a recluse in her bedroom. And when she wasn’t in her bedroom, she’d take the bus into town and spend time wandering around the shops on her own.


    “I’m worried about Cassie,” Meli confided to Cal later that evening after the kids had retired to their bedrooms. “Just lately she seems to spend so much time on her own.”


    Flicking pastel blue eyes over the rim of the sports page, Cal regarded her oddly. “Why? We’ve only been here a couple of months. She still needs to make new friends. It’s different for the boys,” he interjected before Meli could make a comparison. “They’ve got each other, they don’t really need anyone else.”


    “But what about when the school breaks up for summer? She’ll have nothing to do.” And when she gets bored with her bedroom, and her pocket money runs out, so she can’t fill the vacuous hours roaming the shops, she’ll be under my feet moping all day, or annoying the boys; punishing me still for making her move here. Meli didn’t say any of this out loud though.


    “Now don’t start that,” Cal berated her, crumpling his newspaper across the protuberance of his belly so he could give Meli his finest ‘fatherly’ look. “She’ll be fine. That must be nearly six weeks away.” Five, Meli correct him in her head. “Plenty of time for her to make friends. Besides, you’ll be here, even if you are working, so she’ll not be short of company.” Extending both arms, he snapped the paper open again. Meli was left glaring at a shrunken image of Tiger Woods head, superimposed on her husband’s shoulders. After a moment, Meli shrugged resignedly at Tiger. Cal was probably right. They were here now, there was no going back, she just had to weather the storm until Cass got over her sulks.


    


    “Mum, mum, come here,” the demanding trill of George’s voice filtered down the landing as Meli emerged from the bathroom.


    “What is it?” asked Meli, popping her head around the door.


    “Ssshhhh,” David silenced her urgently, finger pressed to his lips before beckoning her to join them at the window. Intrigued, Meli found herself tip-toeing across the carpet. Following David’s pointed finger, she stared down into the garden. Super Squirrel, or SS as they now referred to him, was standing on the starting block: an upturned terracotta flower pot. Meli found herself holding her breath, watching.


    SS was on his hind legs, his body bobbing up and down in slow motion as he sized up the problem: measuring the distance and height of the first challenge, an upright wooden post. Squatting, he spent a moment wiping his whiskers with his forepaws as though thinking the whole thing over, and then leaping onto the lawn he bounded across to the base of the post. Clasping it, he ran half way up, before encountering the flower pot that had been placed upside down under the platform. Realising that there was no short cut, SS dropped to the floor and hopped back to the launch pad. Mounting it again he launched himself with ease and alighted on the six inch square platform at the top of the post. Crouching low, he paused briefly to stare around him, checking the coast was clear before stepping out onto the length of washing line. Instantly he twirled upside down. Meli gasped, expecting him to fall to the ground, but clasping it tightly with his tiny fingers and toes he clambered along the underside as easily as he would if walking upright. Reaching the end he drew himself up the next pole. From the top his reward was in sight, just a short tightrope walk away to a podium and a container of rich, tasty peanuts. Suddenly he was gone, flying through the air on widely extended limbs. Alighting on the grass, he raced away towards the bushes, startled by something.


    Mother and sons’ scoured the garden from their elevated position, but apart from some bushes, which were disturbed by something moving inside them, they couldn’t see anything.


    “Well, looks like you’ve got his interest anyway,” Meli placated the crest fallen faces with a smile. “Better luck next time.”


    


    “Quassi, here boy,” Meli called as she let herself in. It was 9.15 a.m. and the kids had already been dropped off; they’d got this down to a fine art at last and hadn’t been late for days. Even Cassie hadn’t been able to complain.


    “Quassi,” she called again, depositing her keys on the sideboard. “Don’t be a pain.” She was keen to get on and did not want to waste valuable time and effort playing hide-and-seek with the dog. The masks were going extremely well, and barring any unforeseen problems, she was confident they would be finished in time. Wandering into the living room, she spied Quassi, standing by the French door, his nose crushed against the glass, his tapered tail rigid, as if he’d swallowed a snooker cue as it stuck out from his rump. Joining him she stared out. She couldn’t see anything which would account for such avid interest.


    “Come on,” she patted his head. Her touch seemed to release him from whatever spell had kept him riveted to the spot. Without even glancing up at her he was off. He shot across the room, feet scrabbling over the tiles. “Quassi,” she called desperately as she set off after him, remembering that she had left the door open. “Come back.” She knew she was wasting her breath. Emerging onto the drive she was just in time to catch a glimpse of his tail as it vanished around the side of the wall, heading in the direction of the farmhouse. Taking his lead from the hook, she set off after him. He really was the limit.


    Turning the bend, the farmhouse came into view. Her footsteps slowed of their own accord as her avoid-Elsa-phobia grabbed her by her shoe laces and tried to pull her back. Kicking away the restraints, she boldly soldiered on. To the side of the door sat an old metal wheelbarrow filled with grass clippings. Gazing around at the cracked concrete beneath her feet, Meli wondered where they could have come from. Pondering this, she was taken unprepared when the door opened and Elsa materialised. Dressed in a skin tight black tee shirt and a pair of three-quarter length black leggings, she looked like a stuffed and rolled turkey roulade, ready for the oven. Confronted by the spectacle, it was all Meli could do not to fall about laughing.


    “Morning Elsa,” she greeted, quickly managing to sober herself, controlling her trembling mouth. Elsa did not even glance at her as she wobbled past, her walking stick moving like a third leg. “I’m looking for Quassi. Have you seen him?”


    Elsa turned her head as if noticing her for the first time and squinted up at her through vacuous, raisin sized eyes. When she didn’t say anything, Meli took that to mean no.


    “Do you know anything about the trailer?” The question leaped out of Meli’s mouth before she had time to think about it. Her blood turned to water and drained down to her calves when Elsa threw back her head and brayed like a donkey on heat, mouth wide, revealing her tombstone teeth in all their gruesome glory - a place where even the most strong-stomached dentist would baulk at entering. The loose tooth she’d noticed previously was missing, as she’d suspected it would be, so it didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to place Elsa in the vicinity of the Vectra and that particular heinous crime.


    Unable to walk and bray at the same time (the pitch and roll effect of her misplaced jocularity made her too unstable), Elsa stood and quivered like a human blancmange for several heartbeats. Meli could feel the ground tremble through the soles of her shoes. Then, regaining some control, Elsa lowered her head and set off again towards her van, the farm yard impressions reduced to pig-like snuffles and grunts. What was Meli to make of that response? Was it as good as an admission of guilt? Meli noticed that Elsa had left her door wide open. Should she tell her? She watched with some fascination as Elsa mounted the van on her stubby legs, her swinging backside like two padded sacks filled with golf balls, and decided against it. If anyone was tempted to rob the place, well, rather them than her!


    The van woke with a cough and an eruption of flatulence from the exhaust that leapfrogged it forward. Meli stared after it, the image of the little woman with her hands perched at the top of the steering wheel like a little fat chihuahua ingrained in her eyes. As the sound of the agonised engine faded into the distance, Meli found herself standing alone in a cloud of choking, black fumes. Turning smartly on her heels, she went to continue her search for her motley pet. She had half a mind to just leave him, and let him come home himself, but for some inexplicable reason she did not like him down here on his own; damn it, even she didn’t like being here on her own. Something caught her eye, something just inside the door that drew her closer. She glanced over her shoulder, checking that she wasn’t being watched. But she was. Tabby had appeared and was sitting between the wheelbarrow and the farmhouse with her stringy tail wrapped around her front paws, her bright eyes following Meli’s every move with avid interest. Maybe she’d been there all the time?


    “It’ll just be our little secret,” she told the puss, as, taking a deep breath, she stepped forward into the mouth of the doorway. The bank of daylight, that had been reluctantly wavering just within the hall, helpfully pushed forward, peeling back the edges of darkness as if it too wanted to see what was there. By its light, Meli had to check that her eyes, which had started to water from the onslaught of ammonia based eau de cologne of tomcat wee, weren’t deceiving her. Dabbing at them frantically, she looked again. Her stomach tightened into a ball. Her eyes hadn’t deceived her. Propped against the wall, just beyond the threshold, was a rifle. Not being an expert in the field of weaponry, Meli still knew a damn huge beast of a rifle when she saw one. And this was one huge beast to her stalked eyes, surely big enough to bring down an elephant, and one shot would certainly blow a rabbit, or a small dog or a child for that matter, into smithereens. What was Elsa doing with a gun? Unable to hold her breath any longer, she was forced to withdraw, her eyes damp and stinging.


    “Cal,” she was on him before he could lay a foot through the door that evening. Grabbing his arm she dragged him back towards his car, out of earshot of any prying children.


    “Whatever is the matter?” He asked in bewilderment.


    “Elsa has a gun, a rifle to be exact. No a HUGE rifle,” she expounded. She waited expectedly for the look of horror to wash over his face. His sallow skin and drained blue eyes didn’t flinch, as he regarded her.


    “So? Lots of farms have rifles.”


    Meli gaped at him open mouthed for a moment. He was right, damn him. She had been fretting over it all afternoon, and it had never dawned on her that farms often had rifles for killing vermin. But was he right? Doubts flashed through her emerald eyes, highlighting the hazel flecks to startled hues of amber as the image of what carnage the rifle could inflict on small animals and children ran amok through her mind. “I know, but we’re talking about Elsa here, not some sane, responsible farmer. Besides, it really is a huge weapon. Aren’t you the least bit worried?”


    It was Cal’s turn to take her firmly by the arm, and he led her back indoors. “It’s none of our business. Let’s just keep out of it.”


    Meli took her husband’s dinner from the oven, where it had been keeping warm, and placed it in front of him. “You’re welcome,” she told him, when he thanked her politely. She watched him tuck ravenously into the plate of sausage casserole and the mound of creamy mashed potatoes. Quassi, drawn by the rich aroma of the onion gravy, appeared from nowhere, and placing himself beside Cal, nudged him with his paw, just to let him know he was there.


    Automatically, Cal petted him. “Have you bathed him again?” he asked Meli, noticing the ripple to his black coat, that seemed to react badly to contact with shampoo.


    “Yes, he disappeared earlier and came back all smelly. I couldn’t leave him.” Meli was feeling slightly dazed. How could they both be acting so normally, when potentially there was a gun-totting Ma Baker, who was probably creeping up on them right this minute, preparing to slay them all this evening as they slept?


    “Mel,” Cal’s loud protest drew her attention. “Can’t you do something about that? That’s disgusting.” Following his line of vision, Meli saw the cause of his distain. Quassi was gazing up at him, his large brown eyes all slushy, while Victoria Falls cascaded in great foaming torrents from his jowls. “It’s enough to put you off your dinner,” Cal complained, twisting away in his seat, although his actions belied his words as his fork barely faltered as it continued to shovel food to his mouth.


    “I know,” she heard herself agreeing limply, but she didn’t even attempt to move, she didn’t feel like her body belonged to her.


    “Quassi, come here boy,” David yelled from the French door.


    “Hey, there’s no need to shout like that,” Cal admonished. “He’s not a million miles away.”


    “But I have to shout, or he ignores me,” David commented as he dived across the room, and grabbing Quassi by the collar lugged him out the door.


    Meli watched all this normality happening around her. No one else looked in the least perturbed. The world hadn’t changed. Maybe she was worrying unnecessarily?


    “They’re going to try some obedience training,” Meli explained to Cal. Slowly the numbness in her body was draining away through her feet, and she found herself free to move again.


    “This I’ve got to see,” Cal said, surprising Meli that he expressed any interest at all. Eating half his dinner had obviously invigorated him. Sweeping his plate off the table, he took it with him through to the garden. Meli followed, and joined him when he sat on the bench.


    George had got Quassi to sit. Meli suspected however, that this display of obedience had nothing to do with the accompanying stern order to ‘SIT’, but more to do with the fact that George had straddled his rump and applied the full weight of his ten-year old frame.


    “Here boy,” David called Quassi, who took no notice, although he did receive a glaring look from his brother as though this was his fault.


    “Come here,” David crouched down this time and tried again, patting his thigh furiously. Quassi tipped his head to the side and then glanced at Cal. Seeing the plate in his hand he stood up and trotting over he perched in front of him, and almost instantly water began to dribble from his mouth again.


    “Dad,” David groaned.


    “You’re ruining everything,” this was from George. Both boys were on their feet, giving him daggered looks.


    “You’ve got as much chance of teaching that mutt obedience, as I have of teaching the same trick to your mother.” Meli gave Cal a glancing blow on his arm, sending his remaining half sausage scurrying across the patio. Quassi was on it like an alcoholic on a bottle of whisky. Cal could only watch in despair as the sausage vanished. “Lucky I wasn’t enjoying that.”


    “Dad, mum will you go inside? You’re distracting Quassi.” David’s sharp request was accompanied by a gesticulating arm indicating the French door. Doing as they were told, the parents slipped away.


    “He’s totally useless,” George announced to no one, fifteen minutes later as he stomped through the kitchen.


    “What’s the matter?” Meli asked, glancing up from the T.V.


    “All he does is sit looking at you in that dumb sort of way,” his expression changed to ape the look: neck floppy, tongue hanging limply from his lips, eyes wide and vacuous.


    “Where is he now?” Meli asked, trying not to laugh.


    “David’s taken him for a walk down the lane.” He hurled himself dejectedly into a chair.


    Any shred of amusement was wrung painfully from her body as her guts tangled. ‘Down the lane’, led to only one place. That meant her son was heading for the abode of the gun-totting Ma Baker. She caught Cal’s warning shake of his head when he saw the look of horror cross her face. Meli nodded, but she still felt uncomfortable. She glanced at the clock. Seven fifteen. If he wasn’t back in ten minutes she would go looking for him.


    At seven twenty, Cal popped to the loo and Meli sneaked out the door, images of her son being chased up the road by a gun totting chihuahua, driving her forward. As the trail elbowed to the left, she saw David. He was moving towards her, but hadn’t seen her yet, as he was looking back over his shoulder. He was walking very quickly. When he turned round, Meli was alarmed to see that his complexion was pale white, and, for just the briefest instant, she thought she saw what could have been a flash of relief cross his features when he saw her.


    “What is it?” she asked, grabbing his shoulder and slowing his pace. “Are you alright?”


    David avoided her eyes for a moment, then with a final glance back over his shoulder, as if checking he wasn’t being followed, he met her gaze. “We’ve fine. Aren’t we?” he looked down at Quassi. Meli checked Quassi’s expression, he looked quite happy, almost grinning, like the cat who got the cream.


    “Where’ve you been?” Meli asked, pressing the point.


    “Only down to the yard,” David replied, fixing his eyes on the pot holed ground ahead of them.


    Meli shuddered, recalling her own experiences down there. “What were you doing in the yard? Not very nice, is it? Bit spooky.”


    David lifted his head to stare at her, his lips pressed tightly together, a frown on his forehead. “No,” he spurted. “Women!” He got that from his father. He didn’t say what he had been doing there.


    Cal’s expression was a touch scornful when she returned, with son and dog in tow, with no gunshot wounds. She read his mind - couldn’t leave it alone, could you? Meli turned her nose up at him. She was sure something had scared David, but he wasn’t saying. Whatever it was he quickly shared it with his brother, she suspected, when they both vanished upstairs.


    “I tell you, there was something not right with David when I met him,” she said, turning to Cal. “Call it mothers intuition if you like.”


    “He took the dog for a walk, nothing happened, he looked quite happy to me.” Cal didn’t even glance away from the T.V. You’ll be sorry, when we all wake up murdered in our beds one morning, Meli thought sulkily, pulling a face at him.


    Cassie came into the living room, head bopping to the beat of some obscure band blaring from the personal CD player tucked into the belt of her trousers. Meli could hear its buzz across the room.


    “You’ll go deaf,” she mouthed at her daughter, who flashed her a frosty smile as she passed en route to the kitchen. Meli heard the kettle go on. As usual there was no offer of a cup of tea for anyone else. Where had she gone wrong? She asked herself. Things had improved since their set-to on her birthday, but they still had a long way to go. She decided that they needed to do some serious mother/daughter bonding. She’d have to give that some thought.


    As the credits rolled at the end of Changing Rooms, Cal returned to the planet, suddenly attentive. “You must stop worrying about the kids. They’re growing up now, they’re not babies. You know that was one of the reasons we moved here, to give them a safe environment to live in.” Cal always amazed Meli. He could totally ignore a remark or only give it half an ear while absorbed in something trivial (like the telly), then thirty minutes later he would suddenly pick up the threads of the conversation as though it had only just happened. It was almost as if he had a pause button.


    She allowed herself to relax against her husband when he wrapped both arms around her and she nodded into his shoulder. Maybe he was right, maybe she did worry too much. A giggle escaped her lips as Cal began to nibble her ear, sending shivers down her spine. They had an early night that night.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 12


    


    Standing in the queue in the Post Office, which was almost out the door, Meli remembered why she usually avoided a Thursday morning like a dose of flu. The village had a high proportion of pensioners, and they all converged on the Post Office today to collect their pensions. A great social occasion in the village week. The aisles were filled with grumbles and complaints about everything from unpleasant sounding, and probably highly contagious diseases, to the gory details of operations, to the weather, and of course, not forgetting the latest deaths. And Mrs. Barber did not rush anyone. Each customer seemed entitled to a minimum of a two minute chat as they exchanged gossip, which often involved several people at the same time. Meli shifted her weight from one leg to the other; she only wanted some stamps. If the letters did not urgently need to go today she would have left it, as it was she had a birthday card to post (for a birthday today) and an estimate for a set of six masks, which would bring in a substantial amount of much needed income, if she was successful.


    Fifteen minutes after stepping through the door, she was at the head of the queue. “Ah, Mrs. Noble,” Mrs. Barber greeted her with a mild note of surprise in her voice. Meli noticed that her pupils were wildly dilated, her square flat cheeks a bright shade of raspberry that clashed with the flamingo pink of her overall. She looked like she was on a high, possibly about to overdose from an excess of gossip mongering.


    Tearing the number of requested first class stamps from a strip, Mrs. Barber suddenly commented. “Don’t usually see you here today. How’s that husband of yours?”


    “Fine,” Meli replied cautiously. To her knowledge Mrs. Barber had never met Cal, so it seemed odd that she would be asking after him.


    “That could have been such a nasty accident,” Mrs. Barber told somebody over her shoulder as she passed Meli her stamps.


    “What accident?” Meli asked frowning, handing over the exact money. Had Cal been involved in an accident on the way to work? Her heart began to quicken.


    “Why, the one with the washing line.” Mrs. Barber was now directing the full force of her gaze at Meli as though she was stupid. Meli’s lower jaw swung open, and hung there. How on earth could anyone know? There were no witnesses outside of the family and their friends who were staying.


    “How do you know about that?” Meli garbled the question. Mrs. Barber lifted one of her porky fingers and tapped the side of her nose, imperiously swinging her gaze around the attentive audience gathered behind Meli, who had all oddly fallen silent.


    “A squirrel told me.” The revelation caused a chorus of sniggers in different keys to reach Meli’s ears.


    “Pardon me?” Meli managed to expel the unnecessary question from her mouth, unnecessary because she knew she’d heard the other woman quite clearly. It wasn’t so much a request to repeat what she’d said, more an exclamation that this woman must be delusional. How could a squirrel tell her anything? Although, if there had been a witness, SS could have been it. However, Mrs. Barber was not going to be drawn into any debates, and she certainly wasn’t going to elaborate. Sobering the banana split curve carved into her dumpling cheeks, she somehow managed to look right through Meli as she turned her attention to her next customer as though Meli had donned a cloak of invisibility. Meli had the distinct feeling that she was being made a fool of, and to top it off, she felt she had been short changed. Everyone else had had a full two minutes, whereas she’d had less than thirty seconds; a rip-roaring thirty seconds though she conceded.


    Turning, she tripped over Mrs. Rushmore’s oversized handbag, which she’d placed on the floor behind her. Pulling herself from poor Mr. Marshall, who must have been in his nineties and weighed all of six stone, and who was the unfortunate recipient of her flying tackle, Meli helped straighten his buckled body, handed him his walking stick that had clattered to the floor, muttered her apologies and squirmed red-faced from the shop.


    Outside the sky had darkened as Meli hurled her mail angrily through the gaping slit of the red post box, bizarrely wishing it was Mrs. Barber’s mouth. The clouds, which had been rolling in from the sea had thickened, and the first drops of rain were falling. Untying Quassi, and keeping her head down, trying to keep the rain out of her eyes, she motored up the road as quickly as she could, puzzling over what had happened. How could anyone know about the washing line? It simply wasn’t possible; and yet they did. For two point five seconds, Meli actually wondered whether there was any truth in Mrs. Barber’s explanation! She couldn’t understand why she hadn’t said something more usual, like ‘a little bird told me’. Why use a squirrel, unless of course that was Mrs. Barber’s subtle way of saying she knew about SS and the assault course. Maybe there was a video camera in the garden, and the action was broadcast live throughout every home in the village? But then the answer came to her. It was the boys. They must have told someone. That had to be it.


    By the time she let herself into the lodge Meli was quite damp, but she was actually able to smile about Mrs. Barber’s gentle ribbing. Drying her face and neck, she quickly changed and then made herself a cup of tea. “Are you coming or staying?” she asked Quassi, who was curled up on a chair, allowing his wet fur to darken the brown material. Rolling back his eyelids, he gazed at her through huge sleepy eyes. The only other movement he managed was to blink. When he didn’t get up to follow her, Meli left him there.


    Switching on the overhead lights, Meli stepped across to her work bench, where the three masks had been left, their wide, staring eyes, gazing up at the ceiling, where the rain was clattering against the roof. They were almost finished now. Just a few final touches. Collecting the hair extensions she had been preparing over the last two days, she smoothed them out, before settling at her bench and beginning the task of carefully attaching them to the masks. As the first mask was completed, she sat back and critically studied it, taking time to compare it to the original sketch. Her masks were no cheap imitations. Each commission was painstakingly researched to ensure the end result was totally individual and as authentic as it could possibly be, whether the original artist had been an Aborigine from Queensland or a Celt from the Scottish Highlands. Attention to detail was Meli’s trademark, even to the point where she made her own dyes to colour the masks if she couldn’t buy them. So few people had had the opportunity to train with someone who had studied under some great masters, as she had with Amy. She was sure that was why there was a demand for them; hopefully a big enough demand to give her a viable cottage industry, the thought wormed its way into her mind.


    She stiffened slightly. That was the first time she had thought about Amy in weeks. Was that good or bad? Was it a sign that she was coming to terms with her grief, or that she was being unfaithful to Amy’s memory? She forced her eyes to study the mask, loosing herself in the gentle slopes and contours of the face. Amy would have been proud of her.


    Clearing away some of her tools, before going for lunch, she spied the small box, where she’d secreted Elsa’s tooth. Opening it, she stared down at the decayed brown incisor. She shuddered involuntarily, wondering what on earth had possessed her to keep it. Carrying it at arms length, she crossed the room, and tipped it into the bin, then looking at the box for a moment, decided she couldn’t keep it either, and that too followed.


    In the distance, she thought she heard the faint ring of the phone above the steady pitter patter of rain on the roof. She would really need to get an extension out here. She hurried across to the lodge. Her feet faltered, and then came to a full stop. The front door was wide open. How on earth had that happened? She knew she had closed it. Hadn’t she? Edging forward she stood listening in the doorway, her eyes searching the hall. The phone had stopped ringing. All was silent, apart from the sound of water dripping from the gutter to her left. There was no movement. She crept inside, senses alert. Inspecting the whole house told her two things: one, that no one was there, the second that Quassi had gone.


    Had she left the door open? She was sure she hadn’t, but in all honesty she couldn’t recall the physical action of pulling the door to and hearing it click. Irritably, she focused on the AWOL mutt. He was such a nuisance at times. She supposed she should try to find him. Picking up her brolly she made doubly sure the door was secured by yanking on it firmly three times before setting off for the farmhouse. Skirting puddles, sheltering beneath her umbrella, she heard the roar of the engine before the van came hurtling around the corner. Inching up the front of the brolly, she was met by the sight of Elsa’s grim eyes staring right at her. The van didn’t slow. Meli was forced to leap into the hedge to avoid being flattened into a tortilla chip. Gasping in shock, she pulled herself free from the clinging, prickly bushes, and turning she watched the van speeding up the hill until it passed from view. Else had seen her. Elsa had tried to run her over. Trying to calm her racing heart she reasoned with herself. Elsa had not actually deliberately tried to run her over, but she hadn’t tried to avoid her either. Minutes later Meli had convinced herself that it had just been an unfortunate accident; that Elsa’s responses were too slow and she hadn’t been able to turn the wheel or apply the brakes in time. Yes, that was it.


    But why hadn’t she stopped to check she was okay, or at least to apologise?


    Meli, who hadn’t moved a muscle for at least a full minute, noticed the cornflower blue remnants of her brolly, crushed in the mud. She began to shake. With a sense of urgency she hurried to find Quassi, instinctively heading for Necropolis, as she now thought of the farms atmospheric yard. Creeping through the gates she strained her ears. In the not too far distance, she detected the sound of scrapping. Sliding along the wall of a barn, she peeped around the corner. Quassi was head down, frantically pawing at a door, trying to prise it open. Apart from that, the yard was draped in silence. Meli sensed it listening to her laboured breathing. Not even bothering to call Quassi, she ran across the cobbles, and stooping down grabbed him by the collar and fled. Her skin was crawling like a corpse alive with maggots.


    Back home she let herself into the house and having closed the door she locked it too, for good measure. Someone had been watching her. She knew it as surely as Elsa had nearly run her down. But who? Why? Who had opened the door and left muddy footprints on the hall floor? She didn’t recall seeing them earlier. Had they been there when she first came in and she hadn’t noticed them? Or had someone been in since? Once again she searched her home, this time taking a rolling pin and Quassi with her. Again the house was empty.


    Meli picked up the phone to call Cal, but then stopped half way through punching in his number with a trembling finger. What was she going to say? That someone had been in their home? Cal would say that she hadn’t closed the door properly and that she had left the muddy footprints herself when she came in to answer the phone. Elsa and the van had been an accident, and the yard was purely her over-wrought imagination. She was getting paranoid in her old age. She managed to crack a smile, but it was a wobbly one at best. It was some time later that she dared venture back to the workshop. This time she took Quassi and the rolling pin, mentally and physically registering in her anxious brain that the door was secured by rattling it several times and telling herself ‘the door is locked’, ‘the door is locked’ over and over again, so there could be no possible confusion later, if, when she came back, the door was open.


    


    “Something wrong today?” Cal enquired.


    Generally, Meli was quite adept at hiding things from Cal when she chose to. Today, however, Cal seemed unusually perceptive; although it could have had something to do with the fact that since he came home, Meli had dropped the lid of the coffee jar, shouted at David for speaking out of turn, and trodden on Quassi’s tail, not to mention putting the jug of gravy granules in the fridge and the jug of milk on the table, ready for pouring over their chicken dinner.


    “Oh, not really,” Meli’s hand gave an involuntary jerk, chucking a spoonful of sugar onto the work surface, totally missing Cal’s mug of coffee. “Just someone has been in the house, Quassi vanished, again, and Elsa nearly flattened me into a pancake with her van.” Despite her earlier stern talking to herself, Meli knew she sounded positively panicked, it was evidenced by the strangled and slightly nasal twang to her voice. She found herself glued to the work surface, by fingers which clasped the ledge as though clinging to the edge of a precipice and her very life depended on it. She felt her eyes hot with tears. Stop it, she ordered herself sternly. You’ve behaving like a frightened child.


    “Hey, come on, it’s okay.” Cal’s voice was filled with unexpected concern, there was none of his usual derision. “Come and sit down and tell me all about it.” Meli couldn’t move, not while her fingers were still clamped tight. Cal was behind her, his fingers almost gentle as they prised hers free, and then holding her hand he led her to the table and pressed her rigid body down onto a chair.


    “Come on,” his large, warm hand was placed over one of hers as it lay on the table. “Out with it.”


    Lowering her head, Meli hid her damp face behind a curtain of hair, her lips pressed tightly together to stop them quivering as she prepared. “It’s all so stupid,” she eventually began hesitantly, but it was such a relief to be given the opportunity to liberate her worries, the fact that she had almost been killed, that she soon launched into a full, if chaotic account of her unusual day. Did it all sound absurd? All the time she was speaking, she half expected to hear Cal laugh, or to stop her mid sentence to tell her she was being stupid. But he didn’t. Meli didn’t raise her eyes to look into his until she had finished, and silence fell. His blue eyes, beneath heavy brows, were pragmatic, a little hard.


    “Mel, if you don’t like living here we could move. Maybe you’re spending too much time on your own.”


    Meli couldn’t bring herself to speak for a moment as she digested his double-barrelled statement. What was he trying to say? He knew she loved living here, so the first sentence was just daft. And what did he mean about her spending too much time on her own? If she needed a tower of strength, he was about as useful as a flimsy tower made of cheap playing cards. Resentfully, she slid her hand away from his, and stored it out of reach under the table.


    “You know I don’t want to move. I love it here,” when she found the will to speak, her voice was flat. “And I don’t spend too much time on my own. There’s only a few hours each day while the kids are at school, and besides, the holidays will start soon.” In her mind she was chastising herself. She should have been telling Cal in no uncertain terms that he was absurd; that he should know better, yet here she was defending herself, and not very well at that.


    “Meli, you know that there are perfectly logical explanations for everything that happened today.” (Here it comes, thought Meli, tapping her foot silently on the floor, venting her frustration as she watched Cal sit back in his seat and fold his arms pompously across his chest). “Why are you making such a mystery out of all this? You couldn’t have shut the door properly and it swung open. And you’ve said yourself that Elsa can hardly see over the steering wheel, she probably didn’t see you, that’s all. As for the brolly, well I can get you a new one tomorrow.” (And if you do, she thought, I’ll probably use it to beat you senseless with).


    They both turned and stared as Cassie flew into the room from the stairs, like a witch on her broomstick with her long auburn hair trailing behind her and her eyes sparkling like furious red flames.


    “I’m totally sick of this hovel. It’s driving me mad.” She stamped a size six trainer on the carpet. “I refuse to go into that bathroom until you come and remove that monster that’s lying in the bath, staring up at me with those cold dark eyes.”


    Was there a shark in the bath, Meli wondered? Now, how would Cal explain that away? He seemed to think that there was a perfectly logical explanation for everything else. Resentment was bitter in her mouth. He’d been on the verge of saying that the footprints in the hall were her own; almost on the verge of saying that she was acting like a paranoid, delusional loony.


    “What are you on about?” Cal glanced between his wife and his daughter as though they were both as mad as each other.


    “There’s a spider in the bath,” George translated with a snigger from a point mid way up the staircase.


    “You knew. You put it there, you rotter.” Daughter and son vanished in a blaze of very unladylike language.


    “You’ll have to speak to her about that later,” Cal told Meli disapprovingly.


    Meli rose to her feet, a gauzy smile masking the gases that were amassing somewhere in her middle, gasses which would probably ignite at any second.


    “That’s more like it,” Cal commented, dimpling at her. He was obviously under some insane delusion that he had talked some sense into her. “Now what is that noise?” From outside came the growling of a tractor. Puzzled, they both walked up the hall and out the door. “What the blazes?” Cal was clearly upset by the sight that met them. In the lane a tractor was manoeuvring an old milk float into position behind the trailer. With a lurch, he catapulted himself across the drive and closed on the driver. Punching his fist on the side of the vehicle he drew the drivers attention.


    “What are you doing?” he shouted, trying to be heard above the thunderous rumble of the engine. His voice was further drowned out by Quassi, who came racing from the lodge, barking like a rabid mastiff at the snarling intruder. Staring down at Cal from his lofty position, the driver only cupped his hand to his ear and shook his head.


    “Turn off the engine,” Cal yelled, the last two words obscenely deafening as the engine and Quassi, both shut down together.


    “What are you doing with that?” Cal repeated in a more appropriately levelled voice, stabbing with a rigid finger at the monstrosity behind them.


    The burly driver removed a pair of ear defenders and dropped them by his feet. “Delivery,” came the brusque reply, as he leaped down from the cab and moved to the rear of the vehicle, his stout hairy legs visible from the knees down in a pair of stained denim shorts, his tree trunk ankles disappearing into a pair of white sports socks and unbelievably, a pair of open toe sandals. He looked a prat, but there was probably few men brave enough to tell him that, because he was gigantic, standing at least a full six inches above Cal’s head. Stooping down he began separating the two vehicles.


    “But you can’t leave that here, it’s going to be in our way. Who ordered it?” Cal flayed his palms in the air, as though only a moron would want to buy such a thing.


    Without turning round the driver revealed the name of the moron. “Elsa Vitty.”


    “But why are you leaving it here? Surely it’s a mistake? Shouldn’t you dump it nearer the farm?” His suggestion was filled with vain hope.


    “Ms Vitty’s orders.”


    “But it’s in our way,” Cal repeated. The driver only shrugged and carried on. He was obviously a man of limited vocabulary, and he wasn’t going out of his way to stretch this deficient ability. Cal cast Meli a ‘help me look’. But what could she do? This mountain of a man was less likely to listen to her.


    Cal’s fingers were bunched into fists and the veins in his neck began to dilate. “But there must be some mistake,” he insisted.


    “No mistake.” The milk float was released and the front wheels landed on the ground with such an earth trembling thump that Cal and Meli were amazed that the wreck didn’t disintegrate into a million corroded parts. The driver was facing them now. “Take it up with Ms. Vitty.” He swung himself back up into the cab.


    “No, wait,” Cal urged. “Let me go and speak to Mrs. Vitty. Maybe I can get her to agree to keep it somewhere else.”


    The driver regarded him for a moment down his red veined, bulbous nose before shaking his head. “Sorry.” He didn’t look sorry in the least as he slipped the ear defenders over his head. He looked more like a man in a hurry to get to the pub for several pints of cider and a punch up in the car park after closing, to round off a good evening. The growl of the engine sent Quassi into a renewed frenzy. He obviously shared the same sentiments about the whole thing as Cal and Meli.


    Meli grabbed his collar and yanked him out the way, choking out the sound as the tractor headed down towards the farm to turn round. Within minutes it trundled past them.


    The dilated veins in Cal’s face turned his complexion as pink at the tip of a Swan Vesta match as he stared at the second rusting hulk sitting serenely in its new home outside theirs. “What is that woman up to?” Beside him, Meli shrugged, too stunned for words. “I’m not standing for this. Let’s go and sort this once and for all.” Turning, he charged off, not even checking whether Meli was in fact following him. Sensing that Cal was on a mission, with all the subtlety of a cruise missile, Meli hurried after him, and quickly catching him up they made the short journey in silence.


    Elsa was home. To be precise, she was outside her home, standing on an upside down milk crate, staring in through a window. Meli could hear her mumbling something. She sounded disturbed. Was someone inside?


    “Elsa,” Cal announced their arrival, not even trying to conceal the irritation in his voice.


    “I’ll get you.” Suddenly making out some of the old woman’s words, Meli fervently hoped that the threat wasn’t aimed at Cal.


    “Get out ’ere.” Hearing this, Meli concluded that the threat was aimed at someone else, in fact she would bet her last pound that Elsa hadn’t even realised they were there, even though they were right behind her now. This notion was further confirmed when Elsa raised her fist and pounded it against the glass, startling several half dead flies who flapped pathetically until they tipped themselves over the edge of the sill, and vanished one by one into the chasm beyond.


    Amazingly, Cal seemed oblivious to the bizarre setting they found themselves in. “Elsa, I need to speak to you,” he demanded, using his most authoritative tone.


    From out of nowhere, a black tornado whizzed between Meli and Cal’s legs and vanished through the open doorway. Whilst Elsa seemed impervious to the presence of the Nobles’, she didn’t miss the flash of darkness that was Quassi. “See, he’ll get you. Kill, kill,” she began to chant, pounding her fist on the crumbling remains of the window ledge.


    It was at this point that it seemed to dawn on Cal that there was something odd about the situation. “Elsa,” Cal tried again, his voice cautious this time as he tried to catch her attention, whilst not actually wanting to attract it. Moving closer, he set himself to one side, although he was careful to leave a good distance between them. He was visibly shocked when she turned flashing eyes to his; there was no recognition in them. Watching all this curious activity unfold, Meli was struck by an unnatural desire to laugh.


    With all the grace of a hippopotamus, trying to turn on a fifty pence piece, Else shuffled her body in a semi circle on her large, chunky feet, and then held out a filthy hand to Cal, as though expecting him to help her clamber down. Meli didn’t blame him when he withdrew a step out of reach. Her fingers looked like they were covered in poo. Undeterred, Elsa let her self down, and as soon as her feet touched terra firma she turned and marched away, heading towards one of the sheds in the yard. In some far distant recess in her brain, Meli registered that Elsa’s poor mobility had been miraculously cured, as there was no sign of her walking stick, yet her feet were carrying her at a fair rate of knots. Emerging from the shed, she returned with a pitchfork held out in front of her.


    The colour drained from Cal’s face. “Hey, where are you going with that?” he asked.


    Meli found herself reaching out and placing a restraining hand on his arm, just in case he intended to step forward to try to take the weapon away. She was worried what Elsa might do if he tried.


    “Elsa. Elsa,” Meli spoke calmly and firmly. “What’s wrong? Is there someone in your home?” Drawing themselves into her wacky world seemed to penetrate her skull.


    “Yea, he’s in there and I’m gonna get him out.” She was still advancing on the farmhouse, head down and thrust forward, the rust patches on the blunt looking prongs glinting like her eyes, hungry for blood.


    “Wait Elsa, let Cal go in and take a look for you.”


    Cal turned and gaped at her, his eyeballs bulging as he fixed her with a fierce glare. “What?” he mouthed. He looked none too pleased.


    “Cal, we can’t let Else go in. What if someone is in there? She could get hurt.”


    Cal’s eyebrows catapulted to the top of his head. “She could get hurt. What about me?”


    Meli nudged him sharply with her elbow. “You’ll be fine, go on, in you go.”


    “Here, you’d better take this,” Elsa held out the pitchfork, her black eyes never leaving the doorway. Casting Meli a look which clearly indicated that at least someone was concerned for his safety, he took it and slowly advanced on the door. Meli heard him begin to splutter as he went in.


    “Don’t forget Quassi’s in there,” she whispered loudly, suddenly having visions of Cal pining the poor dog to a door.


    Meli stood at arms length from Elsa, listening intently for any sounds of violent struggling in the farmhouse, one eye on the gloomy hallway, the other on the old woman.


    Elsa began pacing, muttering in low tones. Meli couldn’t understand one word of what she was saying, although there was something vaguely familiar about a couple of words. She glanced at her watch. How long had Cal been gone for? Two, maybe three minutes? She jumped when she heard sounds from inside. Crashing and banging. She advanced on the door.


    “Cal?” She called inside, placing her hand over her mouth and trying not to inhale. “Are you alright?”


    Scrapping claws preceded the departure of Quassi as he ejected himself from the house as though the hounds of hell were hard on his heels. Distancing himself, he turned and pressing his tummy to the ground, he lay panting, gazing intently passed where the two women stood, and into the passageway where the dense, tortured shadows were regrouping. Within seconds, Cal appeared in the doorway, face like thunder. “There’s no one in there,” he snapped. Leaning the pitchfork against the outside wall he stormed away. His complexion was tainted a distinct shade of olive green.


    With a final glance at Elsa, Meli ran after him. “But what about Elsa?”


    “There’s no one in there I told you.” Cal’s expression was a mix of bruised and angry shadows and grime, and there was a nest of cobwebs crowning his head like a dusty, old doyley. Meli decided not to mention any of this. Although Meli’s legs were longer than her husband’s, she had to practically run to keep up with his spurious strides. As soon as they were indoors Cal set off for the bathroom. She hoped for Cassie’s sake that she wasn’t still in there. Listening, Meli heard the door creak open and then slam, followed by the sound of running taps.


    “What’s up with dad?” David appeared on the stairs. The twins didn’t miss a thing.


    “He’s in a right foul mood, and he’s wearing a cobweb cap,” George’s grinning face appeared over his brother’s shoulder.


    “Nothing, he’s fine,” Meli told them with a false smile. “Best just give him a wide berth for a while.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 13


    


    Impatient, eager to hear all about Cal’s adventure, Meli forced herself to carry on with the comparatively tedious task of cutting up a cauliflower and putting it on to boil, to accompany the cremated chicken and the black crusted roast spuds, while listening to all the sounds of movement from above. When Cal jogged down the stairs, some twenty minutes later, he looked a bit more human, his skin scrubbed to a shiny pink. Whistling softly through his teeth, he swept into the kitchen. Twisting her neck, Meli watched as he poured himself a large scotch and threw the burning liquid down his throat without even blinking.


    Topping it up he said. “And you can take that stupid grin off your face. Don’t you ever do that to me again.” Although his words were harsh, the whisky had obviously loosened his lips as they were curling slightly at the edges. “I have never, never had a more grotesque experience.” He took a sip of his drink as he sank down on a chair.


    “On a scale of one to ten, the stench was twenty-five. If you thought it smelled bad outside the door, you should have sampled it from the inside.” His whole body visibly shuddered. “It had a stronger punch than Mike Tyson. I wouldn’t have been surprised to come across a dozen rotting carcasses of dead sheep, cattle and fish, crawling with maggots. In fact,” his glass was tossed in the air, nearly spilling the contents, “they could have been there, stuffed behind a sofa or something, or beneath the mountains of rubbish just strewn everywhere: on the floor, on the worktops, the furniture. It was too bloody dark and murky to see much, but the kitchen floor felt like the bottom of a grease pot, and the toilet...” He threw his stricken eyes dramatically at the ceiling. “Well, I can’t even begin to describe it. Even the flies wanted out. I almost threw up several times.” This recollection caused him to take another slug from his glass. “There was no way a burglar would be in there, not if he was in his right mind. Oh, and the cobwebs!” Meli restrained the urge to smirk at the vision of his dusty crown. “I don’t think she uses upstairs, not unless the spiders can cast their webs overnight as I practically needed an axe to get through them.”


    “What was all that noise, just before you and Quassi came out?” Meli prompted when his voice trailed off.


    Broody eyes fixed on hers. “That confounded dog, suddenly leaped under my feet and tripped me up. I almost fell into …. Well I wouldn’t even know what it was.” He glanced down at his hands, as though checking he had washed off ‘whatever it was’. Rubbing his hands down his trousers, as though afraid some remnant might be lingering there, invisible to the naked eye, he glared across at Quassi, who was lying in the corner, licking nervously at his lips. Seeing his masters eyes on him, he sat bolt upright and frantically began to whip his tail across the tiles.


    “I’m telling you, that woman is a health hazard and totally bonkers.”


    Yes, yes, at last, he’s realised, Meli cheered in her head as Cal poured some more whisky down his throat.


    “Did you hear the way she was talking to herself? And taking the pitchfork as a weapon.” Cal’s words were beginning to sound slightly slurred.


    “And we didn’t even get to speak to her about the milk float,” Meli threw in.


    “Wow, can we come with you next time?” George’s voice floated down the stairs.


    “You weren’t supposed to be listening,” Meli remarked coldly. “Go back upstairs and play.”


    “But mum, we wanted to go out and make some changes to the assault course.”


    “Go on then, just stop eavesdropping.” The boys tumbled across the room, trying to conceal their cache of ‘borrowed’ items that were dangling from under their jumpers, or escaping from their pockets. Meli restrained herself from asking what they had. No doubt she’d know soon enough.


    With a calculated flip of his neck, Cal hurled the last of the whisky down his eager hatch, before moving to sit on the sofa. “I needed that to clean out the tubes,” he said, as though he needed to justify his alcohol consumption. Three minutes later he was snoring, his head nodding over the newspaper he had spread open on his lap.


    Dinner was ready, but Meli decided not to wake him just yet. It was already so overcooked, that re-heating it in the microwave later couldn’t do it any more harm. Quietly, Meli slipped out into the garden to see what the boys were up to. They were really taking this squirrel thing seriously. She hadn’t seen them stick with anything with such enthusiasm before. At that moment the boys were fixing up a section of net curtain between two posts, that looked rather familiar.


    “Pass me the hammer, Dave the Grave,” George gave his brother a lop sided grin.


    “Here you are then, George the Morgue,” David replied chirpily.


    “What’s all this then?” Meli asked, striding towards them, forgetting about the net. “Who are Dave the Grave and George the Morgue?”


    “You weren’t supposed to be eavesdropping,” David retorted, taking childish delight in getting his own back.


    “They’re our new names,” George told her, scrunched down, hammering a pin into one of the posts.


    “And where did you get those names from?” Meli was frowning now. Not exactly your common or garden nicknames; bit morbid.


    “The Grim Reaper,” they chorused together.


    “The Grim Reaper?” Meli repeated. She had a suspicion that she was not going to like this conversation.


    David nodded. “Neat, eh?”


    “Hmm,” Meli replied non committally, she was not amused. “Who is this person?”


    “He lives in the graveyard,” George supplied, swivelling his neck to gaze up at her. “That’s where we met him.”


    Not wanting them to clam up, Meli kept her expression void of the concern that was rising up her spine like mercury in a heat wave. “He sounds really interesting. What does he do in the graveyard?” She had visions of some flea infested tramp who lurked in graveyards and molested young boys.


    “We told you, he lives there. He’s always there, that’s when he’s not in the pub,” David chortled.


    The pub. So he was an old sop as well? “Do you see much of him?”


    “He’s always in the graveyard, every time we go.” David was unrolling a ball of string. “We haven’t seen him in the pub of course, cos you and dad hardly let us go there.”


    “No, you’re too young yet,” Meli commented absently, her mind racing. They had a nutty neighbour, armed with a rifle and pitchfork, and who talked to herself; now they had this creepy, alcoholic, child molester, who lurked in the graveyard. Maybe they had been better off in Reading. She resolved that this latest information would require some research.


    “So how is your Super Squirrel getting on?” she changed the subject before they became sensitive to her concern.


    David shot to his feet to address her, his button blue eyes shining. “He’s brill, he’s met every challenge so far, that’s why we’re adding this extension.”


    “So what’s the latest plan then?”


    Eager to share this, the boys became totally animated, like a pair of magicians assistants as they moved along the apparatus, motioning at the specified sections with flamboyant gestures of their hands. “From this point, he’s got to scale this mesh, leap onto this post,” David was still spokesperson. “Then clamber along the washing line to the next post and run along that branch.”


    “Then,” George broke in. “He has to leap six foot onto this frame, then clamber down to the food.” Although the corner of the garden looked like something from Scrap Heap Challenge, Meli couldn’t help but be impressed. She’d heard that squirrels were clever, but this looked quite impressive.


    “Next time you see him here you’ll have to call me, I’d like to watch.”


    Absenting herself, Meli returned to the living room and stood staring down at her still sleeping husband. His mouth had flopped open and his lips vibrated with every snore that rumbled up from his throat. She needed to speak to him about this latest development. She tried slamming a door. When that had no effect, she threw herself down next to him, almost catapulting him from his seat. Apart from a pig like grunt, there was no other reaction after his crumpled body settled back into place. Rising to her feet, she went into the kitchen for a handful of cutlery. Dropping it from a height it crashed onto the quarry tiles. That did the trick.


    Cal’s eyes flew open and he jerked forward in his chair, hands tightly gripping the armrest. “What, what,” he garbled, staring around in confusion.


    “Oh, you’re awake then,” Meli told him innocently as she stooped down to pick up the knives and forks scattered around her feet. “You looked well away then.”


    Cal blinked several times, and cleared his dry throat. “Get me a glass of water will you?” he asked.


    Pouring a pint of water she took it through to him. “Have you heard of the Grim Reaper?” she asked.


    “Yea, scary guy in a black cloak, face hidden behind a cowl, carries a scythe,” he took a long draw of water. “Collects the dead.”


    Meli pouted at him. “I mean, have you heard of anyone locally by that name?”


    Lifting his head he stared at her, his face screwed into a frown. “What are you on about? Who in their right mind would call their son Grim Reaper?”


    “Well, someone has. Just like the Grim Reaper has re named the boys. They’re now calling each other Dave the Grave and George the Morgue.” She searched her husband’s face, just to check that his whisky fuddled mind was following the conversation. “The boys were just telling me about this guy who lurks around the graveyard and the pub.”


    Although Cal was a regular in the pub, it was clear, from his blank-eyed look that he couldn’t recall seeing anyone who looked remotely like the Grim Reaper. “They’re just having you on.” He pooh-poohed Meli’s concerns. Reaching for the remote, he turned on the T.V.


    “Just like I was wrong to be worried about Elsa?” She rubbed in, her voice treacly.


    “I’m too tired for this,” Cal groaned, doing his best ostrich impression by burying his face in his hands. Meli knew that there was no point arguing when he had a head full of alcohol. Returning to the kitchen, she re-heated their meals, and set them at the table. They both ate in silence, Cal too tired to speak, and Meli too busy thinking, her mind going over the conversation with the boys. Her initial instinct was to ban them from going to the church, but what was the use? If they really wanted to go, they would still go, only secretively, and she didn’t want that. No, until she had more information, she would try not to worry. Maybe she should always insist they took Quassi? For all the good that would do though.


    Suddenly, inspiration came. Barbara and Doug, they might know. Leaping from the sofa she grabbed the phone and dialled their number. Quickly, she explained, keeping her eye on the kitchen, just in case the boys slipped back in and heard her checking them out. That proved to be a dead end. Neither Barbara nor Doug had heard of him either.


    Her worries kept her awake. Worries about Elsa’s bizarre behaviour, the vehicles dumped outside their pretty home, the Grim Reaper. When she eventually did fall asleep her dreams were filled with visions of hundreds of little Elsa’s, all dressed in cloaks and cowls, chasing her with razor sharp scythes and pitchforks. Waking, bathed in a sweat, she decided she would need to check this out. In the morning she would visit the Font of all Knowledge; in the morning she would tackle Mrs. Barber, and she wouldn’t leave the shop until the battle was won.


    


    Friday was only marginally better than Thursday at Farfield Post Office. Maybe this was because most of the O.A.P.s came back the day after collecting their pensions to spend it, so possibly it wasn’t the best day to decide to wage war with Mrs. Barber, but this couldn’t wait. Meli was determined that today was going to be historic, today she would not be outsmarted. She couldn’t stand another tortured night. Marching into the Post Office, she took her place in the queue and slowly worked her way forward, behind a row of half filled baskets that replaced Thursdays pension books.


    “Morning, Mrs. Barber,” was her opening shot across the counter. “I’ll have a book of first class stamps please.” Her eyes were steady as they fixed themselves on Mrs. Barber’s. Mrs. Barber was not going to know what hit her.


    “Morning,” Mrs. Barber returned the greeting, her turnip-head features flushed again this morning as it absorbed a new round of gossip. “How are things up at the lodge?” Reaching into a drawer as she spoke, she produced the stamps.


    “Just fine.” Here goes; Meli loaded her pistol. “I was thinking.” Mrs. Barber cocked a bushy eyebrow at her, but said nothing. “You must know some interesting people?”


    “Quite different from you city folk, that’s for sure. That’s £2.20.” She held out her hand for the money. Meli had already planned that this was her opportunity to get her two minutes worth. As long as she didn’t pay, she would stay at the head of the queue. It was without doubt a simple, yet brilliantly conceived plan.


    “I bet you’ve got some tales to tell? Unusual characters; a few skeletons scattered around the village, hidden in cupboards.” She grinned pleasantly as she elaborately wrapped up her burning question in a lot of general chit-chat. “After all, nothing can be secret for long in such a close community as this.”


    Was it her imagination, or was Mrs. Barber’s complexion paling as though she might be in need of a blood transfusion any time now? And her usually limp hair seemed to bristle slightly, like the fur of a cornered cat. Meli couldn’t understand why. She wasn’t asking for details of who was bonking who, whether the vicar was queer.


    “You’d be surprised at what secrets a small community can hold,” Mrs. Barber replied as her outstretched palm crumpled, her usually booming voice reduced to a whisper as her eyes glazed over like walnut shells, lost for a moment, withdrawing into some dark vault deep in her mind. Suddenly, the old Mrs. Barber re-emerged, and Meli found herself speared by a pair of black bitter eyes. “I believe that I’m still waiting for the £2.20,” her resonant voice launched itself again, filling the small shop.


    “Oh yes, how silly of me,” Meli apologised, smiling innocently. She reached into her handbag and pulled out her purse. Holding it in her hands, hands that were slightly shaking under the intensity of the other woman’s gaze, she pressed on. “The boys sometimes mention people they meet.” She thought Mrs. Barber was going to leap across the counter and snatch her purse as she glared at it like a starving vampire at a throbbing jugular. At the same moment her spine began to sizzle as she became aware of sets of fiery eyes burning into the nape of her neck. Had she overrun her two minutes? Deciding that the foreplay had reached its climax, she decided that now might be a good time to get to the point. “For example, they were only telling me yesterday all about someone called the Grim Reaper.”


    Unexpectedly, the colour flooded back into Mrs. Barber’s face as blood jettisoned upwards into her head. “Oh yes, him!” The change was dramatic. The hostility, the frustration and momentary impression of personal pain all vanished as Mrs. Barber exchanged looks with the villagers over Meli’s shoulders.


    “Now there is a character. He’s the gardener-cum-handyman at the church. Laziest so-and-so I know! His real name is Tim Meaker, but he was nicknamed Grim Reaper years go.” Mrs. Barber was grinning now as though she’d won first prize in the Farfield weekly raffle on Variety Night.


    “Why? That’s an unusual name to call someone?” Meli was struggling to keep the excitement out of her voice, sensing that Mrs. Barber’s tongue was like a revving Ferrari, and she didn’t want to do anything to stall the throbbing engine.


    “Oh, even as a new born baby he had a face like sour dough.” Meli glanced over her shoulder and then down at Mrs. Rushmore, who was standing so close, nodding her agreement to every word the Post Mistress was saying, that her breath was hot through her thin blouse. “And smile? He doesn’t know the meaning of the word.” She opened her mouth and laughed, almost loosing her top row of false teeth. “He was called Grim at school, and then when he began working at the church he soon earned the name of Grim Reaper. But he’s harmless, bit slow but never harmed a thing in his life.”


    That’s what they all seemed to think about Elsa. Meli wondered if they knew about the rifle. “So he’s well known then?”


    “Pure Farfield stock. He was born in Bottom of the Hill Cottage, which is at the top of the hill, where he still lives, right to this very day. Undoubtedly, he’ll be there, until they take him out feet first in a box.” Mrs. Barber commented authoritatively. There were several murmurs of consent from behind her.


    Meli felt all her anguish vaporise. Gone was the image of the perverted drunkard, replaced with the image of a sad and lonely man. Dipping into her purse, she pulled out the exact change.


    Emerging from the gloomy interior of the shop into the bright sunshine, Meli shielded her eyes with her hand, as she glanced over at the church. Untying Quassi she found herself heading down the lane towards the gate. Swinging it open she stepped through, and followed the concrete path to the south facing side of the church. It was pleasant in the graveyard, shaded by the trees, cooled by the breeze which swept up from the valley below. Standing still she flicked her eyes around her, across the tops of lichen covered head stones and crumbling tomb chests. The graveyard was empty, as far as she could see, apart from two Cabbage Butterflies, dancing together playfully beneath the limbs of an ancient elm.


    Quassi had squatted beside her and was regarding her through chocolate drop eyes. “Where is he?” she asked him. As if understanding what she’d said, which was ridiculous because he never understood a word of what anyone said, he stood up, gave his body a shake and then strode forward. Meli followed.


    Rounding the west tower, she spied the sight of a backside on legs, sporting a shapeless pair of tattered black jogging bottoms cut off around the knees. As she watched, the bottom unrolled and a reed like torso, covered in a sting vest, rose skywards. At first it didn’t appear to have a head, but then slowly it opened up like a flower, before swinging round to glance at her, as if sensing her presence. This had to be the Grim Reaper. Meli gulped. He was at least six foot eight, but he was positively anorexic! If he weighed eight stone she would have been amazed. He was an undernourished sapling supported on two stalks of wheat. A sudden gust of wind raced around the side of the building. Meli half expected him to be blown away, but he wasn’t.


    “You must be Mrs. Noble.” He spoke in a surprisingly gruff, masculine voice, his adams apple, which looked like he’d swallowed a golf ball, bobbed up and down his long, scrawny throat that must have accounted for at least eight inches of his vast height.


    Meli found herself nodding, holding Quassi back as he tugged at his lead.


    “Tim Meaker,” he introduced himself as he moved towards her. Meli had to stretch back her neck to keep his head in view. Everything about his face somehow looked huge and out of proportion, from his mirthless, jutting lips that filled the lower third of his face, to his razor sharp nose with its two cavernous, hairy nostrils, to his elephantine ears that even Dumbo and Noddy would have fought over. Maybe it was his wizened face that accentuated all these features. Even his eyes looked like bugs eyes as they bulged from their sockets, and as she found herself staring into them, she thought she detected the merest hint of amusement in the dark blue; not quite as portrayed by Mrs. Barber. She suspected that he knew the effect he had on people, and privately enjoyed this. Realising that her mouth had dropped open, she hastily clamped it shut.


    “Otherwise known as the Grim Reaper,” he finished. His lips peeled apart, revealing yellowed teeth perched on grey gums as he inclined his head, revealing that his mane of wild, fine white hair was in fact no more than an illusion, a mere rim that encircled the smooth top of his head, which was a dirty nutty brown colour, from exposure to the sun. Grim Reaper like? Possibly. Ghoulish? Definitely. With an artists eye, she couldn’t help but think that he would make a fantastic study for one of her masks.


    Meli found herself smiling up at him. Although his height and appearance were intimidating, she suspected that beneath this exterior lurked a human being, with all their frailties. When Quassi rose up on his hind legs and pawed at Tim’s knees, the giant leant forward from the waist and patted his head. Meli decided at that moment that she liked him.


    “I guessed you were the Grim Reaper,” she said. “The boys had mentioned you.”


    “So you thought you would come and check me out for yourself?” He half cocked an almost nonexistent eyebrow at her.


    Meli studied his face. There was no indication that he took offence. Her expression eased. “Yes, something like that.”


    He nodded. “Well, I prefer to think of myself more as a caretaker of the departed, rather than a reaper of the living. Well, it was nice meeting you Mrs. Noble, but I’d best get on.” Meli concluded from this, that he was a man of limited conversation.


    Stepping back, Tim stooped down to pick up the fork lying on the path beside him, the movement accompanied by a loud groan of pain. Slowly he straightened his spine out, his long, spidery fingers, pressed into the hollow of his back.


    “Can I help?” Meli instantly offered. She wasn’t surprised that such a giant suffered with back problems. Without a word he reached out and took Quassi’s lead from her and then stepped to one side. Stooping down, Meli grappled with the surprisingly weighty fork. Once it was upright, she turned to hold it out to Tim, only to find that Tim and Quassi were at least twelve paces away, heading towards the south side of the church. Using both hands, Meli hoisted the fork into the air, and stumbled after them.


    “Just leave that there,” Tim commented, pointing to the wall as they turned the corner. Obediently, Meli propped the tool against the stonework.


    “Well, it was nice meeting you,” Meli said, watching as Tim leant his lean frame beside it, and reaching into a pocket took out a packet of fags and lit one up.


    “No doubt, I’ll see you soon, Mrs. Noble.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 14


    


    Meli set off for home, humming cheerfully to herself, victorious in the notion that she had finally outwitted Mrs. Barber, and that her worries regarding the mysterious Grim Reaper were eased; that was until she ascended the brow of the hill. At this point the tune began to flag and then petered out all together by the time she reached the blood-like, hand written warning signs beneath the signpost for Brambly Hollow Farm. She paused for a moment, and glanced wishfully across the road to Blue Bells, wishing that Barbara would appear in the doorway and call her over for a cup of coffee. But she didn’t. Steeling herself, Meli started down the trail. The prospect of having to face the sight of the offensive wrecks dumped outside their home, wondering whether some other eyesore might have joined them, was bad enough, without the fear that was swirling in her stomach, fear that the door might be open again. Today, her fears were unfounded; the view of the house was unchanged, the door still closed, just as she had left it. The sight calmed her irritated stomach, like a dose of Pepto Bismol.


    Letting herself in she still found herself checking for any indication that anything was amiss, or disturbed. Everything seemed fine. Glancing at the clock, she checked the time. She had a meeting with Roy Peters at Exeter University at twelve-thirty, to discuss the quote she’d sent them recently. The prospect of the commission to make the masks was very exciting. The work involved would keep her going for at least twelve weeks, and should prove very lucrative. It was ten o’clock. Plenty of time to get some housework done. Selecting a Meatloaf C.D. to listen to, she wasted ten minutes searching in vain for the C.D. remote control. It was nowhere to be found. The kids must have put it somewhere. It didn’t seem to matter how many times they were told not to touch things, they just couldn’t help themselves. Giving up on her search, hoping that it would turn up while she was cleaning, possibly stuffed behind a cushion or somewhere, she put the C.D. in the player, turned it on manually, then, duster and polish in hand she whizzed around like a Bat Out of Hell.


    At eleven, she pushed the hoover back into the cupboard, had a quick shower and changed into a suit, then collecting her portfolio she grabbed her keys and bade Quassi goodbye. Closing the door, she checked it was secure before leaving, and then went through the difficult manoeuvre of backing the car from the drive without hitting walls, milk floats or trailers.


    


    Returning from the school run, silence cut through the slanging match between sister and twins as all eyes swung right as the car trundled down the bumpy track. “Oh, shit.” The words were out before Meli could bite them back. Everything on the Elsa front had been so calm and quiet for weeks now, so Meli was devastated to find that another wreck had joined company with the milk float and trailer. This time it was a battered cream coloured Citroen, the front end crumpled in like the broken nose of a boxer. Braking beside it, she ran her gaze along the length of the rotting carcass, anger and dismay curdling together in her stomach. Her small fist pounded the steering wheel. What was Elsa playing at? Why was she torturing them? If she really wanted the wrecks, she had plenty of land to use. What could have set her off, yet again?


    “You boys haven’t done anything to upset Elsa, have you?” Twisting in her seat she slid a challenging look between them. She didn’t bother to include Cass in the questioning. Although she could test the patience of a saint, she barely left the lodge, except to go to school. Both faces were like the faces of little cherubs, ones of total innocence as they sank back into their seats and frantically shook their heads in avid denial. Meli wasn’t necessarily convinced, but in all honesty there was nothing they could have done to warrant Elsa doing this. Turning away, her fingers sank into the steering wheel like sets of alligator teeth. There was no option now. She and Cal would have to call and see her, to sort this once and for all. Stamping her foot on the accelerator, Meli shot the car, before slowing to make the awkward turn onto the drive, inching her way forward to clear the wall with her bumper. She had no idea how Cal managed with his bigger vehicle. As soon as they were parked, the boys shot off to inspect the new arrival.


    “Don’t touch anything,” Meli called the warning after them, picturing oily or bleeding fingers. Storming into the lodge, she came face to face with a morose looking Cassie who had rushed indoors without a second glance at the Citroen. “And what’s wrong with you?” Meli enquired with a barely civil tongue, her lips tightly drawn.


    Anger added flashes of scarlet to Cassie’s hazel eyes as she regarded her mother through dense layers of black lashes. “You don’t really care, so why ask?”


    Meli didn’t miss the subtle challenge in the hostile expression. The wrong response now could cause an explosion to rival a direct hit with an exocet missile on a gas station. “That’s not fair, and you know it,” Meli replied, this time keeping her annoyance with Elsa from affecting her tone to her daughter. “I do care. Why don’t you try me?”


    Cassie continued to regard her sourly for a moment before her hazel eyes misted over. “I’m bored here. I’ve hardly any friends, and the ones I have are too far away to walk to see. All I can do is sit and play on the computer, or listen to CDs, or be driven mad by those little scraps, and its driving me mad. I want to go home,” her voice broke on a sob.


    “But this is your home,” Meli gently reminded her.


    “No, it’s not. Reading is my home. This dump is your home,” the air became thick and foul with barely contained fury, as Cass slammed one curled fist into the palm of the other hand.


    Meli really wasn’t in the mood for one of their verbal sparring matches, where they went round and round, like a dog chasing its tail; never quite sure who was the dog and who was the tail. She wished that she had averted her gaze when she came in. It would have been so easy. But she hadn’t, so begrudgingly she supposed that she was under an obligation to at least respond to her daughters representation. She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry you feel that way. But you know we can’t go back to Reading.” A simple statement, but it was the plain, simple, unchangeable truth.


    “I knew you wouldn’t care.” The words were snorted from Cass’ flared nostrils.


    “I didn’t say that. Look Cassie, we are here, and here we are staying. Somehow we’ve got to overcome some of these problems for you. I don’t take any pleasure from seeing you unhappy, and I certainly don’t want you to be lonely.” She paused for a moment, thinking. “How would it be if I gave you an extra allowance so you could visit your friends more? You could take the bus, or an occasional taxi.” She wasn’t going to make any false promises to be at her beck and call and drive her anywhere whenever she wanted, just in case you got her commission, as she would be too busy. “Or maybe you could have friends stay here with us, or even go and stay with them?” Money was tight, but she should be able to put something aside, besides, it would be worth it to get Cass out from under her hair.


    Cassie’s face seemed to brightened, although her eyes were still mildly abrasive as they studied her narrowly. “Do you mean it?”


    “Of course I do,” Meli managed an insipid smile; what did she have to do? Write it in neon lights and hang them from the ceiling? Amazingly though, her reassurance seemed to work, and any remaining suspicions evaporated from her daughter’s eyes as they crinkled delightedly. Listening to Cassie romp up the stairs moments later, Meli moved to stare out of the window at the latest carbuncle on the landscape, sinking into a mire of misery.


    “Mum, mum,” Cassie’s panicked cry had Meli racing up the stairs.


    Cassie was on the landing, her fingers tightly grasping her doorknob, keeping the door closed in a rather worrying manner.


    “What is it?”


    “Take a look.” Releasing her hold, Cass stepped to one side.


    Cautiously, Meli inched open the door, wondering whether she should have collected her rolling pin. She saw instantly what the problem was. The room was swarming with flies, not your ordinary little ones; which would have been bad enough, but horrible, buzzing fat blue-bottles. Rushing to the windows, hearing the door slammed closed on her heels by a repulsed Cassie, she threw them wide, then picking up some magazines from the bed, she began chasing them out. There was no sign of her daughter.


    Emerging onto the landing minutes later, her ears still reverberating with the buzz of wings, Meli gasped at Cassie. “Where on earth did they come from?” Cassie just shook her head. It took some encouragement to get Cassie back into her room.


    “I can’t sleep in here now,” Cassie whimpered, her horror-stricken eyes peering over the top of the pillow pressed to her face as she squatted on the bed.


    “Don’t be silly, they’re all gone now, you’ll be fine,” Meli told her firmly. She did not want any unnecessary dramas. However unpleasant it was, the flies were definitely history. But it was a mystery. Meli thought about the farmhouse and the flies scrabbling at the window panes to get out. She was glad Cassie didn’t know about those flies.


    From below came the ringing of the phone. Dashing down the stairs, Meli leaped on it. “Hello,” she answered breathlessly. As soon as she heard Roy Peters voice, her heart began to pound, and her stomach performed a series of skittish somersaults. He was offering her the commission. She had thought the interview had gone extremely well; he had appeared enthusiastic about her presentation. Hanging up the phone moments later, having gone over some of the details again, Meli danced around the living room and kitchen, her feet carrying her on a springy, silver cloud.


    Gradually, as reality set in, the clouds around her feet solidified into polystyrene chunks, and they eventually became so cumbersome that she was forced to slump down onto the sofa. Eight weeks. Eight weeks to complete twelve masks. Picking up a cushion she hugged it to her chest, heart clapping with half joy, half terror. Could she do it? Of course she could. It wouldn’t be easy, it was a tight


    timescale, but she could do it. Besides, with the school holidays coming up soon, she would have more time, as she wouldn’t have to make the school run twice daily.


    She could barely wait for Cal to get in to share her news. As soon as the front door opened, she hurled herself across the room and leaped on him. “I’ve got it, I’ve got it,” she sang into his ear.


    “Got what?“ he asked, disentangling himself so he could stare at her. “Have you seen that, that new monstrosity?” Meli could almost see steam jetting from his ears.


    “Forget about that for a moment.” He’d almost burst her bubble; how could he have forgotten? But then she remembered her own response to the Citroen. “The commission,” she prompted gently.


    Recollection flooded Cal’s face. “Oh Mel, that’s great.” His expression totally changed. It was as though someone had pulled a cord, and now he was standing in the light, not the darkness. “Well done,” he congratulated her, planting a kiss on her soft lips. “How much?” he asked, pound signs glinting in his eyes.


    “Oh, you,” Meli admonished him for being so mercenary, before purring. “Fourteen hundred pounds.” His eyes widened. It was more than they’d dared hope for. The money would make so much difference to them. Over dinner, Meli brought him up to date on the details, including her niggling worry about the narrow timescale, but Cal, true to form, dismissed these, expressing his absolute confidence in Meli, confident that she would rise to the challenge, without any concrete base for this. Meli hoped she would. To fail would not only be a disaster financially, but would be a personal failure too.


    “I also met our mysterious Grim Reaper today, alias Tim Meaker,” she told him, with a mischievous grin as she poured them both a cup of tea.


    Cal hoisted an eyebrow questioningly. “And?”


    “And, he’s okay. Scary though. His face is like one of those mummified skulls, topped by a rim of shocking white hair, and he’s got to be at least six foot eight, and thin!” she expounded, all in the same breath. “He looks like a reed gone to seed with all the white gumming sprouting from its head. But the most important thing is that he seems harmless enough.”


    Cal took Meli out to the pub that evening, partly to cheer them up, about the Citroen, but mostly to celebrate the fantastic news. Doug was already there, leaving Blue Bells and their guests to Barbara, so they learned when they joined him at his table. Meli was disheartened that Barbara couldn’t join them, as her effervescent persona was just what she needed. But there was someone else she recognised. Tim Meaker. Nudging Cal, she pointed him in the direction of the giant stooped over the bar. Even sitting down he was heads higher than anyone else. There was no mistaking who he was.


    Impressed by the awesome sight, Cal made a point of introducing himself when he went to the bar to get their drinks. “So, you’re the one who renamed my boys?”


    “And it wasn’t easy, believe me,” Tim stated in his gravelly voice. Swivelling his head on his ostrich-neck, he turned, and glancing across at Meli, inclined his head almost imperceptibly. Despite what the people in the Post Office had said, Meli had come to the conclusion that Tim was not such a sourpuss as they liked to make out. Personally, she believed that the reason for his dead-pan expression was that his skin was stretched so tightly across his skull, that it was humanly impossible for it to shift and glide in order to convey any emotion. In fact, she likened him to a Crème Egg, hard on the outside, but once you’d bit through, the middle was a pleasant surprise: soft-centred and quite sweet.


    “I see Elsa is up to her old tricks.” Somehow, across the noisy bar, Meli’s ears pricked up on hearing Elsa’s name. Like a shot, she was on her feet and crossing the room to join the two men. She didn’t want to miss out on a word. She was two paces away, when a man at the bar swung round, with a pint of beer and a glass of wine in his hands. They collided, but with some deft hand movements, the man managed to keep his grip on the drinks and didn’t spill a drop. The word ‘sorry’ reached the tip of Meli’s tongue, when she realised who it was. Bill; the Countesses Bill. Meeting the brittle coal-black eyes the word disintegrated. She wouldn’t apologise to him. Meeting him glare for glare, Meli side-stepped him and took his place beside Cal at the bar.


    “Every now and then, Elsa turns the track into a scrap yard, then just as suddenly she has it all removed.” Tim was saying.


    “You mean the vehicles aren’t going to be a permanent fixture?” Meli gasped, clutching Cal’s arm in relief.


    Tim flicked his ocean blue eyes at her. “Has anyone invaded her space recently? Any unwelcome cars parked on the track, or by the entrance?”


    “Yes, we had visitors a month or so ago, and they parked out there.”


    He nodded knowingly, his wispy hair rippling around his head like the spiky petals of a giant sunflower caught in a gust of wind; tinged yellow in the artificial light. “That would explain it. Always sends her potty.” Tim picked up his pint of Guinness, took a long, slow draw of the black liquid, and then replacing it on the counter, wiped a frothy moustache onto the back of his shirt sleeve.


    “Really?” Cal and Meli asked together.


    Ralph, the landlords son who was serving, joined in. “Oh yeah, we’ve had all sorts there. Even had an old Sherman tank once. God knows where she got that from.”


    “Then it’s not just us,” Meli couldn’t have kept the relief from her voice even if someone had offered her a million pounds, it blazed from her green eyes like sunshine on a pond. Hopefully this latest news meant that they wouldn’t need to have words with Elsa; that Elsa would soon get rid of them as suddenly as they had arrived.


    “What’s the longest she’s kept them?” Cal was asking.


    “Oh, ‘bout a year,” Tim glanced at Ralph for confirmation.


    “Yea, about a year,” he agreed, nodding his head as he finished drying the pint glass in his hand. The sunshine dimmed in Meli’s eyes.


    When they were on their own, Cal and Meli discussed this latest information. “What do we do? Wait for her to get rid of them, or speak to her?” Meli asked.


    “Given our recent experiences, I don’t know if it would make the slightest bit of difference even if we did try speaking to her. Might even make things worse.” He shrugged helplessly. They decided to wait and see what happened.


    


    “What is it?” Meli muttered sleepily, lifting her heavy head from the pillow, woken from a deep slumber by strange, unidentifiable noises from outside. Flinging out a hand, she fumbled around for the switch on the bedside lamp. Cal was already slipping out of bed, his naked backside glowing faintly like a large full moon as the light struck it. The rumbling was getting louder. It sounded like an avalanche of rocks thundering towards them, the vibrations making the bed shake. Drawing back the curtain, Cal stared down.


    “What the?” he groaned, running his fingers through the thin mat of hair on his scalp. “I don’t believe it.”


    “What is it?” Meli vaulted from the bed. Earthquake? Erupting volcano? Spaceship? Reaching his side, she stared down, her eyes like plates. It was worse than anything she could have imagined. “I don’t believe it,” her stunned words echoed her husband’s. Down below, was a herd of cows! Crushed together, they formed a winding snake of black and white, flattening the grassy verges, mooing for all they were worth, as they wound their way in the direction of the farmhouse.


    “What are they doing here?” she cried aloud.


    The twins came bursting through the door. “Have you see them?”


    “If you mean the cows, then yes, we’ve seen them,” Meli murmured, as Cal woke from his reverie and covered his nakedness with a hastily grabbed dressing gown, which happened to be Meli’s. Struggling to wrap himself in the tiny pink satin gown that barely reached around his barrel shaped stomach, he did look a sight, but his self respect was preserved as no one noticed; they were all four of them pressed together, peering through the glass. The procession of cows seemed endless, like a queue for a Prada half price sale. Eventually though, the last stragglers waddled past, with two men bringing up the rear. Several huge, steaming cow pats, littered the trail.


    Struggling into his trousers, Cal’s cheeks turned a brighter shade of pink than the silky gown when he noticed what he was wearing. To the background giggling of the twins, Meli had to help strip it off him before he could race downstairs when they saw the two men heading back towards them. “No, stay here,” Meli restrained the boys when they went to follow their father. Opening one of the biggest windows, Meli listened to what was being said. Elsa had rented out the front field to them. The cows would make this trip twice every day as they went to and fro from milking.


    “But there must be a law against what Elsa is doing, with the cars, and now this,” protested Meli furiously when Cal returned. “And you kids, back to bed,” she sent them scattering.


    Cal’s face was glum as he shook his head. “I don’t think there’s anything we can do. The track belongs to the farm, we only have access rights. I think Elsa can do whatever she likes out there.” There was a moments broody silence, before he added, “And if we tried to take it any further, just think of the legal cost.”


    His words caused Meli to collapse on the edge of the bed, her slim shoulders sagging despondently. “I really get the feeling that she doesn’t like us living here. At least, not since our friends came to stay. It’s beginning to feel like a vendetta.”


    “Pity no one warned us about how funny Elsa got about parking. We could have avoided all this. Now we are going to be woken at the crack of dawn every day, not to mention having to negotiate that mine field of dung, as well as the wrecks,” Cal growled.


    Shuffling her body up the bed, Meli leaned against the headboard before wrapping her arms around her knees and hugging them comfortingly. Pity things like barking-mad neighbours didn’t show up in the surveyors report. “All we can hope is that Elsa soon comes to her senses, and stops all this nonsense.” Her sentiment did little to improve her maudlin mood as Tim’s words came back to haunt her: that Elsa’s persecution could last a whole year. How many more wrecks would arrive before then? Worse still, would the tank make a return? She was trying not to imagine Cassie’s reaction to this latest turn of events. Maybe she wouldn’t notice, she taunted herself inanely.


    It was less than an hour later that they faced the wrath of Cassie. Cal, Meli and the twins were assembled in the kitchen when Cassie stormed in.


    “Have you see what’s out there?” She spat the question across the kitchen. Anger was never a pretty sight, and on Cassie today, it was positively grotesque as her face twisted, her lips curling like yesterdays stale sandwiches as she shot Meli a look as though every disaster on the whole planet was directly her fault. “How can I bring any friends here with that shit outside?” No one even attempted a reply. There was no answer to that. Not that Cassie appeared to think there would be, as pivoting on her heels, she stormed back upstairs, her black towelling dressing gown swirling around her legs like flapping ravens wings, having succinctly made her point.


    Shrugging off the verbal onslaught, Meli exchanged looks with Cal. “She’s just overreacting,” she waved aside their daughters melodrama. “Most of her friends are used to living in the country. I’m sure they won’t bat an eyelid over a little cow muck. Nothing more natural.” She turned back to the pan of bacon and eggs while offering up a little prayer. Even she wasn’t convinced. By the time the fried breakfast was ready the boys had eaten their cereal and vanished out the door. Between SS and the birds the feeder needed filling. Placing the two plates on the table, she sat down. Cal had poured the tea.


    “Penny for them?” Cal asked between mouthfuls, when he noticed that he was half way through his plate, while Meli was only staring down at hers, knife and fork poised but unmoving, her expression resembling a vegetarian who had just found half a slug draped over a greasy mushroom, and wondering where the other half was.


    “Oh, nothing much, just a million trivial things. Like what are we going to do about Elsa? Whether the masks will be finish on time? What we’ll do with the kids when they break up for the holidays this week? Especially Cassie,” her grim voice emphasised this last comment, and whilst she used the ‘royal we’, she was really feeling that every ‘we’ should have been replaced by ‘I’: what will I do? Will I finish? As her misery peaked, Meli flicked desperate eyes at her husband, on this occasion, looking to him to give her some reassurance, some answers. To her amazement he was looking at her intently; something of a rarity when he had a plate of food in front of him. Her breath caught in her throat, waiting for the monumental response.


    “As you say, nothing much,” his oily mouth grinned at her. “Don’t worry yourself so, it’ll all work out, it always does. Are you going to eat that sausage?” When Meli shook her head, he stabbed it with his fork, and transferred it to his plate.


    Meli let the air ooze from her lungs slowly as her eyes slid downwards. Sometimes, Cal had the IQ and sensitivity of a baked bean.


    This was the first Saturday Cal had had off for months, and they had planned to go into Exmouth and do some shopping, and then have a pub lunch. They were all going, apart from Cass, who was waiting in as she had a friend coming this morning.


    “Have you seen the boys?” Meli asked later, realising that she hadn’t seen or heard anything from them for some time, and, having checked the garden, found it to be empty. They were little rascals, as they knew what time they were leaving. Cal only shook his head and shrugged, without looking up from the bills he was working his way through, something which was guaranteed to put him in an unfavourable mood. Meli decided that she’d best go and look for them. She’d shoot them if they’d got dirty. Taking Quassi, Meli set off, instinctively wandering down through the village.


    Ahead of her, a long-haired black cat appeared from a pathway, and ambled across the road. As if sensing Quassi’s hungry eyes lock on it, the cat froze as it turned a pair of cold turquoise eyes to regard him. Fleetingly, they traded looks, then they were both off. Quassi yanked so hard that the lead was torn from Meli’s grasp. “Quassi,” she yelled several times, only to be ignored. Meli was forced to run, cursing the stupid mutt as she stumbled along in her heeled shoes, which were definitely not designed for running downhill in. Fortunately the chase was short lived, as the cat leaped to safety up a tree, leaving Quassi to dance on his hind legs around the trunk, giving an occasional yelp of frustration as the cat grinned smugly down at him from the lower branches, waving its long tail teasingly, inches from his clashing teeth.


    “I’ve never known such a disobedient, naughty dog as you,” she scolded when she eventually caught him. Picking up the lead she pulled him away. Across a fence to her left, a middle aged man was watching with interest.


    Catching his eye, Meli forced a smile. She hadn’t met him before.


    “Morning.” He was grinning with amusement. “Is he always so obedient?”


    “He’s the most ill behaved, dumb beast I’ve ever known.” Meli, who would usually have been at least a little defensive of any member of her family in front of strangers, whether two or four legged, was too angry with Quassi to bite her tongue. “He just totally ignores everyone.”


    The man gazed thoughtfully at Quassi for a moment, observing him closely as he sat down and scratched frantically behind his ear with a hind leg. He called him, “Here boy, come here.” He too was ignored. “Maybe he’s deaf?” he suggested.


    Meli gaped at him. Of course, that would explain it. Her lips peeled back in a grin. “Hadn’t thought of that. I’ll have to get him checked out.” How typical, Meli was thinking, that Elsa would give her a deaf dog as a present. Elsa must have been laughing for weeks.


    “You do that,” the man nodded. Folding his arms, he leant casually on the fence, and turning his head glanced down the lane. “If you’re looking for your boys, they passed here about fifteen minutes ago, heading in that direction.”


    “How did you know?” Meli asked puzzled.


    He was looking at her again with his lazy grey eyes. “I’ve seen you all pass here together several times. And you had a look of urgency about you. Like you were looking for wayward children.”


    Very astute of you, she thought, but she was grateful to know that she was heading in the right direction. What were the twins up to? She glanced at her watch. Cal would be getting impatient by now. Either they had gone to the Post Office, although that was unlikely when they were going into town, or they were at the church. Reaching the Post Office, she stood on tip-toe and glanced through the window, just in case. No sign of them there. She carried on passed and crossing the road entered the graveyard.


    “David. George,” she called. Rounding the side of the church, she spied them. Well, rather she spied the lanky frame of Tim looming over the tops of gravestones, and guessed that the boys wouldn’t be far away. She was right, as she neared she saw the smaller figures of her sons kneeling on the ground.


    “There you are,” she called, slowing her pace. “What are you up to? We’re waiting to go.” Her fingers tightened on the lead as Quassi tried to drag her forward, tail lashing against her calves in his impatience to join the boys and snuffle around, checking out what they were up to.


    Three heads twisted to look her way. “Oh, hi mum,” David said in mild surprise, scrambling to his feet. Meli watched with some horror as he wiped soiled hands down his previously clean shorts. If they were delayed any longer by the boys having to get changed, well, Cal’s patience would no doubt fester like a month old cheese.


    “Stop that,” she cried, before more damage was done. The boys had been helping Tim weed, evidenced by the wheelbarrow to their side, a dozen or so uprooted carcasses festooned in its base, or rather, Meli got the impression, that they were weeding, and Tim was supervising.


    “Sorry,” Tim lowered his neck so he could look down at her. “I didn’t realise they were going out.”


    “Oh, that’s okay Tim, not you’re fault, but they should have known better.” Reaching the boys she took their hands and inspected the soil that was sticking to their sweaty palms and lodged beneath their nails. “Wipe that off on the grass over there.” When they’d finished, she checked them out. Apart from the streak of dirt on David’s shorts, they looked reasonably clean.


    “Come on, before your dad has a coronary,” she said, leading them away. “What were you both playing at?” she questioned, as soon as they were out of Tim’s earshot. “Disappearing, when you knew we were going out.”


    “But we’d promised to help the Grim Reaper this morning, hadn’t we Dave the Grave?” replied an amused looking George, obviously still enamoured by their new titles. When Dave nodded, he added. “We didn’t think a few minutes would matter.”


    Meli nodded to the vicar as they hurried passed him along the path, hoping he hadn’t caught the unholy names. As the road came into view, Meli was only half surprised to find that Cal was parked outside the church, and as they all bundled into the Fortura, she was not surprised at all, to notice that Cal’s fingers were drumming on the steering wheel impatiently, his baggy eyes glued ahead.


    “We’ll have to go back home first,” Meli ventured to remind her husband. “Need to drop Quassi off.” Cal was visibly biting his lip as he turned the vehicle and they set back for the lodge. Parking at the top of the lane, rather than squeeze passed the wrecks, Meli rushed Quassi indoors, trying to avoid either of them from stepping in cow poo. Cassie came thumping down the stairs.


    “Have you seen my hairbrush?” she demanded.


    Meli shook her head.


    “I bet those boys have hidden it,” she headed for the door.


    “Not now, Cassie. We’re late. Use mine, it’s on my dresser.” Before her daughter could object, Meli was out the door.


    Meli waited until the rucks on Cal’s forehead levelled out, before bothering to talk to him. Only then did she relay her conversation with the man over the fence, who’s name she had forgotten to ask, and about his suggestion that Quassi could be deaf.


    Cal rolled his eyes skywards. “That would be just our luck, but it would explain a lot. Must be all that inbreeding.” He changed into a lower gear as they ascended a steep incline.


    “You’ll have to take him to the vets to have it checked out.”


    “Why me?” Cal cast disapproving eyes at her.


    “You know I hate vets. Besides, now I’ve got my commission I will be too busy.” Cal’s lips pursed, but he said nothing, although Meli was aware of a faint scraping sound, suspiciously sounding like the grinding of teeth, that emanated from his direction. Their day couldn’t have gotten off to a worse start if they’d woken to the commotion of a herd of cows storming passed the lodge. But then, they had!


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 15


    


    They arrived home to the sight of an open front door, and a noticeably AWOL Quassi. Leaving the men to finish unloading, Meli stomped to the bottom of the stairs. “Cassie,” she yelled, irritation giving the word wings as it raced up the stairwell and through the upper floor.


    “What?” Came a distant reply.


    “Come here,” Meli yelled back, infuriated further that Cass seemed to think she would settle for a long distance conversation. Seconds later, her daughter’s head appeared at the top of the stairs.


    “What?”


    “Is Quassi with you?”


    “Of course not,” her expression of horror clearly indicated that Meli must be insane if she thought she would allow that smelly dog in her room.


    “Then where is he?”


    Her daughter blinked at her. “Why would I know?”


    “Well, perhaps you would if you hadn’t left the front door open.” Meli was beginning to get severe neck ache from craning her neck up the stairs.


    Cassie swivelled her head. “Didn’t you shut the door when you came in Sarah? Mum’s not very pleased with you.” She spoke to someone behind her. She listened to a response and then called down again.


    “Sarah said she’s sorry,” she offered the insincere apology in a clipped, mechanical tone.


    Meli’s eyes narrowed. Cassie had made her look like an ogre to her friend, on the first occasion they’d met. Well, not that they had actually met she reminded herself. At the moment she was nothing more than a disembodied voice. Exasperated, not trusting herself to make any response, Meli turned and made her way into the kitchen where Cal and the boys had piled the shopping.


    Cal had heard the whole conversation. “Are you going to look for him?”


    Meli went to shake her head, then instead she reached up and massaged her neck muscles with her fingers. “No. He could be anywhere. Besides, he always comes back.” She was getting fed up traipsing around after him, let him find his own way home for a change. Hunching her shoulders, she sank her head down into the cavity and eased it around like a ball in a socket joint.


    “We’ll go,” David announced, leaping to his feet.


    “No we won’t,” snorted an aghast George.


    Meli glanced across at David suspiciously. They had just brought a new computer game, and they had been eager to get home to play it; now David was keen to go and look for the dog? It didn’t add up.


    “Yes, we will,” David said pointedly, turning away as he spoke to his brother so his face was hidden from his parents. Whatever passed between them had the desired effect, as George had an instant change of mind.


    “We won’t be long.” Grabbing Quassi’s lead they were gone.


    “Well, that was strange,” Meli commented, glancing at her husband.


    “Just like women, never know what’s going through their minds,” he retorted as he picked up the newspaper and slid away to the living room. Meli didn’t reply, letting the snide comment slide over her as she stood by the window, waiting to see if the twins headed down towards the farmhouse. There was no sign of them, but her gaze was caught by a flash of grey. SS was half way across the assault course.


    “Hey, Cal, come here quickly,” she called, waving at him frantically.


    “Hmm?” he queried without lifting his head.


    SS was bolting up the net like lightening. Suddenly it came to her why it looked so familiar. It was her spare net for the bathroom. She’d wring the boys necks. “Its SS, he’s on the assault course.”


    “Who’s SS?” He asked, turning the page.


    By now SS was hanging by his claws from a length of washing line. Meli laughed, and began to clap her hands quietly when he drew himself up the steep incline like an artful trapeze artiste. Reaching the top, he perched on the small underbelly of an upturned terracotta flower pot, taking a moment to preen his whiskers before sitting back on his haunches and measuring the gap. With ease he leaped six foot onto the final platform to claim his prize.


    “Oh, Cal, you missed it.”


    With a resigned sigh, Cal rose to his feet, paper still clutched in his hand as he came to stand by her side. Meli’s feet physically left the floor when there was a mighty boom that made the glass judder, and, as they watched the little squirrel was catapulted across the garden as though struck with a mighty blow from a baseball bat. Meli’s hands flew to her lips as she gasped, at the same moment the newspaper fell slowly and scattered in loose sheets around her feet. The couple exchanged horrified looks before racing outside.


    Poor SS had been ripped almost in two. Unable to look, Meli turned away, her lunch launching itself up into her gullet like a thick, lumpy porrige, before she somehow managed to gulp it back down, leaving an awful, acidic taste in her mouth. Alertly, Cal’s eyes darted around them. Where had the shot come from? Where were the boys? Were they in danger?


    To her own discernment, Meli felt tears bubbling into her eyes. How stupid, it was only a flea ridden squirrel after all. “What are we going to do?” Through damp lashes she looked beseechingly at her husband.


    “We’re going to find the boys,” he replied briskly.


    Blood drained from beneath the skin on her face, leaving it a chalky white. If there was someone out there with a gun (or maybe a rifle?); the boys could be in danger. Instantly they were off across the garden. Despite his size, Cal vaulted over the fence with the ease of Red Rum, pausing to steady Meli as she struggled to scramble over in her heels. As soon as her feet touched terra-firma, Cal’s large hand grabbed hers and they hurried down towards the farmhouse, avoiding the numerous and offensive, smelly green and brown mounds, courtesy of the cows. Breathlessly they spied the farmhouse ahead of them. They didn’t bother to knock on the door, but carried on round into the yard. Elsa’s Transit was parked in its usual place. As they dashed passed, Meli’s eyes flicked inside. The plate with the bread and pickled onion was still there, only now the bread had the appearance of flock wallpaper, in vulgar shades of green and mauve, its edges curled, the onion shrivelled. She grimaced.


    “David, George,” Cal’s bass voice echoed around them. As usual the yard was totally silent. It was an uncanny silence, threatening and broody, where no sane beast or bird of the air ventured. Breaking into a run they passed down the alley formed between the low buildings, only stopping when they reached the gate, beyond which the cows were grazing in the field. Stepping up onto the lower bar of the gate, Meli and Cal desperately scanned the valley. There was no sign of them.


    “Maybe they went down to the church?” Cal suggested, his eyes still boring into the distance as though he could scan every blade of grass for signs of scuffles or bloodshed. Stiffly, Meli’s head shook. Her gut instinct told her that that wasn’t the case. She could feel their presence, somewhere close by, she just couldn’t see them.


    “Hi dad.” Cal fell from his perch when he was tapped on the arm. Regaining his balance, he spun round. There were the two boys with a tongue wagging Quassi.


    “What are you doing down here?” David asked, switching his blue eyes between his parents questioningly.


    Meli could have sworn blind that at that moment she actually felt a dozen hairs turn grey. She wanted to scoop her children into both arms and crush them to her chest, but valiantly restrained herself, not wanting the boys to know how scared she had been for them; after all, as far as they were concerned they had simply been out searching for Quassi, not penetrating enemy lines. “We just thought we would take a little walk, and see if you had found Quassi,” Meli told them, patting Quassi’s head when he thrust his wet nose against her leg.


    A shiver shot up her spine, like a pellet of iced water, at the same time that the fine hairs at the nape of her neck stiffened like thorns. She glanced to her right. Elsa was standing staring at them from the other end of the yard.


    Cal saw her too. “Time to go,” he muttered under his breath. Together the family set off, stretched out in a line as they marched up the alleyway, like four gunslingers on their way to the coral. The boys and Cal chatted casually, although Meli suspected that Cal was discreetly checking out Elsa for any weapons, just as she was. Elsa was standing, feet apart, hands on her holster, or rather hips, Meli shook herself; Tabby winding herself around her legs on tip-toe, back arched, tail like a rod. If Meli was reminded of a western, it probably had something to do with the pair of brown western style boots on Elsa’s feet, and the classy cream and mud dipped suede-like skirt. With what looked like a thermal vest stretched like a second skin across her braless top half, she gave her six out of ten for nearly co-ordinating her attire today.


    Elsa studied them with slitted eyes, then her lips inched up into a creepy smile that made Meli’s blood freeze, a smile that reminded Meli of a ravenous python eyeing its unsuspecting lunch. “Thought I had trespassers for a moment,” she remarked. She’d developed a faint lisp, possibly caused by the loss of yet another tooth from her lower gum. A worrisome thought leaped into Mel’s mind. Where would she find the other tooth? In the vicinity of the corpse? More damning evidence?


    “What are you doing here? You shouldn’t be here.” Despite her smile, her eyes were chill, dark pits.


    “We lost the dog, again,” Meli told her. “He seems to like it down here for some strange reason.” As soon as the last words were out of her mouth, Meli realised how they could be interpreted. On the verge of trying to retract them, with some clever oral footwork, she decided not to risk digging herself in any further, and so remained silent. Besides she couldn’t think of anything clever to say anyway.


    Elsa’s eyes dropped down and settled on Quassi, who was watching her, his tail gently brushing over the cobbles. “Well, now you’ve found him, best go. You’re not welcome down here.” She paused dramatically, before continuing. “Don’t come here again.” There was no mistaking the threatening undertone in her voice, and her feigned smile dissipated as the yard was thrown into shadow as a cloud blotted out the sun.


    “I guess we’d better be off then,” Cal said. Shepherding his family together, he herded them in front of him. Meli could feel the heat of the old woman’s eyes on her neck as they passed by, making her blood simmer, and then boil until her eyes flashed fire.


    “You could have spoken to her about the dumped vehicles, and the cows,” Meli growled accusingly in a whisper, turning her neck to glare over her shoulder as they marched away.


    Cal flicked despairing eyes at his wife as he grabbed her arm and propelled her forwards. “I don’t think we want to antagonise her, I dread to think what she’ll come up with next. Maybe if things calm down everything will get back to normal.”


    Meli could almost see the chicken feathers sticking out from his shirt tail. What a spunkless get-out, she thought to herself, although deep down, in some distant brain cell, she knew he was absolutely right and that it was only her indignation giving rise to misplaced bravado. Suddenly the image of the bloodied SS manifested in her mind. If the boys saw him they would be so upset. Seeing her panicked look, Cal read her mind. He gave her a conspiratorial wink that told her he would take care of matters.


    As soon as they were home, Meli distracted the boys with a drink and donuts, while Cal sauntered out into the garden. He returned within minutes. He shrugged at Meli, his eyebrows drawn together in puzzlement. His expression clearly told her that apparently the little blighter must have got up and walked, because there was no sign of him now.


    They discussed it later, when the kids were out of earshot. “Maybe a cat or something came and dragged it away?” Suggested Cal.


    Meli thought about it. It was possible, she supposed. A free meal would seem irresistible for someone like Tabby. Only it couldn’t have been Tabby, as she was unlikely to have beaten them back to the lodge, let alone have time to drag away the carcass. Maybe it was one of the other neighbourhood moggies? Her forehead puckered into a frown. Was that possible? SS probably weighed as much as, if not more than the skinny pusses she’d seen hanging around, at least he had when he was in one piece. “Best not to mention it to the boys, no point upsetting them.”


    “Yes, I agree. But who would have shot him and why? There really shouldn’t have been anyone around. Unless it was Elsa?” he suddenly suggested with a flash of fear in his blue eyes.


    “Do you think we should report it to the police?”


    Cal threw back his head and laughed out loud at her suggestion. “And what do you think they would do? Organise a man hunt and offer a reward for the squirrel killer? I don’t think so. Remember, squirrels are vermin. It’s not a crime to kill them.”


    Meli didn’t think it was such a stupid idea and felt slightly ruffled by his ridicule. Picking up the remote she spent several seconds pummelling the buttons with steel hard fingers, flicking between channels.


    “Do you know where the CD remote control is?” She suddenly remembered that it was missing.


    “Haven’t seen it,” Cal replied, still wearing a stupid grin. “Maybe the kids have put it somewhere, along with Cassie’s hair brush. You know what a pair of wind-up merchants they can be at times.” While Meli was distracted, thinking about this, Cal gentle prised the remote from her fingers, and turned the T.V. over to Location, Location, Location.


    When Meli questioned the boys about the disappearances, they denied any involvement, and informed her that they had already been cross examined by a snarling Cassie about her hairbrush.


    At dinner time Cassie appeared and collecting two meals took them up to her room, and then brought the plates down later. Meli was beginning to wonder whether Sarah actually existed, as Cassie had made no attempt to produce her, although maybe the poor kid was too terrified to show herself after Meli’s outburst about the door being left open, allowing Quassi to escape.


    Shortly before bed time, Meli went into her bedroom to put away some ironing. Flicking on the light switch she cried out in revulsion and irritation, her cry shaking the silently slumbering shadows and sending them cowering into every nook and cranny. The room was filled with flies. Fat, healthy looking blue-bottles, of the same family which had infected Cassie’s room. Where could they have come from? Meli thought about the open door earlier. Had someone crept in and let them loose? Your imagination is running riot, she told herself. Closing the door firmly, to prevent them from infecting the whole house, she called Cal from the top of the stairs. Eventually he appeared.


    “You’ve got to come and see this,” she told him. She led him quickly along the landing, then reaching the bedroom door she stood to one side. “After you,” she told him, with a sweep of her arm. “But keep your mouth closed,” she warned.


    Puzzled he swung back the door. “Where the hell did they come from?” Quickly he pulled Meli in behind him and secured the door. Striding across to the windows, he threw them both wide, and between them they drove the infestation from the room.


    “This is exactly what happened in Cassie’s room,” Meli told him, her eyes still darting from shadow to shadow, searching for any stragglers. “Do you think it could be anything to do with Elsa? After all, she is a prime suspect, and she does seem to breed flies.” Her gaze settled on her husband.


    “I’m getting seriously worried about you,” he told her, his eyes widening as he gazed into her earnest face. “How could she possibly be responsible?”


    “I know it sounds bizarre,” her voice was defensive, “but then so is our neighbour.”


    “I’m sure that there is some logical explanation.” When Meli cocked an eyebrow in challenge, Cal turned away, and busied himself closing the windows. “Well, there has to be.” She heard him mutter.


    


    Seeing George’s morose face with the down turned lips as he dragged himself in from the garden, Meli didn’t need a diploma in child psychology to guess the cause.


    “Mum, we haven’t seen SS, not for days. What do you think has happened to him?” Her sons pained blue eyes were lifted plaintively, staring at her through dark lashes.


    Several thoughts flashed through her head: tell him the awful truth? Tell him a lie, even if it was a white one? Give him false hope? Her heart constricted. However much she wanted to be honest with him; even if only to ease her own conscience, she firmly believed that he would be severely cut up if he did know the squirrels tragic fate, after all, he was only ten. As the saying went, ignorance was bliss, and the saying could have been written precisely for this moment.


    “Maybe he’s found himself a girlfriend?” Wanting to keep the setting light-hearted, but with just the right touch of empathy with his feelings, she grinned down at him while placing a consoling hand on his narrow shoulder.


    “Oh mum, he can’t,” he groaned, hurling his shoulders heavily at the floor. “Why would he want to do that?” Obviously that particular avenue didn’t quite hit the spot at his tender age. Might it have been better to have suggested something closer to home, like ‘he’s got a new computer game and he won’t be back until he’s mastered it?’


    “But, if he has,” her mind whirled like a plastic windmill in a hurricane, “In a couple of months you’ll have a whole family of squirrels coming into the garden. That would be extra exciting, don’t you think?”


    Cocking his head, George considered this. One squirrel, or several? His expression began to glow like a forty watt bulb. “How many would there be?”


    George had her on this. She had no idea. “Oh, I would think at least four or five, including mum and dad.” Best to keep it conservative. “Dad will be able to teach them all how to reach the nuts.” She was selling this story well; too well? His expression was up to a hundred watts by now, and still rising. She curbed her tongue. Wouldn’t do to make him too eager, or they would be having a similar disappointed conversation in a couple of months when the family didn’t materialise. At least she would have a couple of months to come up with something else. Although, if they were lucky, another squirrel might have moved in by then. She squeezed her face into an optimistic smile.


    “That would be great,” George was positively ablaze by now, his body springy as he bounded away towards the stairs. “Thanks mum.”


    Listening to his footsteps overhead, Meli prayed that she hadn’t gone too far!


    The sound of a car pulling up outside, announced the return of Cal with David and Quassi. “Well, how did it go?” she asked, crossing the floor quickly to meet them as they came in through the door.


    Cal shrugged as he dropped his keys onto the sideboard, mindless of the polished surface. “Total waste of twenty quid and a half days leave. The vet said that there’s nothing wrong with his hearing. His advise was to book him into a good obedience training class. Even recommended one,” he waved a sheet of paper in the air with a contact name and telephone number, before screwing it into a tiny ball and hurling it across the room, missing the bin by at least two foot. Quassi pounced on it, and expertly tore it into a hundred tiny pieces, reflecting Cal’s opinion that it was a naff idea.


    Meli frowned. She had been so sure that this was going to be the answer to one of the many mysteries dogging her life at the moment; she had even been on the verge of checking out whether there was such a thing as a hearing aid for canines. “Well boy,” she said squatting down and running her hand over the contours of his square skull. “You wouldn’t like to tell us, would you?” Quassi shook his head, his ears flapping, several miniscule scraps of paper clinging to his lips. “Thought not. Quassi, Dog of Mystery.”


    At dinner Meli only toyed with her pork chops and chips, staring at the plate distractedly, something that was happening with more and more regularity since getting her commission. She was finding it harder to fight off the warning bells. Eight weeks was really tight. If she hadn’t been so desperate for the work she would have been stronger in her negotiations, and insisted on at least another two weeks. Now it was too late. She jabbed her fork into a chip and lifted it two inches from her plate. Despite a furtive search of the garden when no one was around, she’d never found Elsa’s tooth, and in a way that was a relief. Although if Elsa hadn’t murdered SS, who had? Raising her eyes she found that Cal was watching her. When he lifted a questioning eyebrow, she gave a long sigh. She rested her fork on the plate. “Just worrying a bit about the masks. How I’ll ever get them finished by the beginning of term,” she told him.


    “Maybe, if you spent less time worrying, and more time getting on with them, you’d have less time to worry.” Were his prophetic words of wisdom. “At least working from home you can suit yourself about start and finish times, and get really stuck in.”


    Cal was displaying his usual lack of understanding. Yes of course she could try to stop worrying, and yes, she could suit herself about start and finish times; after she saw to the kids and dog, after she cooked the meals, did the laundry, ironing and housework, changed the beds and everything else she had to do. Too weary to point all this out, she picked up her fork and stuffed the cold chip in her mouth, placating herself with the thought that she could always bring it up another time, when she was feeling more feisty.


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 16


    


    “What is that infernal racket?” Cal groaned, jamming his pillow over his head.


    Beside him Meli was just stirring, waking from a bizarre dream where she was being chased by rifle totting squirrels, who were taking pot shots at her, peppering her backside with pellets. Focusing her mind she tried to make out what the noise was. It sounded like a wolf howling and yapping. “Wolf,” she yawned. Half registering that there weren’t many wolves in Devon, she changed her assessment and put the blame on a dog. “‘spect it will stop soon,” she mumbled, rolling over, blearily confident that whoever the owner was they would soon shut it up. But they didn’t. Meli tried Cal’s tactic, and rammed a pillow over her ears, but it was useless. In the end she threw the pillow across the room, just missing David’s head as he opened the door. He watched it whiz over his shoulder. Lifting a hand he rubbed at sleep blurry eyes, as though not quite sure what he had just seen.


    “Quassi has got out,” he informed them.


    “Quassi?” repeated Cal, emerging from the pillow as he rolled over.


    “Yeah, he’s outside, can’t you hear him hollering?”


    Meli was inches behind Cal as he scrambled from the bed and hot-footed it to the window. Sure enough, Quassi was visible, standing on a small grassy knoll with his head back howling for all he was worth at the heavens, where a full round moon posed like a prize cheese on a diamond studded velvet blanket. Beside her, Meli felt Cal’s body droop despondently.


    “Come on, we’ve got to shut him up before he wakes the entire village,” Meli ordered, taking command. Yanking on her own dressing gown, she hurled Cal’s at him as he hunted down his slippers. One after the other, they raced down the dark staircase.


    The front door was open. Both parents stiffened, and Meli gave Cal a look which clearly said I told you so. They both glanced beyond the doorway, into the blackness. Who had opened it? Cal picked up a walking stick that had sat in the corner gathering dust and cobwebs since they moved in. Thankfully several lights were now on in the house, spilling into the darkness from every orifice. Stepping outside he shivered as he headed for Quassi. He cursed when he stepped in a cowpat, feeling the cold inner gunge puddle up as his foot broke through the crusty topping and seeped over his slipper. Lifting his foot sideways, he gave it a good shake. The racket outside was terrible. With gathering speed he closed on Quassi, who’s body was crouched low to the ground, his neck elongated as he bayed wolf-like at the moon that was suspended on the upturned limbs of the black trees. He shivered again, this time an icy shiver of fear. Guardedly he swivelled his eyes, surveying the immediate vicinity, his fingers tightening automatically on the carved handle pressed into his palm, ready to beat the living daylights out of any skulking nocturnal creatures. Nothing else moved. Reaching Quassi he grabbed him unceremoniously by the collar, choking off the unearthly din so violently that the ensuing silence was startling, and within it, Cal swore that he actually heard the moonlight gasp. Paws scrabbling over the dry earth, Quassi struggled to free himself from the tight hold as he was hauled back towards the house.


    “What do you think you are?” Cal growled at him in a low throaty voice as they breached the doorway, “A bloody Werewolf?”


    Safely inside, the front door securely locked, the curtains drawn like shutters against the ethereal beauty of the full moon, Quassi achieved the impossible (something that Meli had long given up on achieving): he united the entire Noble family together as they gathered in the living room to witness his crazed behaviour. Like something possessed, he tore around them, yapping and snarling, the hair along his spine standing like cactus needles as he flung his lithe body with the speed and inconsistency of a snapped elastic band as he sought an escape, driven by some primeval need to pay homage to the Queen of the Night.


    “He’s insane,” exasperated, Cal slapped his hand on his forehead with enough force to uproot an oak tree. They tried bribing him with treats, they even offered him a portion of the steak defrosted ready for dinner the next day. Nothing worked. Meli expected the police to come knocking on the door at any time.


    Sending the kids back to bed, Meli and Cal did their best to quieten and calm Quassi, with limited success. “I’ve a good mind to just let him out. Maybe he’d run down the road and get knocked over.”


    “Oh Cal, don’t say such a thing, not even joking.” Throwing both eyebrows into the air and juggling with them, Cal shot her a look that asked what fool said he was joking? Smirking behind a mammoth yawn, Meli acknowledged that right at that moment, she too, found the idea appealing.


    “I’ve an idea,” Cal suddenly announced, launching himself at the fridge. Rummaging around for a moment, he emerged triumphantly, bearing a can of strong lager. The snap of the ring-pull, followed by the glugging of the emptying liquid, caught Quassi’s attention. An occasional visitor to the pub with Cal, he knew a good lager when he heard it. Pausing mid stride, he cast a pair of wide brown eyes at Cal.


    “Making all that racket, must have given you a thirst,” Cal told him mockingly, holding out the frothing bowl of beer. As if to confirm the notion, Quassi flicked his tongue longingly around the contours of his dry lips. Suddenly, his lunar lunacy dissipated in favour of this offering. Without a second glance towards the curtained windows, he leaped down from the chair, and bolted into the kitchen. As the bowl touched the tiles, Quassi was on it like a child on his first Cherryade. Greedily he lapped up every drop, and then spent another thirty seconds running his tongue around the bowl, just in case he’d missed any. Tail wagging he wandered passed them into the living area. Was there a distinct stagger to his gait? Mounting the couch took several attempts, as the poor mutt was encumbered by an unexpected loss of feeling in his back legs. Circling twice, he prepared to curl up for a well needed drunken stupor, and promptly fell off. As if accepting that the pleasant numbness that was working its way through his body had totally deprived him of the use of his limbs, he stayed where he was.


    “I cant believe that you just did that.” Meli’s knees buckled with a mix of laughter and fatigue.


    “Well, it worked didn’t it? It was worth sacrificing a lager.” Chucking the empty can into the bin, Cal rubbed at his red rimmed eyes. “What a night. Whatever got into the stupid hound?”


    “Moon fever?” Meli suggested. Her brow wrinkled. “I wonder how many full moons there are in a year?”


    “Oh, not many I do hope,” Cal groaned. “We’ll have to stock up on extra beer.”


    Leaving Quassi spread-eagled at the foot of the couch, snoring with a sound resembling a bagpipe being run over by a bus, they made their way back to bed, Cal hobbling along on one slipper, the smelly one having been abandoned on the doorstep.


    “How do you explain the door?” Despite her tiredness, Meli felt compelled to challenged Cal on this point, recalling his cruel pooh-poohing her about this on the other occasions it had happened when he was at work.


    “Well, I can’t,” he conceded a trifle snappily. Lack of sleep always put him in a mood. Meli felt sorry for his staff tomorrow; no today, she reminded herself glumly, noticing the time: four-fifteen. He was worse when he was tired than when he was hung over.


    It seemed that her head had only just touched the pillow before the alarm was shrieking in her ears, yelling at her to get up, with little regard for her lack of sleep. With her head feeling like a top-heavy lump of plasticine, she heaved herself to her feet and following a quick wash, she dressed before making her way down stairs. She envied Quassi, who was just where they had left him. Checking that he was in fact sleeping, and hadn’t died from alcohol poisoning during the night, she was tempted to get her own back on him, and give him a rude awakening, but she lacked the enthusiasm. Stomping past him, she carried on through to the kitchen, pushing aside the perturbing question about how the front door came to be open during the night. She and Cal would have to have serious words about that.


    Preparing the boys their sandwiches on this, the last day of term, smugness spread over her face like the layer of butter she was slapping over the bread, as Meli silently commended herself for a battle well won. It was so rare these days that any of the kids paid any heed to what she said, so the fact that the boys were now eating them surely put her on the scale of achievements somewhere mid way between Alexander Graham Bell inventing the telephone and all the kings horses and all the kings men, putting Humpty Dumpty together again. She didn’t mind putting in extra treats now. Going to the larder, she took out a pack of wagon wheels. Holding it in her hands, she peered inside. There was only one there. She frowned. She used them in two’s, and she was sure she had only opened the packet on Monday. By her reckoning that meant there should have been at least eight. She searched the shelf, just in case the rest had fallen out. There was no sign of them. She even checked the bin for evidence of empty wrappings.


    There had to be a perfectly reasonable explanation for the door. She froze. There it was, that sneaky little voice infiltrating her mind again, catching her unawares. How could someone from outside turn the key that was on the inside? It just wasn’t possible. Were any of the children sleepwalking, she wondered? But even if they were it still wouldn’t explain the door, because it was often open during the day when the kids weren’t even home. She felt the beginnings of a headache just thinking about it. Maybe they should change the lock and see what happened? It was an old fashioned lock, with a huge dungeon size key. Placing the wagon wheel in George’s lunch box she failed to notice that there was no treat for David.


    “Come on kids,” she shouted up the stairs. “Time to go.” They were slacking today, probably just as tired as she was.


    “Cassie, what are you wearing?” Meli almost gagged on her own tongue when her daughter appeared in a tight black tee shirt, where the white faces of Westlife were like distorted reflections in a Hall of Mirrors as they stretched over her large boobs, the top tucked into the shortest red skirt Meli had ever seen. “Not exactly your school uniform?” She ran her eyes up and down Cassie. “I’ve got wider belts.”


    “It’s non uniform day,” Cassie reminded her sarcastically, her brittle, hazel eyes daring her mother to try and stop her going out in them.


    Meli shook her head. “Even so. It’s extremely short.” Almost non existent, she was thinking.


    “Yeah, it’s great isn’t it? All the girls will be wearing the same.” She sounded as though Meli was paying her a compliment, then registering the uncomplimentary look she added. “Don’t be such a prude.”


    Meli had been called many things, but rarely a prude. Resisting the urge to say ‘Lord help you if your father ever sees you in that’, she made a note to check out what all the other girls were wearing when she dropped Cassie at school. And if they weren’t all thighs and bums? Well, then Cass would really see who was a prude.


    Skirting the greeny-brown tyre tracks that chequered the drive, the family made their way to the car. The drive really needed hosing daily, Meli thought a trifle angrily that everyone else seemed prepared to just ignore this. Not only was it perilous: woe betide anyone who trod excrement in her car or into the house; it was beginning to look and stink like a cowshed. Apparently everyone else was under some inane impression that the poop collecting fairies (close relatives of the tooth fairies, only dressed in brown and bearing tiny silver buckets and poop scoopers) would arrive one night and say ‘oh how wonderful, what a find’, and then fill up their little buckets gleefully, scrub and polish the ground, before setting off for home.


    Sitting outside The Willows, Meli swung her eyes around her. Cass was right. Everywhere she looked were exposed thighs of all shapes and sizes, and near flashes of the mounds of young female backsides, almost peeking from beneath the hems of brightly coloured skirts. She was amazed that the school allowed it. Even on non uniform day they surely had some dress code. Surely?


    “I told you so,” was Cassie’s parting shot as she slipped from the car, revealing a long line of fleshy, un-cellulite thighs. Taking a deep breath, Meli restrained herself, and only shook her head.


    Twenty minutes later, Meli manoeuvred her car into its usual spot on the drive. Opening the door, she paused, her eyes flicking around her. There it was again, that skin crawling sensation that she was being watched. There was no one there. From where she was sitting, she could see that the door was closed, and the only sounds were the distant courr courr of a cuckoo and the closer warbling notes of a flock of lapwings. Sternly, she told herself that it was just her imagination and she trampled underfoot the seeds of unease before they could sprout.


    Emerging from the car she played hopscotch between the poopy tyre tracks, then reaching the door she removed her shoes, just in case, and left them beside Cal’s disgusting slipper. If Cal thought she was going to clean it, he had another thing coming. Turning, her lips compressed as she surveyed the unsanitary drive. Shit Hole, sprang to mind. Why should she have to hose it down? Everyone assumed that just because she was at home every day that she should do everything. Well it wasn’t fair. Cal would have to do it. Now she had her commission, she was going to be working just as hard, if not harder than anyone else. Cal couldn’t expect her to do everything, and if he did she would soon put him straight. Sleepless nights seemed to suit her, she harboured the notion proudly, made her much more feisty.


    The morning flashed by. It was great to be working. At lunchtime she headed indoors to make herself a well earned and much needed sandwich. Quassi stirred this time, blinking at her momentarily before almost dislocating his jaw with a cavernous, toothy yawn. Stepping over him, she turned on the T.V.- the C.D. remote was still missing - just a voice to keep her company and dispel the quiet that she sometimes found disquieting of late.


    As soon as she settled at the table, with a neatly made round of cheddar sandwiches, topped by a crunchy layer of pickle, Quassi dragged himself to his feet, and came and perched by her side. Without looking down, Meli could feel his sorrowful eyes begrudgingly following every mouthful. Meli wouldn’t share food at the table with him, she was firm about that (probably the only thing she shared with Cassie), and her reward was that he didn’t turn on the dribble tap when she was eating, as he did with the weak males in the house.


    While she still had one whole half sandwich to go, Quassi suddenly leaped to his feet and scampered away to stand in front of the TV, his ears pricked attentively on his head. Intrigued, Meli followed, and stood observing him. Flicking her eyes at the TV she saw that there was an old black and white war movie on. At that moment an SS man, who was speaking in German, was interrogating a man and a woman, and the sub titles were written underneath. Quassi sat down, then suddenly flattened himself to the floor. Meli began taking note of the English words. Was it purely her imagination? But no, if she wasn’t mistaken, Quassi seemed to be picking up on some of the words.


    “Sit down.” The SS man ordered the young French woman in German. The woman and Quassi both sat. After a couple of minutes he said. “Tell your friends to lay down their arms.” Quassi lay down. When he said, “Come here.” Quassi rose to all fours, moved closer to the TV and flicked his tongue lovingly across the scarred, embittered face.


    Meli had done some German at school, a long time ago. Delving deep, she managed to dig up a few dusty skeletons. “Kommen Sie hier,” she tried tentatively. Quassi’s head snapped round, and with a never before witnessed display of obedience he trotted over to her side, his tail thrashing in the air with such force that it could have brought in the entire wheat harvest in Devon. She looked at him in amazement. “So you speak German?” She was stunned. That would explain so much. Fumbling in her mind she translated it into German. “Sprechen Deutsch?”


    His tongue lashed her fingers as though they were smothered in beef dripping, his large chocolate drops eyes as bright as buttons. He gave a tiny yap of approval, as if the whole world had suddenly stopped speaking gibberish and started speaking his native language. This was cause for celebration. Big time. Galloping across to his bowl he snatched up a biscuit, and clutching it between his smiling teeth he trotted back to her and dropped it at her feet as a reward. Grinning, Meli accepted the offering, and exchanged it for the remains of her sandwich. While he tucked into it with relish, she rushed to the phone and rang Cal. If she was lucky she would catch him before he went for his break


    “Hi Cal, when you go to lunch can you get a German phrase book?” There was a moments stunned silence.


    “A what?” he eventually asked.


    “You heard, we need a German phrase book.”


    “Whatever for?”


    “So we can speak the same language as Quassi.” Meli wished she could see her husband’s expression.


    “Meli, I don’t have time for games, what are you on about?” She could hear the exasperation in his voice. As she’d known he would be, he was in a sleep deprivation induced foul mood.


    “Quassi speaks, I mean, understands German. There was this old war movie on the TV and he was absorbed. He was even doing some of the commands from the SS man, and when I tried a few words, he actually obeyed me.”


    “Have you been drinking?” She was asked. Her fingers tightened on the handset, wishing it was Cal’s throat. The question was totally unnecessary.


    “Of course not. Just bear with me and buy a book.” She hung up.


    Cal was obviously still under the impression that the whole conversation had been some kind of practical joke, judging by his expression when he came in that evening, but he did hand over a small plastic bag, containing the requested book.


    “Dad, watch this,” David cried. “Kommen Sie hier.” To Cal’s amazement, Quassi trotted over to his son, his tail beating so furiously that it could have hacked down a small tree. “Sitzen.” Quassi sat.


    Cal’s mouth opened to speak, but all that emerged was a tiny squeak, like a mouse being trodden on. Scratching his head in puzzlement, he tried again. “I’ll be honest Mel. I thought you had finally flipped. And my staff thought I was totally bonkers when I asked Christina to buy me a phrase book for the dog. But..” raising his hands helplessly he submitted to the evidence of his own eyes. There was no denying that the dog understood German.


    Within minutes they were all ploughing through the book, putting an eager Quassi through his paces, only stopping when he became so overcome with excitement that all he could do was run in ever decreasing circles, barking wildly.


    “I can’t for the life of me understand how Quassi comes to speak German,” Meli commented to Barbara in the pub that evening, as she recounted the remarkable events of the day.


    “Oh, it’s not so bizarre,” Barbara replied, her grey eyes dancing as she exchanged looks with Doug. “It’s quite funny really.”


    “Funny?” Cal raised his eyebrows at her.


    “Well, you have to admit that it is. Poor dog, trying to do his best, but not understanding a word of what you said for all those months. Elsa has a wonderful sense of humour.” Her pink cheeks inflated into two cherry tomato coloured pin cushions as she tittered into her glass of G and T with such force that the contents almost bubbled over.


    “You’ve still lost us,” Meli said, trying to ignore the remarkable feat.


    Lowering her glass, Barbara sobered her expression with some difficulty. “Well, Elsa is from German ancestry, and she spent quite a lot of her early years in Germany. German is her second language. Didn’t you know?”


    Meli and Cal shook their heads in unison. Barbara slapped the table, her bangles crashing against the hard wood with the sound of cymbals. “How could you not know that?”


    How could we, Meli thought to herself, if no one told us? But she didn’t have a chance to comment as Barbara spurted on like a kettle that was fast coming to the boil.


    “Now, take Vilma, the Countess. There’s another German descendent. There seem to be a few scattered around the vicinity.” She slurped at her G & T.


    The Countess was in the other bar. Meli had seen her with Bill when she went to spend a penny. “What about Bill?” She found herself asking.


    Barbara squinted in confusion, as though one of them must be having trouble following the conversation. “Bill?”


    “Yes, Bill. Where does he come from?” In her mind Meli was wondering if Bill was short for something else; something German, like Wilhelm? After all, there was a Hitler-like look about him: cold , mean dark eyes, thick brows, ego as big as the chip on his shoulder that he was such a shrimp. All that was missing was the little moustache.


    “Bill Barber? He’s a local, from here, in the village,” she dismissed him with a flippant wave of her hand. “You know, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Elsa hadn’t deliberately raised Quassi to understand German, just so she could do to someone like what she’s done to you,” she was obviously finding the whole thing hilarious, her usually sleepy eyes bright as pearls. “She’s probably been having a ball at your expense, watching you try to control him, teach him obedience.” Her hooting laugh drew looks from every soul in the bar. Even the barflys, sitting in their usual places under the window, or pressed into the benches along the walls, with their halves of bitter and whisky chasers, lifted their faces from the tables to glare at her.


    Meli wasn’t finding any of this even remotely amusing, a fact she suspected was clearly indicated on her face when Cal suggested they leave, before they’d even finished their drinks. In truth, Meli found Barbara about as much fun tonight as having an elephant stand on your foot while crapping on your head. Barbara was displaying a complete lack of understanding about having to live under Elsa’s threatening wing, even though she knew all about the rifle, SS being blasted to Kingdom Come, the cars, the cows, everything.


    Meli’s mood accompanied her all the way home, and even the fine drizzle that drifted slowly through the air, forming a second skin over her body, did nothing to cool her heated brow. When Cal made some innocent comment about why hadn’t she hosed down the drive when he almost slipped up, where the combination of dung and damp had formed a thin slimy layer underfoot, Cal became the match that lit Meli’s fuse. They had a stand up argument outside the front door, each coming up with several excellent and justified reasons why they shouldn’t be the one to take responsibility for this abhorrent task. They still weren’t speaking when they slipped into bed.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 17


    


    “Mum.” It was George who put his head around the door. Glancing down at her watch, Meli saw that it was nearly eleven. Where had the last four hours gone? Pulling back her shoulders she eased the taut muscles, hearing a number of joints crack.


    “What is it?” she asked, flicking him a distracted smile from where she was kneeling on the floor, the first mask pressed between her knees as she worked her chisel over the soft wood, carefully negotiating the contours which would become a nose.


    “I can’t find my walkman.”


    “Well it must be somewhere. When did you see it last?” Returning her gaze to the half formed face, Meli gently plucked a splinter from one of the bulging eyes.


    He gave a little shrug. “Don’t know.”


    “Well, where have you looked?”


    “Everywhere.” The desperation inflicted into the one word was enough to draw Meli’s attention again. If she knew her son, and she knew she did, he would probably only have looked as far as the shelf above his bed.


    “Well, go and have another good look - all around your room this time, and if you really can’t find it come and let me know.” Balancing the chisel lightly between her fingers, she watched as George and his rounded shoulders sauntered away. “And ask David to help too,” she called after him.


    Minutes later, through the twins bedroom window, she heard raised voices. Moving to the door she listened. As if sensing that she was eavesdropping the boys fell silent. Deciding that she needed to go to the loo anyway, she went indoors and making her way to the bathroom, she stopped off at their bedroom.


    “Everything okay?” she asked, peering around the door. Two pairs of eyes popped from their sockets as they darted towards her. The word ‘guilty’ was written in huge red letters across their startled faces; although what were they guilty of? Apart from the room looking a bit more topsy-turvy than usual, there was nothing particularly unusual that she could spy. “Did you find your walkman?”George cast a stony glare in his brothers direction, before turning back to her.


    “No, not yet, Dave the Grave is still helping me look for it.” The boys still insisted on calling each other by those horrible names. Tim Meaker had a lot to answer for.


    “Okay then, just make sure you tidy up when you’ve finished.” Meli suspected that David had hidden it in repayment for some prank George had played on him. Happened all the time. With a final sweeping inspection of the room, Meli left them to it.


    “Do you want a cup of tea?” It was George, casting his shadow through the doorway for the second time that day. Meli nearly fell off her stool. An offer of a cup of tea, made voluntarily by any of the kids, was rarer than a set of hens teeth.


    “That’s nice of you. Yes please,” hiding her amazement, she turned back to her work. Intuitively she sensed that her son hadn’t moved. Glancing over her shoulder she saw that her suspicion was correct.


    “What?” she enquired, before asking. “Did you find your walkman in the end?”


    Shuffling forward on the soles of his trainers, he stopped just short of her, hands plunged into his pockets, his eyes two huge blue pools staring at her through an overhang of blond hair. “When will SS be back?”


    So that was it. Swallowing the troublesome memories and her white lies that shot up and clogged in her throat like a tangle of coarse woollen fibres, Meli hurriedly replied. “I don’t know. Probably not for a couple of months yet. Like I told you before, it takes time to raise a family,” she couldn’t quite meet his intense eyes.


    “I miss him.”


    “Yes, we all do.” When he remained unusually coy for a moment, Meli’s intuition warned her that she was being primed for something. She studied his expression, trying to get a hint.


    Sucking on his lower lip, he dipped his gaze for a fleeting moment before catching her in the full force of his dazzling blue headlights. “Can I have a pet?”


    “No.” The one word was ejected from her tongue with enough speed to break the sound barrier. Realising that George could quite rightly point out that she hadn’t given his request any consideration, she added. “We already have Quassi. He’s good company for you, especially now we can speak to him. We really don’t want any more pets. Sorry.”


    He pushed out his lower lip petulantly. “But I’d look after it, really, I would. It would only be something really small. You wouldn’t even know it was here,” he persisted, tearing his hands from his pockets and thrusting them down by his sides, fingers clenched passionately, echoing the same pledges spoken by children in households all over the world.


    Meli’s head was rocking back and forth. “No. No more pets.” Watching his lip quiver unhappily, she did feel a real heel. She vaguely recalled pleading with Amy for a pet, and her own heartfelt assurances that she would care for it. Eventually, along came a sweet little guinea pig she’d named Pepper. At first she did care for him devotedly. For all of about a month. After that Amy was lumbered. Meli wasn’t going to fall into the same trap. Was that wrong? She stiffened her shoulders resolutely; one pet for George would become one for David, and one for Cassie, and by her arithmetic, that made three. No way. Dismissively, she turned back to her work. Her cup of tea never did materialise. She wasn’t surprised.


    


    They were less than a week into the holidays when Meli felt the first tantrums brewing in her play pen, jointly attributed to her playmates: the boys, and her toys - internal and external events; in equal proportions. Although it was great having the kids home - somehow the knowledge that there were others around went some way to allay her anxiety about being alone - the twins were without doubt a constant nuisance. When they stayed in, not even thirty minutes would go by without one of them wanting something, and every where they went they left a trail of disaster. If only they were a couple of years older, she found herself wishing on more than one occasion, so they could have an allowance and keep themselves occupied, like their big sister, who, under their recent pact, had the decency to keep out from under her hair.


    And the external, irritating events? Well, they read like a travesty of village country life. An almost farcical and unbelievable catalogue of events guaranteed to reduce the most stout hearted to tears.


    On Monday, what passed as their front garden: a narrow flower bed with a scattering of marigolds and pansies, struggling to survive an ever growing crush of unrestrained weeds, was almost demolished, when several cows were forced onto the drive, when Elsa decided to motor up the track as the cows were coming down from milking. Then on Tuesday, the steak Meli had defrosted for dinner vanished. How could two bloody pieces of steak the size of dinner plates just vanish? Meli had looked accusingly at Quassi, but despite a thorough inspection of his oral cavity with a magnifying glass, she couldn’t detect any incriminating slivers of meat stuck between his yellowed teeth, and there were no bloodstains on his lips or muzzle. Then on Wednesday there had been flies in Cassie’s room; on Friday morning flies in Meli and Cal’s room. Their appearance just couldn’t be explained by logic or guesswork, although Meli’s personal conspiracy theory (one she knew was best kept to herself) was that Elsa was somehow responsible, however absurd it seemed.


    The following week, the list just got longer. On the Monday, Meli had had a scare when the boys went missing all day. It dawned on her about two o’clock, when her own stomach, which was being eaten away by its own acid, reminded her that there were no other hungry mouths to feed. Downing tools, she had checked the house, before frantically scouring the village, eventually finding them in their bedroom when she returned, and was on the verge of calling Cal. When questioned about their whereabouts, the boys had just said they’d been here and there. On Wednesday, Elsa and Tabby began stalking her. Every time she looked out one of them would be lurking somewhere, sometimes both, and in the afternoon a burned out wreck appeared in front of the trailer, a blackened, unidentifiable husk of tortured black metal. Friday, another bout of flies.


    Only two weeks into the holidays, and just over two weeks into her commission, and already Meli was on the verge of throwing her rattles from her pen! And it was showing, her work was suffering. After killing a room full of flies with one of six specially purchased cans of spray - which was a mammoth mistake she realised after annihilating them, as she then had to hoover up all the stiff little corpses - she noticed a strange smell in the boys room. Expecting to at least find one pair of rotting socks under the bed, a quick hunt revealed nothing.


    She rang Cal at work to sound off at him, then afterwards realised that she probably sounded like a deranged fool. She shed a couple of tears. She was tempted to call him back, but luckily sense prevailed and she heeded the tiny voice in her head, urging her not to risk condemning herself further!


    When Cal came home he insisted that she accompanied him to the pub after dinner, obviously thinking that a couple of very large house whites would restore her sanity and wash away all her problems. It helped, to a certain degree, although it did take three glasses of the magic nectar before she felt herself loosening up.


    While they were in the bar, Tim joined them. “Haven’t seen much of the boys since school broke up,” he threw in the casual comment during the course of the conversation, between sinking huge mouthfuls of his coal black Guinness and demolishing a steak and ale pie. “In fact, hardly at all, especially this week.” Meli didn’t think too much about it at the time, but it was another puzzle, which tossed and turned in her mind, disturbing her sleep that night. Where had they been on Monday, when they’d scared her half to death by their absence? When they had told her they’d been here and there, she had assumed that that would include time with Tim. And where did they go on the other days? What were they afraid to tell her? She would have to find out. She would have to do some investigative work.


    Thankfully there was no sign of Elsa or Tabby stalking her over the weekend, probably put off by Cal being home. She was a wily old vixen.


    


    On Monday, when the boys announced that they were off out, Meli was all set to follow them. Her amateur sleuthing was almost cut short though, when the boys unexpectedly doubled back on themselves before they reached the main road. Hearing their lowered voices getting louder, Meli was forced to run back down the trail, and clamber between the rusting hulk of the milk float and the trailer, stifling a curse when she caught her leg on a jagged protrusion of metal. Praying that the boys wouldn’t sense her, she watched them furtively scuttle passed between her and the lodge, as they headed down to the farm; a highly suspicious act, especially as they seemed to be masters at it, darting from wall to bush, bush to hedge, crouched low to the floor. What on earth were they up to? And why did they feel the need for such subterfuge? Keeping her distance, her trainers silent like the paws of a stalking cat, she was their distant shadow. Before the farmhouse came into view, the boys clambered over a stone wall, and cut through a pasture. Reaching another fence they climbed over.


    Meli felt like a crook as, back lowered, she scooted through the pasture, making good use of the overgrown grasses and bushes for concealment. Reaching the far wall, her fingers crawled slowly up the coarse stonework, then clinging to the top she drew herself up and peered over. She almost took her last breath on coming face to face with Elsa! Meli was felled backwards, her bottom striking the ground with a teeth jarring thump. From her lowly position, she found herself staring wide eyed up at Elsa as she appeared through the gate.


    “Get out of here,” the old woman wailed shrilly, beating the air only inches from the tip of Meli’s nose with her walking stick, locks of matted hair hissing like angry cobras as they were thrashed around her shoulders. Scuttling backwards crablike until the tall blades of grass consumed her, Meli rolled over and in a very undignified getaway, she crawled for several feet before daring to rise onto rubbery legs and taking flight. Her heart was pounding so hard in her ribcage, that she thought it was going to arrest! She hoped that the boys were okay, and she prayed earnestly that they hadn’t witnessed her cowardly encounter.


    How had Elsa known she was there? Stumbling up the trail to the safety of home, she rushed for the door. It was open. A deathly hush fell in Meli’s chest when her heart stopped and missed several beats, before being kick-started when she took a juddering breath. She couldn’t remember for sure whether or not she had secured it. Letting herself in, her gaze sweeping around her, she moved through to the kitchen. Her hand flew to her throat on seeing the little rotting corpse on the kitchen table. Meli let out a scream as she recognised SS. Clasping her hand over her mouth she backed away, fighting to hold down her breakfast, which was yo-yoing up and down her gullet in a consistency resembling sausage meat. How on earth had it got in here? Worse still, what if the boys suddenly came back? Valiantly, she forced her breakfast back down into her stomach. Tearing a black bin liner from the roll, she used it to pick SS up and quickly scooped him inside by turning the bag inside out around him. She felt several fragile bones crack between her fingers. That was just too much. Her breakfast launched itself into the sink. Several seconds later, she prepared to tackle the bag again. Tying up the opening she carried it at arms length between two fingers, and taking it outside, she dropped it in the dustbin.


    Returning to the kitchen she grabbed a bottle of bleach and soaked the table with it. Something, she wasn’t sure what it could be as it certainly wasn’t breakfast, gave a sickening lurch in her sore stomach, when she saw two maggots doing the back stroke. Was there no end to the horrors of the day? Turning away she took several deep calming breaths while trying to picture something pleasant and soothing in her mind. But even the rush of oxygen this provided to her brain wasn’t enough to maintain the picture of a lovely spring garden, and the serene picture kept being over-written by the ghastly sight of swarms of black flies descending onto the corpses of dead animals and children lying amongst the flower beds. Giving up, she decided that the only thing she could do was face her fears and finish clearing away all traces of the outrage. She spent fifteen minutes, cleaning and re cleaning the table, wondering if she would ever be able to eat off it again. When her arms couldn’t scrub any more, she pulled back a chair, and collapsed onto it. She sat there for a moment, before tiredly dragging off her rubber gloves and hurling them over her shoulder in the direction of the sink.


    She closed her eyes. How the devil had the corpse come to be in the kitchen? It couldn’t have been Elsa, much as she would have liked to lay the blame on her. Not unless she had a twin. Maybe that was it. There were two of them. No, that’s just plain daft, she told herself. Be sensible. Suddenly it dawned on her that whoever it was might still be in the house. She thought about the mysterious flies. Was someone upstairs right at this moment tipping a bag of flies into one of the bedrooms? Horror crept over her skin like a burning rampant rash. She rose to her feet and stared out the window, as though hoping to see a white knight in shining armour heading her way, or even Quassi. There was no one. She would have to do this herself.


    Sliding open a drawer as quietly as she could, she took out a carving knife. Staring at the glittering silver blade for a moment, she dropped it back in the drawer. What good was it? No use taking such a lethal weapon if you weren’t prepared to use it, and she couldn’t imagine thrusting that blade into anyone’s flesh, even if threatened. Scrabbling around in the drawer she picked up her rolling pin. Now, this she could imagine braining someone with. She’d never used it before (for rolling pastry or knocking senseless a maniac), but now might be the time. Gripping it for all she was worth, she checked the house. Much to her relief she didn’t need to use it.


    Completing a final check of the kitchen, ensuring that no evidence remained, apart from the nose burning smell of bleach which would no doubt linger for hours, she forced herself to go back to work. It was almost impossible to do anything though, with fingers that worked with the proficiency of eight frozen runner beans with sausages for thumbs, and every time there was a little creak or sound her heart lurched. She was also tortured by thoughts about the twins. Where were they? Were they safe?


    Hearing sounds, Meli glanced through the doorway, and saw the boys trot across the drive and into the house, the AWOL Quassi in tow. They didn’t seem to be limping, missing any limbs or dripping blood, but nevertheless, she down tooled and was instantly on her feet and chasing after them.


    “Hi kids,” she greeted, as she rushed indoors. “I see you found Quassi.”


    “No, we didn’t find him,” George countered with a smirk. “Q found us.”


    Given an unexpected opening, Meli leaped on it. “What, down at the church?”


    The boys exchanged cagey looks, before David replied rather hesitantly. “No, we went to do some exploring in the old barns at the back of the farm. Q found us there.”


    Did she believe them? They were headed that way when last seen, so it was probably true. “I don’t want you going there again,” she told them. “There, there’s probably lots of things you could hurt yourself on,” it was very lame. “Also there are a lot of adders around at the moment,” the recollection of Tim’s warning came to her rescue, although she wasn’t sure that they actually resided in barns; still, hopefully the boys didn’t know that.


    “Grim told us that adders hide in long grasses and undergrowth.” George dashed her hopes. “So does that mean we can’t go in the graveyard then?”


    Was he deliberately trying to outwit her? Meli did some quick thinking. “No, that’s fine.” Being at the church was far preferable to them being anywhere near the farm and Elsa. At least she knew where they were, and Tim would be there to watch over them. “Tim told me he searches the graveyard twice every day and gets rid of any he finds.” George nodded, appearing quite content with her answer.


    “Cheese on toast?” Meli offered the twins. When they both consented, Meli organised them preparing the toast, while she grated a mountain of cheese. Piling this onto the lightly browned bread, Meli enquired innocently. “Where are you off to this afternoon?” She slid the grill pan under the grill.


    “Down to see Grim,” David answered as he dragged a screeching chair out from under the table and then plonked himself on it. Why couldn’t they have gone there earlier and saved her all that worry, she wondered?


    “Mum, what have you done to your leg?” David asked, studying her leg with some interest.


    Her lingering embarrassment at her failed espionage, flipped up and struck her in the face like the tail of a cold kipper. Squirming inwardly, Meli hid her hot cheeks by lowering her head and glancing down, seeing a long, blood congealed scratch, that started just beneath the hem of her shorts, which annoyingly were torn, and ran down to the middle of her shin. “I don’t know, probably just caught it on something,” she replied quickly as she placed their toast in front of them. Yanking some kitchen towel from the roll, she dampened it, before working it down her leg, wiping away the dried blood. Dropping it in the bin, she forced herself to join the boys at the table, the bile in her stomach spitting and bubbling like a brew in a witches cauldron as she recalled the decomposing corpse, half expecting a maggot to appear and break-dance across the surface of her hot, sizzling cheese.


    Nibbling slowly, she became conscious that the boys had finished their lunches, and were preparing to leave. “Quassi can stay here,” she told them. “He’s had enough adventures for one day.” Total lie, but she knew she would feel safer with his company. “What time will you be back?” she called after them.


    “Dinner time,” David chortled over his shoulder.


    She listened to their voices fading away. She had lost any inclination to follow them again. Meli realised that she was perspiring, and it had nothing to do with the heat of the day. Picking up her plate, her clumsy fingers dropped it, and it broke into several pieces when it struck the tiles. Cursing, she cleared it away. She kept thinking about the corpse, wrapped and discarded in the bin; the image of finding it prostrate on the table appearing in macabre flashbacks. She checked for Quassi. He was lying on the cool floor, muzzle resting on his front paws as he regarded her, wondering why she’d made him stay, when he could have been out having fun with the boys.


    “I bet you know what’s been going on?” Quassi lifted his head and waggled his ears. If only she knew how to ask him in German, would he then be prepared to share what he knew?


    An hour later, Meli pushed back her stool in despair and glared at her hands accusingly. Nothing would go right, partly because her fingers were still behaving more like frozen runner beans and sausages, than the fingers of a craftswoman. She was just too distracted, too on edge. Maybe a walk would do her good. Slipping Quassi’s lead on, she locked the door to the studio and the house, then double checked both were secure before leaving. A breeze had sprung up, gently stirring the trees, exchanging nautical tales for tales of the woodlands; but there was nothing cool about it, in fact it felt about the same temperature as the air blasted from her hairdryer. Taking a band from her pocket, she scooped her hair from where it was sticking to her shoulders, and gathered it into a ponytail. As she ambled down the road she felt eyes watching her. Glancing right she could see over the hedgerow to the farmhouse and the back of the sheds shadowing the yard. Elsa was standing there, watching her. A chill ran down Meli’s spine. She looked away. She had known for ages now that there was something wrong with Elsa, so she shouldn’t let herself get upset.


    Passing the Post Office she turned into the church. For some reason she felt drawn to go inside. She found herself hurrying along, hoping not to be seen by the boys - wherever they might be - who might want to join her. Securing Quassi to a bench, she moved to the porch covering the south door. It was a heavy panelled wooden door with rusting studs and tarnished black painted hinges. Grasping the circular brass handle she lifted the latch and let herself in. The air was cold as it brushed against her skin, causing a rush of goose bumps over her body, and her nostrils filled with the fusty aroma of ancient stone walls and damp wood. As her eyes adjusted to the gloomy interior, she saw that there was a family of four already inside, huddled together around an open guide book. Meli sat down on the last row of pews and stared ahead, past the nave with its three tier pulpit, towards the magnificent east window, where light poured through the stained glass, in a spectacular kaleidoscope of colours. Loosing herself in the light show, Meli found what she was seeking: solitude, and with it that wonderful sense of peace that she only ever found in churches. Sponge-like, she soaked it up. She barely noticed when the family left.


    Several minutes later the latch clicked, the sound echoing beneath the high, vaulted ceiling. Meli was conscious of someone entering. It was the vicar.


    “Morning. Nice and cool in here,” he commented as he approached. “Mrs. Noble I believe?” His eyes registered recognition.


    Rising to her feet, the cheeks of her bottom paralysed as though given equal shots of morphine, compliments of the unforgiving pew, Meli found herself facing a man of equal height to herself, probably in his late fifties, with leathery, boot-brown skin. Struggling to avert her gaze from the two bleached sideburns, that resembled a pair of dead hamsters glued to his cheeks, Meli forced herself to focus on the inquisitive hazel eyes that were regarding her. Nodding, Meli accepted the proffered hand. The vicars fingers were thin and cold, the flesh almost transparent.


    “Yes, but please call me Meli,” she told him.


    “Gordon Jackson. No relation to the actor though,” he introduced himself with a twinkle in his eyes, his thin lips curling up into a humorous grin, revealing a set of large teeth, dazzling white against his dark completion. “I see your lads are out helping Tim again?”


    “Yes, they seem to really enjoy coming here,” Meli smiled


    “Well, Tim certainly seems to like their company, although I suspect that he also enjoys having two such helpful assistants.” Meli thought that his expression was mildly disapproving.


    “Have you been at this church long?” Meli found herself asking.


    “About twelve years now.” As she watched, Gordon loosely crossed his arms and shifted his weight onto his right hip. He didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry. This was promising.


    “So you know everyone quite well?”


    “Yes, you could say that,” he cocked his head, studying her with interest now.


    “Do you know much about Elsa Vitty and her background?”


    An understanding smile crossed his features, and his head nodded slightly. “Elsa playing up?”


    “She is definitely a strange kettle of fish,” Meli made the understatement, amazing herself by speaking so calmly when just the thought of her neighbour was enough to cause shivers these days.


    “Elsa used to live quite a normal life, I understand. Married, with two sons.” His eyes screwed up thoughtfully, like rucks in an old pair of boots. “The older son was, well, not normal from what I’ve heard. Died when he was five, an accident on the farm. After that, Elsa went to pieces, becoming more and more strange. But I have to say that she is harmless, she can just be…., well difficult and unpredictable. She’s more a risk to herself. Neglects herself,” he explained on seeing Meli’s baffled look.


    “What happened to her husband and the younger son?” The mention of the two children explained the birthday card.


    “The marriage didn’t survive for long after the bereavement. They left soon after, moved away, although as far as I know they never took that final step and divorced. Terrible really, just terrible.” He shook his head sympathetically.


    Meli nodded.


    “The younger son is buried outside, under the elm tree.” Gordon suddenly volunteered. “I’m sure Tim would show you if you are interested?”


    “Yes, I might ask him some time,” Meli replied, planning in her mind that this would be her next move. She was feeling a buzz of excitement, sensing that she had found her very own mole. No more battles with the immovable Mrs. Barber, and what was more, the vicar didn’t seem to want anything in return. Definitely worth remembering.


    “Well, thanks for the chat,” she cast him an appreciative smile, her mind already busy turning over this new information.


    “Anytime. Always a pleasure.” Uncrossing his arms, totally oblivious to the lift he’d given her, Gordon turned and began to make his way solemnly along the flagstones, his vestments swirling around a pair of brilliant white trainers.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 18


    


    Leaving the church was like opening an oven door and stepping inside. This must be how a chicken feels when its stuffed into a gas mark five oven, she decided, as her sweat glands went into action, coating her body in a fine damp sheen. Standing just outside the porch, she scanned the graveyard, looking for her prey. There he was, off to the right, and as far as she could see, he was on his own. Great. Striding towards him, she was only reminded of Quassi, when he called her back with a series of disgruntled yaps.


    “Sorry,” she apologised, seeing the hurt in his eyes, “tut mir leid,” she translated. “Almost forgot you,” she didn’t even try to translate this bit. Quassi would have to start meeting them half way, and learn to comprehend some English. Deftly untying his lead, she set off again, working her way around the graves with single-minded strides.


    Hearing their approach, Tim turned, and raising his hand shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun to check who it was. “Good day, Mrs. Noble,” he touched his forehead in an old fashioned greeting. He wouldn’t call her Meli, even though she had invited him to on several occasions. “If you’re looking for the boys they left about ten minutes ago. Said something about being hungry,” although his lips remained unemotional, his eyes glittered down at her. “And how is our German talking dog?” he enquired. “Guten Nackt,” bending down he patted Quassi between his ears. In response, Quassi thrust his head into Tim’s plate-sized hand.


    Meli suppressed the grin tugging at her lips. Had he really meant to say good nude? But whatever he had meant, Quassi didn’t seem to care. He just seemed so blissfully happy every time a German sounding word was uttered in his hearing. And there had been quite a few lately. It seemed that the entire village had been struck by German mania since hearing about Quassi, who was becoming quite a local celebrity. Meli was sure that every German phrase book from Penzance to Exeter must have been snatched from the shelves of all the bookshops in the last week or two, as everyone in the village had begun sprouting German in a variety of different sounding accents, and sometimes with some comical results; like the immortal words uttered by Mrs. Harringer, who messed up her pronunciation of ‘setzen’ and instead of inviting Quassi to sit, it sounded very much like she invited Quassi to have intercourse! As they said, a little knowledge could be a dangerous thing. But Meli had never seen Quassi look so happy. In fact, if she didn’t know better, she would have sworn that the slight curl to his lips was a smile; and at times, his tail whirled with such manic abandonment, that he was in serious danger of being lifted bodily from the ground and carried away.


    “I didn’t know that you could speak German,” Meli felt she should acknowledge his attempt.


    Tim threw back his head to stare at her. “I don’t, the boys have been teaching me a word or two.” That probably accounted for his mistake. Little pests were probably deliberately teaching him wrong words.


    “I hear Elsa had a son who died, and is buried here?” Her sudden change of subject caused something to happen to Tim’s expression. It was very subtle, no more than a flutter of gauze across the sun that barely caused a shadow, but for Tim that was quite dramatic. “Gordon was just telling me.” Name dropper, she chastised herself, dimpling up at him, hoping that if Tim knew the vicar had been speaking to her on the matter, he’d know that it would be quite in order for him to as well.


    Twisting slightly, so his shoulder was to the sun that was slicing between the crenulated parapet of the church tower, he leaned his lanky frame heavily on the garden fork he’d been holding, forcing the prongs to slice into the flesh of the earth while he pondered her question for a moment. “Yes, just over yonder,” he eventually replied, using his neck as a pointer, jerking it over to his right. “Do you want me to show you?”


    Meli nodded, trying not to show the eagerness that was bubbling inside her. If he didn’t take her soon she was in danger of effervescing until frothy bubbles spurted from every orifice in her head. Of course, she could have found it easily herself, but if Tim accompanied her it increased her chance of getting more information.


    “Would you mind?” he asked, leaning the monster sized fork towards her as he delved into a deep pocket, and having rummaged around for a moment, produced a hankie, which he used to wipe beads of perspiration from his forehead. Meli obligingly took the handle. When Tim moved away with his giant strides, Meli was left grappling to retrieve it from the ground, where it was firmly embedded like Excalibur in the rock; and she was no King Arthur. Thrusting her foot against the side of a solid looking tomb chest, Meli used it as a purchase to brace herself so she could rock the uncooperative prongs free. Hurrying after Tim, with Quassi tugging her forwards, and the fork dragging at her heels, it wasn’t until she’d struggled twelve paces with it that she realised what he had done. Suckered again.


    The small, oblong headstone, half buried in soil and weeds, was like a pea at the foot of a mountain, in this case a magnificent ancient elm, in an area Meli guessed would be cold and shadowed all year round. It was conspicuous by its aura of neglect and isolation, that reached out to her and plucked painfully at her heartstrings. Beneath this foreboding island wilderness was the body of a small child, a child who had suffered in life and then been taken so cruelly, and was now apparently forgotten. Resting the fork against the trunk, Meli crouched down and tore aside some of the overgrown and clinging tendrils. “This is a disgrace,” she muttered to herself. The engraved words were few, and only just legible, faded by time, and overwritten by a lime green graffiti of scaly lichen. The inscription read:-


    


    Finn Mountford


    son of Elsa & Ken


    five years old when taken


    


    “Mountford?” Meli read the name out loud, confusion in her voice.


    “That’s Finn’s name. Elsa’s too, until she reverted back to her maiden name. You know, after what happened.”


    Now that was definitely news. Straightening, she lifted her gaze to Tim, her eyes narrowed against the glowing backdrop of azure sky that framed his head. “Do you remember what happened?” She couldn’t see his expression, which was hidden in shadows, but she caught the nod of his head on its long stalk. With his wild shock of hair and his blanked out features, he reminded her of a giant sunflower.


    “It was a blessing by all accounts.” He flicked his gaze over his shoulder, back towards the church and the pathway, as though checking there was no one around who might catch him speaking about this. Apart from a couple of bumble bees working their way across the graveyard, all was quiet. Wiping his hankie around his neck he poked it into the breast pocket of his shirt. Tim definitely appeared uncomfortable. “Hardly anyone ever saw the boy. Wasn’t right, you know, in the head. Elsa kept him hidden away. Then there was the accident on the farm. Fell from the tractor. Died instantly. Elsa, well Elsa was never the same.”


    Lowering her gaze she stared back at the headstone, wondering why no one had ever mentioned any of this before. Especially knowing what troubles they were having with Elsa.


    As if reading her mind, Tim said. “All happened long ago in the past. Best left buried there too.” His voice held a note of finality to it, possibly even an edge of warning, warning her to leave alone? Meli was a little surprised therefore, when he added in a gravely whisper. “And so much trouble after.” The hankie was whisked out again and dabbed over his cheeks; to mop up perspiration, or wipe away tears? Meli just couldn’t make out no matter how hard she squinted.


    Sensing that now might be a timely point to conclude this particular session, Meli said. “Well, thanks for showing me the grave, Tim.” He was gazing away into the distance, over her head, lost in the memories of long ago. “The boys will be wondering where I am.” When he still didn’t respond, Meli left him standing there unmoving, like a pole hammered into the soil. Her heart was unusually heavy as she headed home. Poor Elsa. She had suffered so much. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than loosing a child. Then to have your marriage break up too, and loose your other child as well. Horrible, just horrible. No wonder she was crackers.


    The twins were sitting on the wall, taking it in turns to throw pebbles at a nominated cow pat, seeing who could make the most hits while they awaited her return. “Been here long?” Meli asked, resisting the urge to pull them both to her chest and cover their scruffy golden heads with kisses.


    “Nope,” David replied as he dropped down from the wall. “And I won, thirteen to twelve.”


    “No you didn’t, it was a draw. That first one didn’t count cos you were standing up,” bleated George as he landed on his feet beside his brother, unhappy to think that he had lost by one shot.


    Unlocking the door, Meli was smirking to herself at their antics, which at any other time might have piqued her, but since her visit to the graveyard, she considered herself so lucky to have two healthy twins, until George commented. “Hey mum, have you seen your bum?” By rotating her neck around her shoulder, and by sticking out her bottom, she saw what George was referring to. She had huge scuffed grass stains on both cheeks of her shorts, from her encounter with Elsa in the pasture, which then reminded her about the tear at the front, and the blood stain. To think that she had been out looking in such a state. And in front of the vicar too. What must he have thought of her? She was mortified.


    Trotting up to her room she grabbed some clean shorts and then locking herself in the bathroom, she washed her leg and changed. The torn shorts were only fit for the bin, and that was where she chucked them on her way to the fridge to pour herself a pint of ice cold lemonade, while the boys helped themselves to a snack of digestives.


    Meli had so much to think about. She also had a lot of work to catch up on following her enlightening afternoon. She made excellent progress, despite all the Elsa information that was taking up three quarters of her brain activity as it was assimilated, and the intolerable heat that made her entire body feel like a melting ice cream: uncomfortably soggy and sticky. Everything was beginning to make so much more sense now, but Meli knew that there was a lot more to uncover. She suspected that more than one villager housed their own grisly skeleton in their cupboards in true Agatha Christie style, and in true Agatha Christie fashion, she was going to root them all out. She strongly suspected that they were all somehow related to Elsa, and to Finn’s death. Had Elsa killed Finn? No, that was just too terrible to be true, but nonetheless, the thought curdled the lemonade in her stomach.


    Meli didn’t stop until Cal arrived home. He was late, but she hadn’t even noticed. As she hadn’t given a thought about dinner, Cal took them all out to have dinner at the pub.


    As soon as Meli had Cal on his own, she relayed the gut-retching details of how she found SS on the table. Meeting his surgically fixed expression, she could tell that at first he thought she was joking, but she quickly put him straight on this. Without comment, he went to the kitchen, and poured them both a large scotch. After a short debate, the best explanation Cal could come up with, with his usual premise that there had to be a perfectly logical explanation, was that Quassi was responsible. With a growing sense of irritability, Meli listened to him expound, with growing confidence in his own deductive powers, that Quassi must have found the body, retrieved it, and brought it home and deposited it on the table. Why couldn’t he just admit that strange things were happening? That someone was coming into their home, taking things, trying to scare her? Was he so blinkered that he could have successfully auditioned for the role of one of the three blind mice in panto? After a short, sulky silence, and without giving in to the angry rebuttal that was trying to prise itself from her mouth, Meli drew breath, and went on to fill him in on some of the other events of the day, including the revelations about Elsa’s past. She was careful to stick to the bare facts, having made a personal pact not to share any more of her own theories, which were like throwing feathers at a stone wall and expecting them to penetrate.


    “I do feel sorry for her,” she commented. “And I can’t make up my mind whether any of this makes it better or worse for us? For all we know we will keep upsetting her and adding to her instability. I wonder if she ever had any help after Finn died, you know, counselling?” She was silent for a moment, then added with conviction in her voice. “But whether she did or not, she does seem to need help now, although a doctor or a psychiatrist might be more in order.”


    “I doubt they would do anything. She isn’t a danger to anyone except maybe herself, as the vicar implied,” Cal sighed with exasperation. “We’ll just have to play it by ear.” Meli bit her tongue. That was easy for him to say, when he wasn’t living with the intimidating presence of Elsa twenty-four hours a day.


    Lying beside Cal, unable to sleep even though midnight had slipped by, Meli contemplated her lot. At some point, the thought flicked through her mind, that the interested buyers before them had in fact had a lucky escape, and that the only luck fate had deemed fit to show them, was bad luck. Otherwise, they would be living somewhere quite happily, with fantastic neighbours who would by now have become their best bosom chums. But then, wouldn’t that be boring by comparison? Her teeth flashed in the darkness. At least each day here was filled with surprises, and despite everything, she loved it. Just those troublesome skeletons between her and paradise.


    She rolled over, trying to put some distance between a pig-grunting, sweating husband who kept encroaching on her space, searching for that elusive cool spot that his sleeping brain wouldn’t believe didn’t exist, if only he could find it. A leg suddenly launched itself across her hip and instantly stuck there, like a huge hairy fly to flypaper. Using the persuasive power of her elbow, she rammed it into the soft fleshy bit, just beneath his ribs. With a grunt of forcibly vented air, he rolled over, his departing thigh like a wax treatment as it painfully removed a layer of skin and hair from them both.


    


    “Morning mum.”


    Now who could that cheerful voice belong to, Meli wondered? Twisting to look over her shoulder she was confronted by someone who looked remarkably like her daughter, only this person was like a bubbly glass of champagne with her bright, smiling face, and Cass usually resembled a flat glass of day old cider.


    “Morning,” she beamed back, trying not to show her shock. It was only nine thirty, crack of dawn as far as Cass was usually concerned. In her hand she was holding a mug of tea.


    “Thought you might like a drink,” Cassie told her, handing over the hot mug. Meli nearly dropped her sandpaper in shock.


    “That was kind of you, thanks.“ Putting the mug on the workbench, she glanced over her daughter, who was wearing a short denim skirt and a tight pink tee shirt, low cut, emphasising a deep, plunging cleavage that put her own little crease in the shade. Her auburn hair was freshly washed, the daylight glittering off the natural red highlights as they tangoed in light springy steps over her shoulders, and she was wearing makeup. All of this told Meli that she must have been up for a couple of hours. Something special must be happening today. She quickly checked the date in her head, but no, it wasn’t Cass’ birthday, nor any other important date that she could recall.


    “You look very nice,” she commented.


    Cassie batted her eyelashes coyly, her eyes wandering away to glance everywhere but in her mother’s direction. “Just popping into town to meet some friends.”


    Meli guessed that the ‘friends’ had to include a special male. “That’s nice. What have you got planned for the day?”


    Cassie shrugged and played with a ringlet of hair, twisting it around a finger. “Nothing special. Taking my swim suit and towel, as we’ll probably go swimming.”


    Not wanting to put a spanner in her big day, Meli declined to ask whether the thickly applied layers of mascara were water proof. Besides, she had a sneaking suspicion that the closest her daughter intended getting to the water was to roast herself under a hot summers sun on a nice stretch of sand, close enough to enjoy the sound of the waves, but where there was no risk of actually being caught in any. You didn’t take that much care with your appearance to wash it all away in two seconds. “Do you want me to give you a lift?”


    “Oh no,” the words were almost spat out as a pair of huge, horrified eyes met hers. Quickly lowering her gaze, Cassie took a moment to adjust the neck line of her tee shirt. “I know you’re busy. I’m used to taking the bus now. Thanks though.”


    Meli watched her departure. Cassie had definitely been smitten by someone. She grinned broadly as she turned back to the half finished mouth. What a change love could bring. It could ripen even the most sour gooseberry.


    Leaving the boys in bed, Meli took herself and Quassi for a stroll down to the Post Office. She needed to stretch her legs; and her back, stooped over the mask clasped between her knees while she worked on it, was beginning to develop a permanent hump. Also, she wanted to do some digging.


    “Hello, Mrs. Noble,” Mrs. Barber’s voice greeted her, as she slid from the shadows of the doorway to the side of the counter. It was uncanny the way she did that, appearing the instant the bell sounded. Was she propped there, like an old faithful broom, in a permanent state of readiness?


    Keeping a straight face, Meli returned the greeting as she made her way to the counter, grabbing a copy of the Daily Mail en-route. Was it her imagination? Or had Mrs. Barber put on even more weight? Her facial features looked so grotesquely swollen that they resembled a hamster with a bad reaction to penicillin, chewing on two snooker balls; and, if she didn’t buy herself a bigger overall soon, well, all that nylon would surely burst, releasing mounds of flesh that would slide through the village, felling trees and burying cars. Maybe what she’d heard in the Fountains Head was true, that Mrs. Barber had a thing for Cornettos and could eat several in one day, several boxes that was.


    “I was speaking to the vicar yesterday,” Meli got in the first line of the conversation before Mrs. Barber. “I hadn’t realised that Elsa had been married and had had children.” Meli tried to add a touch of reproach for this omission. Although the comment was made to Mrs. Barber, it wasn’t intended to be entirely personal, as it was aimed at the village as a whole.


    Mrs. Barber’s twelve inch eyebrow shot upwards as if launched from a catapult. “Oh, but everyone knows that,” she replied, swishing one plump hand dismissively through the air as though swatting a passing fly.


    Grinding her teeth together, Meli paid for her paper, while counting to ten. Everyone knew, apart from her and her family. “Do you know what happened to her husband and son?”


    “Why?”


    Meli flicked her eyes at the Post Mistress in amazement. She’d never heard Mrs. Barber question a question before. Skirt it, ignore it even, but never question it.


    “Just interested,” Meli replied after a slight pause, trying to give a neutral smile, playing cagey, trying not to show that her future well being, and that of her family, was depended on Mrs. Barber giving her an answer. The question was innocent enough.


    The two women exchanged looks for a moment.


    “They moved away, live somewhere in Exmouth now.”


    Meli could have leaped over the counter and kissed Mrs. Barber on her trout lips. So, they hadn’t moved far. All of this was so interesting. Quitting while ahead, Meli decided not to pump Mrs. Barber any further today, and was soon striding home, her legs so used to the mountainous incline now that they carried her with ease.


    Quassi began to bark and lurch at his collar as soon as they turned off the lane. The cause was soon evident. Tabby was crouched on the roof of the milk float, watching them approached with cold, unblinking, amber eyes. In a leisurely manner she rose to her feet and then dropped off the far side, out of sight. Meli found her eyes scanning ahead of them, checking for signs of Elsa. She couldn’t find any, but there were plenty of places she could have concealed herself. As they passed the milk float, Quassi stood on his hind legs, trying to see where Tabby had gone, his nostrils flared as they sampled the air for clues.


    Letting them both in, Meli listened at the bottom of the stairs for any sounds from the boys. All was quiet. Entering the kitchen she was left in no doubt that they had been up, as the remains of their breakfasts were scattered everywhere. Why did they have to use every surface? Why couldn’t they restrict themselves to the table? Or at least to one worktop? Glancing into the sink, she could have spat blood. Sugar Puffs, milk and what looked like half a bowl of sugar, tainted brown by an old tea bag, were idling on the bottom of the stainless steel sink. Trotting up the stairs, she called their names. There was no reply, and when she opened their door the room was empty, quilts and pillows hanging precariously from the beds, pyjamas and what she took to be dirty clothing, although of course, they could all be clean, but the boys just hadn’t bothered to hang them up, scattered all over the floor.


    If anyone enquired whether or not she had a family she would say, yes she did, she had a husband, a daughter, and twin sons. She knew she did, as she constantly cleaned up after them. Bile rose up into her throat. Everyone just came and went as they pleased, apparently under the impression that a little elf came in every day to clean and tidy. Well, if they weren’t careful, this little elf would go on strike. Firmly closing the door on the bomb site, and that still unidentified smell that had taken up residence, she resolved that the family, particularly the boys, would have to stop taking her for granted.


    It was still a mystery what the boys were doing with themselves each day. It wasn’t so long ago that she was bemoaning the fact that the boys were constantly disturbing her, now she hardly saw them. Deciding that they had probably gone to see Tim, she relented enough to tidy the kitchen, and then withdrew to her studio. Deep in concentration, the tip of her tongue protruding from her taut lips, she didn’t hear any sound of footsteps. It was the sensation of hairs standing up in a ridge along her spine that made her head snap round. Elsa’s distorted face was flattened against the pane. Despite herself, Meli squealed with horror.


    Launching herself from her stool, she hurried across to the door. When she peered out, Elsa was already out the gate. What was she doing? Gaping at her like she was a goldfish in a bowl. The image of those dark, blank eyes, haunted Meli for the rest of the day. The only diversion was when the boys came back.


    “What’s for lunch?” they demanded to know.


    Meli glanced at the clock. It was one fifteen. Her stomach rumbled. Lunch sounded a good idea. A small distraction might settle her. “Come on then. I’ll treat us to lunch in the pub.” She was acting extravagantly, especially as they had only dined there yesterday, but she felt the need to get away for a while. Whooping loudly, the boys rushed off to get ready. Guiltily, Meli glanced at the wooden face, gazing up at the ceiling from the work bench, just begging to be worked on. Its eyes were dark and blank. She stepped away with a shiver. I really do need a break, she told herself.


    Ordering their food and drinks they settled at a bench outside the pub to wait. The food was always delicious, and the lunch menu was very reasonable. Meli had only ordered a crab sandwich for herself, while the boys had ham, egg and chips. Meli had been tempted to have the same, but knew if she ate too much it would make her drowsy all afternoon, and there was no time for such luxuries. By the time they had finished it was getting on for three. A brisk walk home with a comfortably full stomach, and Meli was feeling refreshed and ready to get stuck in.


    Turning onto the drive Meli’s fingers clenched. The door was open. The boys didn’t seem to notice as they were dawdling some way behind her, arguing about something. Had Cass come home early? She hurried in ahead of them, her eyes flicking everywhere. Downstairs was empty. No sign of Cass nor Quassi when she called.


    “Why don’t you go and get a drink?” she called down to the boys from the top of the stairs. Checking the first room, she found it empty. Reaching Cassie’s door Meli listened. Beyond the wood she could hear something. Tiny thuds against the panels. She glanced down the passageway. The boys were on their way up. She opened the door. Instantly she was dive bombed by a dozen obese flies. Stepping sharply backwards, she yanked the door closed.


    “Yuck,” cried David, as he ducked to avoid the frantic buzz of the released beasts.


    “Just go to your own room, and close the door,” she told them. “And tidy up in there, it’s a disgrace,” she tossed the comment behind them. Fly spray or the newspaper and open window treatment? The memory of the last mass extermination and the resulting clean-up was still vivid in her mind. Stepping inside again she hurried over to the windows. Opening them all wide she happened to notice movement below. Surely not Elsa again? But when she looked to double check, there was nothing there.


    Leaving the flies for a moment, hoping that the infestation would make a bolt for freedom before she returned with a newspaper, lured away by the aroma of the fresh cow pats if nothing else, she moved on to the boys room. Opening the door, she was struck by that musky odour again. It wasn’t quite the smell of old socks soaked in vinegar, but not far off it. “What is that stink?” she demanded. She noticed that George at least had made an effort to tidy up; he’d managed to pick up his pillow so he could stuff it under his head and lie back in comfort to read a magazine. Resisting the inclination to stamp her feet and rage at them, she decided that if they wanted to live in a pigsty, then that was down to them, but she wouldn’t lay a finger on their room. She’d see how long they held out.


    Without glancing away from the page he was reading, George gave a shrug. “Can’t smell anything.”


    “Well open the window for a while, and let in some fresh air.” Leaving them to it she finished her search. Again she turned up nothing. But where were the flies coming from? Was there some secret tunnel that linked the farmhouse to their lodge? She shuddered at the thought. What else might come creeping in?


    


    “Hi,” came the cheerful greeting from Cassie as she sauntered in at nine o’clock. “How was everyones day?”


    Hooking his arm over the back of the sofa, Cal swung round and blinked at his daughter for a moment, as if trying to recognise that this was the same stroppy monster who he’d seen last night.


    “You look like the cat who got the cream,” Meli smiled. “What’s made you so happy?” Cassie’s make-up was still intact, her hair undamaged by sea water, and her skin had a soft sun-kissed tinge. She gave herself ten out of ten for her prediction that morning.


    “Oh, nothing much. Just had a rather nice day,” she sighed, throwing herself down onto a chair and sinking back into it. Her bright smile could have lit up Wembley stadium at 1 a.m. on a winters morning.


    “I think she’s got a fella,” Meli commented, nudging Cal.


    “I think you must be right,” he nodded solemnly. “Only a man could melt such an iceberg.” He ducked as Cass hurled a cushion at his head. Missing him, it struck Quassi who looked up with an indignant expression.


    Cass sat quietly for a moment, staring at the TV screen. “Actually, there is someone.” Her hazel eyes turned to regard her parents.


    “I knew it,” came the triumphant cry from Cal.


    “Come on then, out with it.” Meli sat forward, and grabbing the remote from beside Cal, muted the T.V.


    “Promise you won’t take the mickey?” Cass asked, her eyes darkening, daring them to.


    “We promise,” Meli promised on behalf of them both. Cassie had not had a serious relationship before. At least not to their knowledge. This required tactful handling, like a newly laid alligator egg, easily damaged, yet potentially extremely dangerous.


    Cassie took a huge breath, which swelled her already large bosom. “He’s eighteen, and he works in MVC. He lives next door to Sandra. His name is Dean.” She paused for another intake of breath. Unnoticed by her, Quassi had snuck up and stuck his head in her lap. She was so embroiled that she didn’t notice, although her fingers began playing with his ears tenderly, almost as if they were Dean’s ears. Quassi eyes rolled in their sockets, swooning with pleasure.


    “We met outside Sandra’s. He’s cute and sweet and I’ve been seeing him for about a week now.” Her eyes twinkled like love struck stars gaping at a full and beautiful moon.


    “So, when do we get to meet him?” Meli enquired.


    Cassie’s face dropped and the sparkle fell from her eyes. Noticing Quassi she pushed him away. What was wrong? Was she ashamed of Dean? Did he have two horns and a nose like Pluto? Cassie’s head shook. “I don’t know,” she muttered, totally flustered by this question. “He’s busy, working a lot of the time.” That was feeble.


    Studying her daughter, Meli had a second thought, and wondered whether she was ashamed to bring him home, ashamed of them? Turning her gaze she glanced around the room. She couldn’t see anything to be ashamed of. Her eyes fell on Cal, with his ever expanding beer belly. No, surely not? “Well, he’ll be most welcome whenever he would like to call.” Meli was already planning her visit to check out the young man. She had his name, and knew where he worked. If he did have two horns, he would be easy to spot.


    “You took that very calmly,” Cal told her in low tones after Cassie had gone for a shower. “I expected sparks when she said he was too busy to visit.” His eyebrows had lifted to the top of his head.


    Meli grinned at him sheepishly. “I still plan to check him out, don’t worry about that.”


    “Best not get caught,” Cal warned her. They both knew Cassie would go berserk.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 19


    


    With the twins in tow, Meli set off for Exmouth early the next morning. The boys had been saving up for a new computer game, and with an act of generosity, on a par with a minor miracle, Meli had given them an advance on their pocket money for the next two weeks, so they could get their game early, giving herself the much needed excuse to visit MVC today. If they suspected that there was an ulterior motive, the boys wisely chose not to bite the hand that fed them, and said nothing. Marching quickly along the almost empty streets, they arrived at MVC one minute after nine. A swift survey of the shop revealed no two horned monster, but not deterred, Meli closed on the counter while the boys raced off to peruse the game section.


    She was delighted to see that all the staff had name badges on, although disappointed to discover that there was a Terry and a Julie, but no Dean. She scanned the shop, across the rows of racks. There were two youngsters filling up displays. Wheeling past them, like a shark eyeing a potential snack, she quickly eliminated them. How depressing. What if he wasn’t in today? He could be off sick, or on a rest day. She glanced at her watch. It was only just after nine. Maybe he started later. Joining the boys she watched them search through the games, while keeping one eye on the entrance. Usually she would be rushing them, but today it best served her purpose to let them take their time. Suddenly she tensed. A young man had entered the shop, bearing a four pint container of milk. Swimming casually past him as he headed for the door marked ‘staff only’, she caught a glimpse of his name badge. Yes. Success. This must be Cass’s Dean; good looking lad, and about the right age. Their glances met, and he gave her a smile as they passed.


    Damn, she cursed, quickly averting her gaze, she hadn’t wanted him to notice her, just in case, when they were introduced officially, he recalled that she’d been in the shop. Ten minutes later the boys still hadn’t made up their minds. There was a limit to her patience, and the boys were clutching at the edge. “Come on, we haven’t got all day, ” she egged them on.


    By the time they had final selected their game, Dean was at the counter. Still wanting to be inconspicuous, Meli gave them the money and sent them to pay while she flicked through the C.D.s in the display unit in front of her. Meli was beginning to sweat that she might get caught out. Her fears weren’t helped any when the twins made straight for Dean; not for the teenage girl who wore enough make up to keep No. 7 going for a year, or the twenty-something year old man with the funny, sticky-up hair, both of whom were also behind the counter just waiting for a customer. The boys were drawn like steel to a magnet. They were there for ages. In the end she had to walk over in case there was something wrong.


    “I thought I recognised you all from Cass’ description. The twins chose a good game here, I’m sure they’ll like it,” he flashed her a smile of even white teeth from a healthy, bronzed completion as soon as she was within hearing range. “Were you looking for anything particular in the Opera section?” he enquired. Meli’s lungs deflated with a long wheeze of air.


    Cassie, knowing her mother as she did, had guessed what her mother might do and had rung Dean to warn him, giving him a description of her mother and brothers. She knew all about their visit before they arrived home.


    “I just knew you couldn’t be trusted,” Cassie berated her, wearing an unbecoming, warring frown on her forehead. “Why couldn’t you just leave alone? You would have met Dean eventually.”


    “I won’t make any excuses. You’re my daughter, and it’s only natural I would want to check out your boyfriend.” Meli watched Cassie’s forehead melt like she’d spread warm honey over the deep troughs, on hearing Dean referred to as her boyfriend.


    “Well?”


    “Well, what?” queried Meli, her guard still up.


    “Well, now you have seen him, what do you think?”


    Meli’s own expression eased. “He seems really nice, bit like Audey Murphy.” He wasn’t Meli’s cup of tea, but she could remember Amy being smitten by the actor, who she classed as being pretty, rather than handsome. Not to say he looked effeminate or anything, just cherubic with his soft baby face and gentle eyes.


    Cass nodded dreamily, her hazel eyes liquefying into golden caramels. “Yeah, he is film star good looking,” she sighed.


    Meli had to refrain from laughing.


    


    Early in the afternoon, Meli took her usual daily stroll down the village to the Post Office, keen to stretch her legs, and gamely in pursuit of some further discreet investigating. She was totally thrown to discover Mrs. Barber was not in her usual place, she was actually on the shop floor, her bulk squeezed between rows of cereal boxes and jars of coffee and other caffeine rich beverages.


    “Another nice day,” Mrs. Barber commented as she manoeuvred her flamingo pink frame down the aisle. Meli observed the unusual spectacle whilst maintaining a safe distance. Looking down at the ghastly, lumpy legs with their blue veined ankles, it was a bit like watching an elephant marching through the China Department of Harrods and expecting nothing to be damaged. But amazingly she made it to the far side of the counter without dislodging one tin of peas.


    Following several paces behind, Meli stopped by the papers. Scouring the rack for several seconds, she was disappointed that she couldn’t find a copy of the Daily Mail.


    “Sorry, sold out,” Mrs. Barber told her.


    “Oh, thanks.” Meli looked down at the remaining papers, and selected an Express. There was something different about Mrs. Barber today, and it wasn’t just her behaviour. There was a more than unusual reticence, an uncomfortable look in her granite eyes as she squinted at her. She didn’t think that Mrs. Barber was going to be very forthcoming today. Handing over the correct change, she felt like some horrible bug being studied under the microscope.


    “What is it?” she asked. Did she have something green and nasty hanging from her nose? Lifting a hand she brushed it over the tip. She couldn’t feel anything.


    “There’s a rumour going round the village,” having been invited to pry - this was a first; Mrs. Barber actually waiting for an invitation -, she was on it like a wolf on an injured rabbit. “Is it true that you get a regular supply of extracted teeth from a dentist?”


    Meli’s brow formed small creases. “Teeth from a dentist?” She repeated, then her expression eased as it dawned on her what Mrs. Barber might be referring to. “Are you talking about the masks I make?” She watched Mrs. Barber’s expression wobbled comically, like she was chewing on a spring, before settling into one of impending horror. It suddenly seemed odd that it had taken Mrs. Barber so long to find this particular grape on the vine, and had then jumped to conclusions. “I do use teeth,” inwardly she was grinning as she paused fleetingly for maximum effect. “But I make them. I’m not in the habit of dealing in body parts.”


    “What exactly, do you do then?” Mrs. Barber put a lot of emphasis on the first two words, her expression wavering uncertainly again, somewhere between relief and revulsion.


    “It’s how I make a living, making masks. Wooden ones, cast ones, all sorts. It’s a very ancient art, requiring great attention to detail. My grandmother was taught by a master in Africa, and she in turn, passed the art on to me.” Restrained laughter was bouncing around her intestines like a rubber ball. “Perhaps you’d like to pop round some time, and I’ll give you a tour, show you some pictures, and the ones I’m working on now?”


    “Yes, I’d like that.” Despite her intrigue, and the irresistible draw that she would no doubt pick up at least a months worth of gossip about the Noble family, Mrs. Barber still looked horrified, a bit like she’d been invited to have a haircut at Sweeny Todd’s


    “Bring a couple of friends if you like.”


    Mrs. Barber’s turnip head bounced up and down on the rings of lard it rested on. “I usually meet with Mrs. Rushmore and Mrs. Swindon on Wednesday afternoons, maybe we could come Wednesday?”


    “That would be fine. About 2 p.m.?”


    Meli wore a stupid grin on her face all the way home. How bizarre that people in the village had jumped to the conclusion that she used body parts for her masks. What did they think of her? Just the thought of touching someone elses decayed teeth, caused shudders of repugnance to run through her sinews. But in this instance it was giving her an opportunity to socialise within the inner sanctum of locals, an opportunity which would have been denied her at any other time. Tea and scones would be the order of the day.


    As she neared the top of the hill, she glanced down into the valley. David and George were making their way across the field, taking the shortcut to the church. Catching sight of her they waved. She waved back, although she was not happy, as they must have cut through the farm to take that route, despite her warnings to stay clear. She would have words with them later.


    As she swung her eyes back, she noticed something small and dark gliding along the perimeter of some trees. Stopping, she strained to make it out. Was that Elsa? She couldn’t be sure. As if sensing that it, who or whatever it was, was being watched, the figure stopped too, before merging into the green foliage. Meli stood for a while longer, making sure that the boys reached the end of the field without being followed. Thoughtfully, she turned and carried on.


    Cassie had left her a note pinned to the door. Gone into town, it said. No need to guess where to. As soon as she opened the door, Quassi bolted past her, and tail flapping, he raced away, heading for the farm. Meli shook her head. Dogs were worse than kids, at least this one was. She knew that there was no point chasing him or trying to call him back. At least with everyone gone she would have some peace and quiet to get on.


    Popping upstairs to the loo, she passed the door to the boys room, which was open. Pooh, the stench she’d noticed days ago was far more offensive now. Now, if there were flies in here she could have understood it. Despite scouring the room again, she failed to find any Gouda scented socks, or shoes where the soles were steeped in cow dung. Opening the windows, she noticed Elsa outside with Tabby. Elsa was prodding around in a patch of tall weeds and grasses growing between the milk float and the trailer with a long stick as though trying to impale something on it, while Tabby risked life and limb by darting and leaping around in the same patch, like it was some fun game, narrowly missing being turned into a moggie kebab.


    She had known that living in the country would be different, but even her wildest dreams hadn’t lived up to this.


    Unexpectedly, she felt lonely. How odd, she thought. Not two minutes ago I was looking forward to uninterrupted time on my own, now here I am feeling dejected. She missed her friends, her social life back in Reading. She missed having friends to talk over all the curious things that happened. She missed Amy. With heavy feet she left the room, closing the door behind her. It was only when she contemplated asking Elsa in for a coffee, that she pulled herself firmly together and went back to work. A short while later the growl of Elsa’s van struggling up the track filtered into the studio. Meli found herself relaxing, knowing that the old woman wouldn’t be lurking around every corner.


    Meli was so engrossed that she didn’t notice any of her family return home, and she visibly jumped when a voice sounded behind her. “Looks to be going well.” It was Cal.


    Overcoming her shock, she leaned back against him when he draped his arms over her shoulders, and together they both studied the features of the mask she was working on, which, despite being wooden had a far from wooden appearance; somehow Meli’s touch could bring the most lifeless log or stump to life, managing to give it a persona all of its own. “Yes, it is going rather well, I’m pleased to say.” Rising to her feet she turned, and throwing her arms around his neck, she pulled him close and kissed him full on the lips; a long, hungry kiss, savouring the contact with another human being.


    “That was nice,” Cal murmured when Meli’s lips released him from their almost inescapable suction. He held her for a moment longer as he gazed into her face, kindling passion warming the depths of his blue eyes. When Cal lowered his hands and began kneading the soft fleshy mounds of her bottom through her thin cotton shorts, Meli realised that he had misinterpreted her need for contact as being one of a sexual nature. Not only wasn’t this the right time nor place, she really wasn’t in mood.


    “What time is it?” she suddenly asked, pulling away.


    “After six thirty.” Her withdrawal, and the way her tiny buttocks had stiffened into marble slabs beneath his touch, was as effective as dousing him with cold water.


    “Ooops, had no idea, and I haven’t even thought about dinner.” Again, a little voice whispered inside her head, but didn’t say it out loud.


    “I noticed,” Cal commented. The warmth in his blue eyes faded as he conceded defeat to both of his needs, which he could tell were not going to be met if left to his wife. Still, there was one he could do something about. “Dinner at the Smugglers Arms?”


    Meli nodded. Now she had stopped she felt totally pooped, and her body ached from being stooped over the bench, or crouched on the floor for hours on end. The prospect of toiling over a hot oven was as appealing as giving into Cal’s lustfulness on this occasion.


    “I’ll have a quick tidy in here, while you shower. Do you want to tell the kids to get ready?” She hoped that they were actually all back by now.


    “Sure,” Cal remarked as he swung round and strode away dejectedly in his crumpled suit, loosening his tie as he went.


    It only took a few minutes to clear away. Locking the door, she crossed the drive. A quick perusal at the pyramid of shoes piled under the coats was enough to confirm that everyone was home. Even Quassi had returned, appearing the instant she stepped through the door, tail wagging as he hurled himself at her in greeting. In the kitchen she washed her hands and then stood looking for the towel. That’s odd, she thought, she knew she had put one out earlier. She dried her hands on kitchen paper, reminded as she did so that the remote control had never turned up. In fact, neither had Cass’ hairbrush.


    Slopping a tin of dog food into Quassi’s bowl, she wondered whether Cal would have enough cash for the meals. “Hold on Quassi,” she told him, fighting away his frantically probing muzzle with an elbow so she could put the bowl safely on the floor before going to her handbag, to check how much money she had. The handbag was down by the side of the coffee table, and it was open. There was no sign of the purse nestling in the opening.


    “Mum, when are we going to eat?” David demanded from the far side of the sofa.


    “Have you been in my handbag?” She ignored his question, her fingers emptying her bag, just to be sure the purse hadn’t slipped to the bottom, although she knew it hadn’t.


    “No. I’m hungry.”


    “Well, no one is going to eat unless we find my purse.” The handbag was upended onto the table now: tissues, a tatty raffle ticket brought at a school fete in Reading two years earlier, strings of fluff and an old shopping list, as well as thirty pence in change poured onto the surface.


    Reluctantly, the two boys joined in the hunt for it. Cal came down while the sofa was being strip searched. “What’s wrong?” he asked, eyeing the chaotic scene.


    “Mum’s lost her purse,” scoffed George.


    “And we can’t go out to eat until we find it,” groaned David.


    “Correction,” Meli told everyone, lifting a rigid finger in the air and jabbing it at the ceiling. “I didn’t loose it. It was in my handbag, and now it’s gone.”


    “When did you last see it?” Cal asked, joining the hunt by pulling the seat off a chair, and running his fingers down the sides.


    “Already done that,” she told him, although he took no notice. “And I’ve already done the usual bits, like back-track to when I last saw it,” her voice was tetchy, after all, she was the master of helping others search out their missing or elusive possessions. “And the answer is that I last saw it in my handbag when I was in the Post Office.”


    “This is getting us nowhere,” Cal announced three minutes later when his patience ran out. “Let’s go and eat. It will probably just turn up. Was there much in it?”


    “I’m not sure, but I think about ten quid and some loose change,” she’d been calculating this during the search. As she spoke, her eyes continued to scan the room, just in case it magically appeared. Luckily she didn’t leave her bank cards in her purse, so they weren’t missing. At least she hoped they weren’t. Suddenly in a panic, she rushed to the cupboard where they lived. To her profound relief, they were still at home, lounging in their favourite spot, between a teapot with a cracked lid, and a jar filled with short grain rice.


    Reluctantly, Meli had to admit defeat and the four of them set off; Cassie once again declining the offer to join them, maintaining that she had eaten out and would make herself a snack if she got hungry. Meli suspected that her daughter, driven by her first flush of romance, had started a diet.


    The bar was already busy by the time they arrived. The boys quickly spied the Grim Reaper, and deserting their parents, set off to join him. Soon the bar was filled with calls of Dave the Grave and George the Morgue. Having ordered the meals Cal and Meli moved across to join Tim and their sons.


    “How long does it take for a squirrel to have babies?” David was asking Tim, his neck craned upwards to meet the giants steely-blue eyes. Meli felt herself blanch guiltily. The boys hadn’t mentioned SS for weeks, and she had hoped they’d forgotten by now.


    Catching Meli’s look, Tim narrowed his cavernous eyes thoughtfully, as he glanced down into David’s earnest face. “Now that depends.” Showing unusual perception for a male, he somehow managed to keep half an eye on Meli, as if trying to interpret the correct response from her expression. “They can be gone for months.” When Meli nodded he added helpfully. “Even years.”


    David’s mouth flapped about, as if he suddenly realised he had a maggot wriggling on his tongue and he wanted to spit it out, but then he snapped it shut on whatever he was going to expel. He threw his brother a look that was pretty much unreadable, even to Meli.


    “Never mind, if he doesn’t come back, I’m sure another one will take his place.” Meli went to put an arm around him consolingly, but found herself grasping fresh air when he jerked away, and moved to sit at another table. George quickly followed. He was obviously more upset than she’d thought. Feeling slighted, she let her arm fall onto her lap. Maybe she should reconsider their request for a pet?


    Returning home later, Meli took Cal to the boys room to help look for the cause of the smell; two noses being better than one. But when they went in, she was stunned to find that the smell had gone.


    


    Staring out her bedroom window the next morning, Meli was confronted by a grey coated day, where wind and rain lashed the contours of the landscape, beating at the pane, writhing in pearly strings and translucent serpent-shaped creatures, like magnified cells on a slide under a microscope. She gave a shuddering sigh. It was pretty grim, and it looked as if the rain was in for the day. The boys would probably be bored stiff. Still, they had their new computer game; hopefully that would help, and Cassie would probably be off to town on the bus, regardless of the weather.


    She had puzzled all night about the mysterious disappearance of her purse, and all the other things. She sincerely hoped that none of the kids had stolen the money. That was too terrible to contemplate, and she tried to push aside that particular nagging thought. Her concern was eased by all the other things that had gone, things that the kids would have no interest in. Down below she spied Quassi, his image distorted through the obscured glass. Turning, she shot down the stairs. The door was open. Surely Cal had closed it when he left for work? From the doorway she called Quassi, but he was already out of sight. She pushed the door shut. He’d be back. Wandering through to the kitchen, she filled up the kettle and plugged it in ready for her morning cuppa.


    While she waited for it to boil she battled with the bin liner, trying to extract it from the bin in one piece. As she prodded and poked and tugged at it, she was struck by the image of Mrs. Barber extricating herself from her nylon overall in much the same way, a feat that defied the laws of physics: like how could you possibly get one and a half pints into, or in this case, out of a one pint jug? Eventually though, she was the winner, and up popped the plastic liner, minus one handle. In the hall, she slipped on one of Cal’s jackets over her dressing gown, before hurrying across to the dustbin in the pounding rain. She stench that rose up and hit her when she lifted the lid, knocked her backwards. It was similar to the smell in the boys room, only much, much stronger. Holding her breath, ignoring the rain, she forced herself to root around in the rubbish. Near the bottom was a plastic bag. She knew she had not put it there. Pulling it out she dropped it on the ground and sank down beside it, the hems of her dressing gown and nightie washing in a puddle. Taking a deep breath and holding it, she tore an opening in the top.


    Out tumbled wet sawdust, what looked like seeds and some tiny flakes of chocolate. Only on closer inspection, she realised that the flakes looked more like mouse droppings. Why was there sawdust and mouse droppings in the bin? Bemused, she spent a moment scanning the evidence, blinking as ran began to dribble through her lashes and into her eyes. When no answer was forthcoming, she gathered up as much of the bag together as she could, and tossed it back in the bin. As she scooted back into the dry, she was conscious that Elsa was standing out in the pouring rain watching her, her head buried beneath the sopping, drooping brim of a straw hat, and wearing a knitted shawl of many colours. It was strange how you could get used to being stalked.


    Rubbing the worst of the rain from herself onto a towel, she finished making herself a cup of tea and then stood by the French doors sipping it, oblivious to the muddied water pitter-pattering from the puddle soaked hems of her night clothes as they hung above her ankles. Suddenly the obvious hit her. The boys must have mice in their room. Meli recalled their request for a pet, her refusal, and their acceptance of this without the usual long faces and moping. How stupid she was. On swift feet, she was up the stairs in record time. The boys were up and in various states of dress.


    “Okay, where are they?” she demanded, assuming they would have at least one each. They both looked at her blankly. “I know you’ve got mice in here. Where are they?” She began hunting around the room, peering under the bed, yanking open drawers and cupboards, throwing socks, papers, anything which could be concealing a horrible little rodent or two. Nothing, until she came to the desk. Pulling at a cupboard door, she found it locked. Stooping down she put her ear to the side. She couldn’t hear anything, but that didn’t mean a thing.


    “Open up,” she commanded, straightening and glaring at the boys.


    David and George traded fretful looks. “I told you mum would find out,” George snarled at his brother, as he snatched his trousers from the carpet and rummaging in a pocket produced the small key. With trembling fingers he handed it over.


    Bracing herself, Meli unlocked the door and swung it open. A hundred smelly mice didn’t suddenly leap for her throat; although maybe that was rats she was confusing them with. She stooped down for closer inspection. A layer of sawdust carpeted the floor, and in the far corner a ball of straw began to quiver, and then a little nose appeared, the whiskers quivering as it inspected her with as much trepidation as she was inspecting it. Pushing the door closed, she turned on her sons.


    “How many?”


    “Only two,” David gushed, as though the small number involved made it okay.


    Reaching in she rummaged around in the straw, her face contorted with impending terror as though she expected something to sink its teeth into her arm and tear it off. Finding a furry body, she ran her fingers down to the end where she hoped the tail would be, and not the end with teeth. With a grunt of success, she pincered the tail between her finger and thumb, and lifted it out. At that moment Cassie strolled past. Seeing the wriggling rodent she let out a scream.


    “Mum, why have you got a mouse?” She ran back to her room and slammed the door closed.


    Ignoring her daughter, she glared at David. “And what sexes are these two mice?”


    “They’re both girls.”


    Shrewdly, Meli inspected the squirming figure dangling upside down by its thread like tail like a falling skydiver, with the unmistakably swollen belly. She strongly suspected that the other mouse would be male. Lowering it back down onto the shelf, she watched as it scrabbled away indignantly, and buried itself in the straw.


    “You can’t keep them,” she told the boys, piercing them with hard eyes. “Did you really think you could keep them hidden?”


    “We would have if George kept them cleaned out so they didn’t smell.” Both boys were sitting on their respective beds, scowling at each other. “Please, please let us keep them,” David beseeched her.


    “No way. We’re not having mice in this house. By the way, where did you get them from?” The thought suddenly struck her. Two pairs of lips pursed closed, and their eyes shifted cagily. George’s fingers were plucking at a loose thread dangling from his pillow. “Where did they come from?” This time she aimed the question directly at George, who would usually be the one to crack first. Uncharacteristically, he remained silent, staring down at the carpet between one socked and one un-socked foot. “They’ve got to go back to wherever they came from, so you’d best tell me.” Still no reply. She chewed on the inside of her lip, tapping her toes on the carpet with mounting irritation.


    “Then you can both stay up here until one of you is prepared to come down and tell me,” she shot at them. Still no reply. Turning, she swung the door closed as she left. Why were they so reluctant? It was almost as if they feared her reaction, or the reaction of the person who gave them the dratted mice in the first place. She was stopped in her tracks. Surely they haven’t been visiting Elsa? Going into her home? She forced herself to move on and not jump to any conclusions. It might have been Tim, and they didn’t want to get him into trouble. Reaching the kitchen, she scrubbed her hands.


    When Cal came home they still hadn’t cracked, despite being incarcerated in their room all day, apart from brief breaks, to go to the loo, or when she called them down for lunch. They hadn’t even pleaded for a reprieve, preferring to accept their fate rather than squeal, and that was almost scary. Cal listened as an infuriated Meli told him what had happened, before being charged with interrogating them; but even their father couldn’t get them to break. It was Cassie who came close to providing any answers.


    “I bet it was that guy I’ve heard you talking about,” Cassie gloated over dinner.


    “What guy?” Meli’s hazel-green eyes were on her sons in a flash.


    “Don’t tell her about Finn. Oops,” George clamped his hand over his mouth, as his brother kicked him under the table.


    “Finn? Who is this Finn?” Cal demanded, laying down his knife and fork and fixing them with burning, blue eyes. “You’re going to tell us sooner or later, so it might as well be now, or there will be severe trouble.” The threat only caused the boys to shrivel back into their seats and stare dejectedly into their laps.


    “Then get up to your room and stay there until you are prepared to tell me about this person,” Cal dismissed them from his sight as he snatched up his knife and fork and gripped them like scraggly throats. Meli watched with dismay as the boys threw back their chairs, and were gone like two cheetahs. She’d already tried that tact, and it didn’t work.


    Cal and Meli locked glances. It seemed to Meli that the issue was now about the boys disobedience in supplying answers, rather than the issue that they had brought two mice into the house without permission. Who was this Finn? For some unknown reason the question turned her blood to slush. Finn was an unusual name, and there’d already been one in the village. Why were they too terrified to tell them about him?


    “And what do you know about this Finn?” Cal now turned his attention to Cassie. Having taken some delight in adding to the boys troubles, she had the grace to squirm slightly in her seat.


    “I don’t know, it’s only that I’ve heard them talking, through the walls. They seem quite friendly with him,” she played her fork over the peaks of mashed spud on her plate, creating delicate creamy swirls.


    “And?” Cal probed.


    “And, that’s all.” Cassie met her father’s gaze steadily.


    Without lowering his exasperated eyes, he skewered a chunk of chicken onto his fork, and then lay it down. Twisting his head he looked at his wife. “Well, I don’t know what to make of this. How can they have this strange friend, and you don’t know about him?”


    Heat shot into Meli’s face. How dare he. “What are you saying? That I’m a bad mother? That I should be on their tails the whole time?” Although her tone was justifiably angry there was a touch of defensiveness to it. She had just been having the same thought. She had been so wrapped up in herself and her work that she had allowed them free rein, been negligent. It was bad enough admitting this to herself, but to have her husband accuse her of it was just too much.


    Cal’s face was the colour of beetroot, and through his thin hair, Meli could see it spreading up and over his scalp. Clambering to his feet he called Quassi and then together they left. Meli sat staring at her own plate. She felt Cassie’s eyes on her.


    “Sorry,” Cassie said.


    “What are you sorry for?” Meli asked, raising her head as though it weighed half a ton. “It’s not your fault.” Cassie got up and left as well. Meli sat miserably looking at the five barely touched meals.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 20


    


    Mrs. Barber, the robust Mrs. Swindon and the diminutive Mrs. Rushmore, formed an orderly queue at her door, precisely at two o’clock, all dressed in their best Sunday frocks. Mrs. Barber looked so vastly different, out of her habitual nylon, although there were subtle reminders that pink must be her favourite colour. It probably had something to do with the fevered pink flamingos that vulgarised the otherwise sedate ground-sweeping robe of delicate Wedgwood. With her strapping build, and limp, sparrow-brown hair, she did rather resemble a transvestite. Quickly suppressing any urge to fall around laughing, Meli turned her attention to the two other women. Standing, clinging together by the arms, staring at her with round, gobstopper sized eyes, they looked petrified. Either they were still suffering from shell-shock resulting from their friends attire, or they expected Meli to use witchcraft and turn them all into frogs. She suspected that they had been coerced into coming. She tried to restrain the grin tugging frantically at her lips, only allowing it to settle into a smile.


    “It’s so good of you all to come,” she welcomed them, closing the door to the lodge. “I have been looking forward to it so much.” Mrs. Rushmore turned white as a ghost. Leading the way to the studio, Meli studied the three womens reflections in the window. They all looked as though one boo, and they would all scamper and vanish into the woodlands like startled rabbits. She wondered what they were expecting. Probably some blackened room with cowls, where dismembered body parts from bats and mice were strung from the ceiling, and where the heads of corpses dug up from the graveyard were boiling away in a cauldron.


    Pushing open the door, she stood to one side and ushered them in with a gentile sweep of her arm. Somehow the trio squashed their various sized frames into the narrow opening. Meli seriously thought that she might need a crowbar to force them all through.


    “If you’d like to move forward a bit, I can come through and give you the grand tour,” she encouraged them from the rear. When she placed her hand on Mrs. Rushmore’s razor sharp spine she leaped forward as if Meli had struck her on the backside with a cattle prod. Squeezing through the gap left by Mrs. Rushmore, Meli slipped inside. Turning to face her guests she beamed at them.


    “Well, this is where it all happens.” She swept her hand around her, indicating the light and airy room. There wasn’t even so much as a spider web hanging from the ceiling, let alone a bat. That morning, Meli had set aside some time to prepare. Now the photos of masks on the walls had been dusted, the windows polished, a selection of her favourite photos pinned to a large cork board and her masks, all at various stages of development, were gazing at them from where they were propped on a bench. On a table in the corner, was a tray with scones, a pot of jam and some local clotted cream which were set out beside the kettle and Meli’s best china, or rather, Amy’s best china, which hadn’t seen the light of day since being packed away when they moved here.


    It was Mrs. Barber who stepped forward first, her eyes closing on a 12 x 14 sized print of a mask. It was a photo of a cast of Cassie’s face when she was about six. “Is this your daughter?”


    Meli moved to her side. “Yes, do you like it?” Somehow it was important that she did, that they all did. This was her opportunity to make her mark on the village. If these three ambassadors approved she knew she had made it. If they didn’t? Well, she might as well pack up and leave today.


    “It is rather good.” Lowering her tall, top heavy frame until her face was level with the picture, she squinted intensely at it. “And those teeth?”


    In Meli’s opinion, Mrs. Barber was still showing an unhealthy interest in teeth, as her eyes narrowed on her daughters gum line and the two tiny teeth impregnated there, studying them with microscopic intensity. Meli’s tongue went gummy for a second. Drat. Despite her assurance to Mrs. Barber the other day, that she made all the teeth, she had forgotten this one exception. The only one in the whole place where she had used human teeth. These were Cassie’s baby teeth. Meli felt the delicate balance of acceptance weighing heavily at one end. “I made them,” she said boldly, managing to peel her tongue from the sticky base of her mouth. Their eyes locked for a moment, and Meli felt as if Mrs. Barber’s gaze was sucking every thought out of her brain as she searched out the tiny, in fact miniscule, white lie. When Mrs. Barber released Meli, Meli had to clasp the edge of the bench to hold herself upright. If she had discovered the lie, Mrs. Barber kept it hidden.


    “Come and have a look,” Mrs. Barber ordered her two friends, waving them forward. They were still standing like two frightened chickens, arms clutching each other, unable to even look around them. As one, they shuffled forward.


    “The teeth are man-made. Aren’t they realistic?” Meli didn’t miss the slightly sarcastic edge to her tone.


    “Oh, but that it so sweet,” Mrs. Rushmore twittered nasally, her handbag/suitcase almost tripping up Mrs. Swindon as she tried to muzzle between her friends. Cass’ good deed for the day was to break the ice. One look at her angelic face was enough to dispel any images of cauldrons or black magic. With the three women visibly at ease, Meli slowly worked them around the room, giving them a running commentary, ending up by the sink, where a variety of pots, powders, herbs and lichens resided.


    “This is where I make up my own dyes, in much the same way as they would have been made originally,” she explained, “I try to make everything as authentic as possible.”


    Leaving the three women to chat among themselves for a moment, Meli poured the tea and then invited them to join her. The atmosphere had certainly warmed a couple of degrees as the women had lost their chill exteriors. Meli smiled to herself as her guests helped themselves to scones and cream. It was very cosy and relaxed.


    Meli found her gaze settling on Mrs. Rushmore, who was acting a little strangely. She had broken her scone into tiny pieces, and then covertly, she began dropping them under the table cloth onto her recently swept floor. The woman must be anorexic, she decided. Unable to face eating the scones, she was breaking up the evidence and trying to conceal it by tossing it under the table. That would certainly explain her sparrow like frame.


    “By the way,” Meli spoke casually, trying not to think about the mountain of scone growing around her feet when Mrs. Rushmore helped herself to seconds. “Do any of you know someone locally called Finn?” Meli couldn’t waste the opportunity to subtly grill her visitors. Three pairs of startled eyes flicked her way.


    “Why would you ask?” Mrs. Barber, who was not displaying any signs of suffering any eating disorders, apart from being unable to stop, had her third scone suspended half way between her mouth and plate, a dollop of cream from scone number two, clinging to her upper lip.


    “Just something the boys said,” Meli tried to keep any anxiety from her voice.


    “That’s strange, very strange. Haven’t heard that name for years.” Between her vice like fingers, the remains of the carefully erected scone, with its voluminous jam and cream layers, was buckling. “The only Finn I have ever known in the village was Elsa’s son, the one who is buried in the graveyard.” At that moment the tower crumbled under the pressure, boulders falling heavily onto the plate, leaving Mrs. Barber holding thin air with her fat, sticky fingers.


    “Really?” Meli sounded quite shocked, quite disappointed.


    “I expect the boys were just having you on.” A thick portion of tongue slithered from between her lips and caught the overhang of cream, just as it dropped from its anchorage, and scooped it into her mouth.


    “Yes, possibly.” Meli left half a scone uneaten on her plate. Why would they make up such a thing? But there had to be someone. She stared out the window. Could she trust them? Ask them who the boys might have befriended, someone they obviously knew she would take exception to.


    “You looked worried,” Mrs. Barber commented astutely.


    “Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing…” Almost embarrassed, Meli glanced down at her lap, her fingers fumbling with a tiny crumb.


    “But?”


    Meli just had to know, and she might never have another opportunity like this. Lifting her eyes, they locked with Mrs. Barber’s. “It’s just that someone gave the boys some pet mice, someone by the name of Finn.” Meli’s leg jerked slightly as something tickled against her ankle.


    “Oh yuk,” Mrs. Swindon visibly blanched, allowing an avalanche of crumbs to tumble from her tongue.


    For a moment Meli wasn‘t sure if the yuk related to mice or Finn. She was hopeful until the plumbers wife finished. “If there’s one thing I detest, it’s mice.”


    “Rats are far worse,” Mrs. Rushmore interjected with her nasal twang. “Did you know, that according to an article I read recently, that there are so many rats now that no one,” her beady eyes widened to pea size as they flicked meaningfully between the other three women, “is ever more than ten feet away from a rat.” She was rewarded by another ‘yuk’ from Mrs. Swindon, who locked her knees together, and for good measure clutched her skirt around her calves with both hands, her eyes enlarging as they swung across the floor. With a growing sense of unease, Meli resisted the urge to reach under the table to scratch her leg. Had Mrs. Rushmore’s crumbs enticed a huge, hungry rat out of hiding? When something decidedly furry brushed against the sensitive shards of shaven hairs on her leg, it was just too much. With a squeal, she hurled herself backwards, sending her chair crashing against the wall. The effect on the other three women was instantaneous. They were all jettisoned away from the table as though caught in the blast of a grenade, then they all stood panting, their eyes following Meli’s as she stared wide-eyed at the table. As they watched, the edge of the white tablecloth began to shake. Meli reached for a knife, its blade already red and sticky with jam.


    “No, no,” Mrs. Rushmore suddenly screamed, launching herself with amazing agility at the table. Before Meli could do anything to save her, Mrs. Rushmore was on her bony knees and scampering under the overhang of tablecloth, until the only visible part of her was the soles of her well worn sandals. Meli’s mouth hung open. She hadn’t realised that Mrs. Rushmore was so brave, going head to head with a rat. She should at least have taken the knife. She stifled another unbecoming squeal, when Mrs. Rushmore began cooing at it. Was she mad as well as anorexic? As the old woman’s bony rear began to emerge, Meli happened to glance at the other two women. They were watching her with interest, and extremely calmly. Maybe if you’d lived in the country all your life, none of this would have seemed strange, but she hadn’t, and it did!


    Mrs. Rushmore had fully emerged now, and with assistance from her two friends, was being hoisted to her feet, the dreaded rat clutched tightly to her flat chest! Meli felt the blood drain from her body as she took a tentative step backwards. Suddenly catching sight of her, Mrs. Barber began to laugh, her cheeks wobbling like two soggy mounds of dough.


    “Whatever is the matter?” she asked.


    Meli could barely believe her ears. “But, but that’s a rat,” she stammered, stabbing a finger in the direction of the ball of fur that quivered in Mrs. Rushmore’s arms.


    “Don’t be so daft,” Mrs. Barber rebuked her with a shake of her enormous head. “Don’t you listen to the silly woman,” she spoke consolingly to the rat, as though it might be offended. Reaching out, she grasped the critter in her hands and drew it away from an unresisting Mrs. Rushmore, who’s face had gone a shade of deep plum, from her excursion under the table. Mrs. Swindon guided her down onto her chair.


    Mrs. Barber held the ball out to Meli by its middle. Four legs unfurled, followed by a head, followed by a tiny pink tongue. Meli’s body, which had been on the verge of flight, almost collapsed with relief as her brain registered that the rat wasn’t a rat at all, but was in fact the tiniest Yorkshire Terrier she had ever seen.


    “Oh, but that is so cute,” she whispered, suddenly regaining control of her composure. Carefully, she took the dog from Mrs. Barber; if you could call it a dog, as in fairness to her, it really wasn’t much bigger than a rat. She had never held anything so fragile in her whole life, and cradling the bony frame, which buzzed in her arms like Cal’s electric Philishave, she prayed that she didn’t crush any of its internal organs, or snap any of its shell-like bones.


    “So, this is what you carry around in that bag of yours?” she grinned at Mrs. Rushmore, who’s complexion, she was pleased to note, was returning to normal now. Meli thought about the time she had tripped over the bag in the Post Office. What a close call for the dog.


    “Yes, he goes everywhere with me, don’t you Snuffs?” Meli guessed how Snuff’s got his name, as air, squeezed down his narrow nasal passages, emerged with a sound resembling a hedgehog snuffling around in undergrowth, looking for worms.


    Settling back at the table, Snuffs safely back in his holdall, Mrs Barber picked up the threads of their interrupted conversation. She seemed as eager as Meli to find the answer; after all, discovering the identity of the secret mouse breeder would keep her tongue viciously exercised for days. “Are you sure the twins said Finn?” When Meli nodded, she glanced between her friends, the fleshy proportions of her face twisting and rolling as the baffling question massaged itself over her expression. “There’s definitely no one in the village by that name, and I can’t even think of anyone who keeps pet mice.” The other two women gesticulated their heads frantically in agreement.


    “I expect you’ve already considered the possibility that the twins are covering up for someone? Maybe someone you might disapprove of? Or even possibly someone they don’t want to get into trouble?” Mrs. Barber was like a thawed block of ice out of her own habitat.


    Meli’s own previous suspicions sprang back into her mind: Elsa and Tim. She found herself nodding, although she refrained from elaborating on them.


    By the time her guests left, no doubt to prepare for tomorrows Thursday morning weekly pension and gossip gathering, Meli was feeling pleased that she had invited them. No, elated better described it. She felt she had gained a friend in Mrs. Barber, and contrary to all the unkind things she had said and thought about the Post Mistress in the past, she was confident that in certain circumstances Mrs. Barber could be trusted; a notion not necessarily extended to the other two. If Mrs. Barber was the trusty elephant, the others were mischievous baboons.


    Feeling more positive, and determined, than she had in days, she decided to sort the boys out, once and for all. Standing at the bottom of the stairs she summoned them down to the kitchen.


    “Now, I don’t know what you think you are playing at, or why you are being so disobedient, but we are all going to sit at the table until one of you spills the beans.” Scraping back two chairs she indicated for the boys to sit, and then took the seat opposite them. She checked the clock. Three thirty.


    While the boys studied the grainy pattern of the table top, Meli read the paper from front to back. Twice. At four she gave them all a glass of water. By four fifteen she was part way through the crossword. Ten minutes later David went to leave the table.


    “And where do you think you’re going? Sit down,” a sharp finger jerked him back into his seat.


    “But I need to go to the loo.”


    “No, I told you that no one is going to get up until I know all about this Finn person.”


    “But I really need to pee,” he bleated.


    “Then you’d best tell me what I want to know, hadn’t you?” David, who had clambered back onto his chair, crossed his legs. The boys remained silent. Meli was beginning to think that she should have started this earlier in the day, becoming anxious that Cal or Cassie could walk in at any moment, just when they might be on the verge of cracking. David began to squirm in his seat. It must have been catching, as George was soon squirming beside him. This looked promising.


    David finally cracked at five past five.


    “We met Finn just after we moved here, down by the farm, in the yard.”


    “That’s a good start. Now, where does he live?” Displaying an illusion of calmness, Meli folded the paper in half, and placing it in front of her on the table she laid her pen on top of it. Her heart was clanking and clunking in her chest like a rusty engine.


    “Somewhere on the farm.”


    “But where exactly?”


    David managed to shrug as a huge shudder ran through his body, quickly followed by a shrug from George.


    “Need the loo,” grimaced David, his whole body twisting into a mass of arms and legs in an effort to hold back the tide.


    “You must know. Come on.”


    A frantic shake of the head was all he could manage.


    “Okay, then what else do you know about him?”


    “Nothing, except he breeds mice.”


    “And dogs,” George added, bouncing up and down in his seat.


    Even Meli was beginning to want to go; watching them was a bit like someone running the tap. “What dogs?”


    “The ones down in the woods, where Quassi came from.” George thrust both hands between his legs and crushed them between his thighs.


    “You mean Quassi belonged to Finn?” Meli was confused. She thought Elsa bred the dogs. But then, Elsa did rent out parts of the farm, so she could have made a wrong assumption. But if Quassi hadn’t been hers to give, how had she got him from Finn?


    Both boys heads were bobbing up and down like pistons. David’s face was burning.


    “So why did he give you mice?”


    “Oh mum,” David bit into his tongue.


    “I want answers,” Meli replied firmly.


    “Because we were upset that SS was dead. You should have told us.” Despite his agonising discomfiture, he managed to cast her a hurt and accusing look.


    Ignoring this, Meli pressed on, aware that a light mist of perspiration was glistening on her upper lip. “What did this Finn tell you about SS?”


    “That he had been shot, blown to pieces.”


    Meli’s hands began to shake. Whipping them under the table out of sight, she clasped them tightly together. “What did he know about that?”


    Reproachful, blue eyes fixed on hers. “He found him dead and then he put him indoors so we would know. But then you put him in the bin.”


    Meli’s heart was pumping with full bloodied fear now. So Finn had been in here, in her home. He’d been watching her when she dropped the squirrels little body in the bin. She thought about all the things that had gone missing, about the flies, about the door being opened. She thought about all the times she had felt she was being watched. Her skin began to crawl. What did Finn have to do with all of this?


    David’s eyes turned into puddles of water, and his whole body looked on the verge of exploding. Suddenly realising how distressed her children were, Meli pushed aside her own fears and rising to her feet she circled the table and pulled them both into a hug. Her own eyes welled with tears. “I’m so sorry,” she told them. “We should have told you about SS, but we didn’t want to upset you. We thought it was kinder to let you think he was happy, making a family.” Releasing them, she let them race away to the toilet. She felt like the biggest ogre in the world for what she had just put them through.


    Moments later, Cal breezed in. “How did the oldies tour go?”


    Meli burst into tears.


    Between sobs she told him what she had learned from the boys, then added. “This person, this Finn. He’s been coming into our home,” her voice trembled at the notion. “Who knows where he’s been? He might have been in our room, touching our personal things.” Although she looked at him through waterlogged eyes, her expression was clearly expectant. For once he didn’t disappoint her.


    “I think I’d better call the police.” So saying, Cal strode off to make the call. “We’ll get the locks changed as well.” The police arrived thirty minutes later. One officer, PC Holster, who sat over a cup of tea and took the details. Well, he laid his note book open on the table, but he didn’t exactly make any notes. Meli hoped that he would write them all up later. He probably had an excellent memory for facts and details.


    “I’ve lived here for thirty years,” he told them when they had finished, accepting a chocolate biscuit from the plate Cal offered him. “And I don’t know of anyone locally called Finn. Are the boys absolutely sure they got the name right? And are they sure that Finn is his Christian name, not his surname?” Snapping the biscuit in two, he tossed one half into his mouth and began crunching furiously, an eyebrow raised questioningly.


    “I’ll call the twins,” Meli offered. She hadn’t thought of that. The boys must have been eavesdropping at the top of the stairs, as they appeared the instant they were called.


    Inviting the boys to sit on the sofa, PC Holster quickly washed down the other half of his biscuit with a mouthful of tea, before questioning them gently. They confirmed that Finn had definitely told them his name was Finn, they were both absolutely certain about that, but they couldn’t say for sure whether this was his first name or surname, he’d just introduced himself simply as Finn. The other thing they couldn’t agree on was what he looked like. Listening to them contradicting each other, he could have been anything from five foot to six foot seven, with blond or brown hair, which was either short or shoulder length and he was about eighteen or thirty, depending on which twin you believed. None of this added any credence to Finn’s existence, other than in the boys minds.


    Meli sat across the room, her fingers wringing together as she watched the twins anxiously answer the policeman’s questions. Were they still disturbed by her unforgivable treatment? She felt sick at the memory; it gnawed away at the lining of her guts like a starving rat. She hoped they didn’t split on her. She felt bad enough about it without having the Police accuse her of abuse. At the end of the interview, PC Holster slipped his notepad into his pocket with little enthusiasm, the crisp white page still unblemished. He didn’t give the impression that this was a very serious crime, worthy of more than the most cursory of inquiries; in fact he looked distinctly disappointed. He offered to arrange for someone to call, to give them advice about home security, then he was gone.


    Cal and Meli did their best to reassure the twins that they weren’t in any trouble, then Cal added a cautionary note. “We’re not saying that this Finn is necessarily a bad person. But there is something untoward going on. We don’t want you to meet him anymore, and if you see him in the distance, you are to come straight home and tell us. Is that clear?” Cal’s voice was unusually firm. The boys nodded.


    


    Meli lifted her head from the pillow, suddenly aware that she was alone in bed. “Cal?” she asked sleepily into the dark room.


    “Sssh,” came an urgent whisper from the direction of the door. “I can hear something.”


    “Its only the cows outside,” Meli groaned dismissively, allowing her heavy head to sink into the luxurious comfort of her pillow and the promise of a deep sleep.


    “There’s someone downstairs.”


    Instantly Meli jerked upright. Scrabbling along the bed, arm outstretched, she sought her dressing gown. Feeling the silky material, she dragged it towards her and then slipped it on. As quietly as she could she slid from the bed.


    Moving as one shadow, Meli’s fingers clutching handfuls of pyjama bottoms around Cal’s broad hips, they headed along the landing. The house was totally silent for a moment, then they heard an irregular graunching sound. Straining into the night, Meli couldn’t figure out what it could be. Working their way down the wall of the stairs, they stopped at the bottom. Meli stared around, trying to make out the shapes in the room; the sleeping black hippo was the sofa, the slender neck of the giraffe wearing a broad rimmed hat was the lamp stand. There it was again. Turning, they headed for the passage leading to the front door. Cal stopped so abruptly that Meli collided with him, and was almost catapulted to the floor. He pointed ahead. Staring over his shoulder, Meli made out the sight of Quassi. He was standing up at the door, his head at an unusual angle, making a sound like he was crunching on a brazil nut with his molars. Then there was the unmistakable sound of a click: the sound of the key turning.


    Dropping to the floor, Quassi stared upwards for a moment, and then rising up to his full height again, he clawed at the door handle. They watched in amazement as he opened the door.


    Cal flicked on the light switch, blinding them both momentarily. As vision returned, they were faced with an empty doorway. Quassi might have been out of sight, but he was clearly audible. Outside, his haunting howls filled the night air, sending shivers down the spines of all God fearing creatures.


    Speechless, they exchanged looks, then hurried along the passage and burst through the door. Above them, glowing majestically from the heavens, hung a huge orb of creamy cheese. “I don’t understand how he managed to get out.” Even though Meli had witnessed it with her own eyes, she still couldn’t credit it.


    “I guess this explains the mystery of the open door and the disappearing dog,” Cal grinned down at his wife, his teeth reflected in the moonlight. “Little blighter.” Meli watched as her husband and Quassi played cat and mouse. Eventually though, Cal caught him by the collar, and dragged him indoors. Locking the door behind them, Meli removed the key, and hung it on a coat hook. That would put paid to any more adventures.


    “You naughty dog,” she berated him, restraining him by his collar so she could lean forward and wag a disapproving finger under his nostrils, deciding that she would have to learn those particular three words in German. She had to give him some credit, as he had the decency to stop struggling long enough to lower his head and look shamefaced, although that could have been more because he was upset that his escapades had been put paid to than the telling off. He perked up though as soon as she released him, and tearing across to the window, leaped onto the back of a chair and began pawing frantically at the curtains, desperate to remove the barrier between him and sight of his moon goddess. Catching a glimpse of her nocturnal beauty through a chink in the material, he thrust his nose through and began his ear-splitting howling. Anticipating this very action, Cal had already retrieved a can of extra strong lager from the fridge and was at that moment pouring it into a bowl. Above the racket of his own caterwauling, Quassi’s sensitive hearing detected the sound. Instantly, his head snapped round. As the bowl touched the floor, Quassi’s feet took flight through the air, the moon momentarily forgotten.


    “It’s the only way we’ll keep him quiet for the rest of the night,” Cal reminded Meli as he turned and put the kettle on. By the time they sat down with mugs of tea, dashed with whisky, Quassi had finished and was cleaning his bowl. As he lifted his head, his whole body lurched as a violent belch erupted from his open jaws. Ignoring the impolite behaviour, Cal took Meli’s hand. “At least now we know who has been opening the door and that it wasn’t this Finn.”


    Meli’s female intuition began jangling alarm bells, sensing where this conversation was going. “But what about the things that have gone missing?” She wasn’t so keen to let Finn off the hook.


    Cal glanced to where Quassi’s rear half was visible, caught in the jaws of the curtains as he propped his upper half on the windowsill. “Maybe Quassi is to blame? I wouldn’t put it passed him.”


    Meli followed his gaze, staring at the pesky little dog through baggy, tired eyes. He was lying on the chair now, a picture of pure innocence as he gazed dreamily at the curtained window; you could almost see his halo. Could he be the culprit? But what about the flies? He couldn’t possibly be responsible for them. She sighed deeply.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 21


    


    “You’d best let PC Holster know about Quassi,” was Cal’s greeting when Meli joined him in the kitchen. Lifting his mug he took a quick slurp of tea before tipping the remains down the sink and dumping the mug in a bowl of greasy water, left over from the previous evening’s washing up. “If they do find out who this Finn is, then it wouldn’t be fair to have him accused of trespassing if it wasn’t him.”


    “Do we have to do that straight away?” Meli spoke in a garbled voice, a clear sign that she thought he was much too hasty in accepting the explanation offered on the glittering platter, which might yet prove to be made of fools gold and last nights, or rather, this mornings, alcoholic beverage. “Can’t we wait a couple of days, just to be sure?”


    Her response glanced off his ‘everything is sorted now’ exterior, like a sword off armour. “Yes, we should do it as soon as possible. We don’t want to be accused of wasting police time. You saw Quassi with your own eyes. There can’t be any doubt now can there? And at least we won’t have to change the lock now. All we have to do is remember to remove the key.” He ruffled her hair as he passed.


    What argument could she put up? Everything he said was true, but? Well, it just didn’t seem to sit right. When no response was forthcoming, he paused to glance back at her, waiting for those magic words which would confirm that she was in total agreement. “I suppose,” the words were pulled from her mouth with the force of a dentist extracting an impacted wisdom tooth. To Cal, it was all so easy, so simple now; so blasted logical - but she wasn’t so easily convinced. Satisfied with her response, he sauntered across to the mirror, and humming merrily he stooped down slightly and straightened his tie in the reflection. Moments later he had gone.


    Meli’s thoughts scurried around like tumble weed in the wind. She hadn’t slept well after they clambered back into bed, and she was exhausted. She was still troubled about the way she had had to extricate the information from the boys, and about their discomfort when being questioned by the police as part of their investigation. Meli wondered who else would be involved in this? PC Holster would undoubtedly visit the kennels to look for clues as to who this Finn might be and where he could be found. And what about Elsa? Would he need to speak to her too? She sipped the cup of tea Cal had left her, but it had gone cold now. Rising to her feet she tipped it down the sink where it swirled around with the dredges of Cal’s.


    She inhaled deeply, trying to replenish the stale oxygen in her brain that might be the beginnings of a headache. Thinking about it all logically - oh how she was coming to hate that word - if Quassi was totally responsible for all the mysterious events, then Finn hadn’t done anything wrong. All she could really object to was that he had given the twins some mice, and had put a dead squirrel on the kitchen table. Hardly hanging offences. Reluctantly, she conceded that in all probability, Cal could be right. It was wrong to let the police hunt him down if he was innocent. Reaching up she pinched tired eyes. She would phone the police later, and then take the kids out for the day, for a treat, to make up for yesterday. She also planned to watch Quassi like a hawk. If he was taking things, surely they could catch him in the act? Maybe she could give the boys that job, a bit of investigating, they’d like that.


    As for her? Well, there was nothing to stop her adding Finn to her own ongoing enquiries. She liked that idea. Low key, but it would ease her worries.


    Meli worked in the studio until ten, and then woke the boys. “Come on, we’re going out, if you lazy things can get up.”


    “Where?” asked a sleepy David, raising his head from his pillow and blinking at her when she pulled back the curtains and blinded him with brilliant sunshine.


    “Where would you like to go?” Meli asked, propping herself beside him on his bed. David was sitting up now.


    “We could go to the beach in Exmouth, where there’s some sand.”


    “Well, get dressed and have breakfast, then we can be off.”


    Leaving them to it, Meli knocked on Cassie’s door, to see if she would like to go. Not surprisingly, Cassie declined, as she already had plans. While the boys were crashing around, getting ready, Meli phoned the Police Station. She was put through to PC Holster. She quickly updated him. They had a good laugh together at the nights revelations, although her shallow humour drained from her face the instant she put the receiver down. She still had a problem quite believing it was over.


    Armed with swimwear and towels, inflatable lidos and sun cream, they drove over to Exmouth. Parking the car, they had a quick game of pitch and putt, before grabbing their gear and making their way along the sea front, heading for the sandy beach. It was a beautiful morning, the cloudless azure sky merging on the horizon with the matching blue of the sea. The beach was already busy, but that didn’t stop them enjoying a couple of hours making sandcastles, sunbathing and swimming in a gently rocking ocean. After this they dried and dressed and wandered into town for lunch. Over their meal, Meli told them about Quassi’s behaviour during the night, and Cal’s theory (Meli couldn’t quite take ownership of this), that he was the unknown thief. The boys were visibly excited when Meli enlisted their help in trying to catch him in the act.


    Despite applying sun cream, Meli was feeling slightly singed around the edges as they pulled out of the car park. Turning her face into the salty breeze blowing through the open windows, she was enjoying its coolness against her burning cheeks, when David asked.


    “Mum, what is happening with Finn?”


    Meli locked her gaze on the bumper of the car in front, before giving him a quick glance. “In what way?”


    “Has he done anything wrong?”


    “Well, I guess not,” she answered slowly, wondering where this conversation was headed, still niggled by concerns like: who was this man? What did he want with her children?


    “Does that mean we can still see him?”


    Meli didn’t answer at first. Her guts were still fuelled by fears about this non person, who only seemed to have any existence in the eyes, minds and voices of her sons. “We’ll have to speak to dad about that,” she eventually told him, throwing him a comforting smile. “It might help if we could meet him?” She felt, rather than saw, her son’s body stiffen as though encased in a hazelnut shell. He gave a small shake of his head.


    “Finn likes to stay away from people.”


    “Why’s that?” Meli stared straight ahead, pedestrians flickering passed in quick succession as the car picked up speed, trying to keep her voice neutral.


    Again the little shake of the head. There was no other response. She glanced at George in the rear view mirror. Although he was trying to give every impression of not being involved, she could almost see his ears flapping. They were all quiet for the rest of the journey home.


    


    Rushing into the garden before the brackish clouds emptied their bloated bellies all over her nearly dried washing, Meli happened to glance in the direction of the farmhouse. It suddenly struck her, that she hadn’t seen Elsa for days now, not even driving passed in her van. That was strangely disconcerting, especially as she had still been feeling that eyes were watching her. She jumped when something tickled the skin on her calves. It was Tabby, who was yet another enigma. For the last two days Tabby had been hanging around the lodge. Not her usual fleeting visits, but for hours on end; sitting on windowsills, curled up on the wall, meowing in a most plaintive way. It almost seemed like she was craving companionship.


    “Where’s your mistress?” She asked Tabby as she stooped down and ran her hand along the long knobbly spine, which felt remarkably like Mrs. Rushmore’s. Arching her back, Tabby opened her mouth, exposing her yellow teeth and made a noise that sounded like she said ‘don-know’. Every one of her senses told Meli that something was wrong, and despite her reservations, she was drawn down the cow weary path, leaving her basket of washing on the kitchen table. As she walked, heavy pellets of rain began falling around her, creating a rapid series of light tapping sounds as they pounded the dry, cracked earth, splattered against the leaves of the trees and bushes that lined her route. After the heat wave of the last five days, it was a pleasure to lift her face, and welcome the feel of the cool rain on her skin.


    The farmhouse came into view. Glancing right, she checked whether the van was parked in its usual place. It was, so Elsa couldn’t be far away. The farmhouse reared up over her like a sweating beast as rain beaded its brickwork. The door was closed, as were the windows and curtains. Flies abounded, caught in the reveals, and as she neared she could see that the sills were littered with scores of their dead and dying brethren; the dying like little whirligigs amongst the corpses as they lay on their backs, their wings flitting pathetically in the final throws of death. Stopping, she swung her eyes around her. There it was again, that uncomfortable feeling that someone was nearby, watching her. Was Elsa hiding somewhere, just out of sight? A yellow streak shot up her spine, making her whole body tingle with trepidation.


    Straightening her shoulders, she swung right, deciding to check the yard, in case Elsa was there. She didn’t want to be caught prying in the house. Tabby appeared from nowhere, strutting towards her on muddy feet. Stooping down she ran her hand over the damp head, flattening her ears to her wet fur. With an unexpected snarl, Tabby shot into the air as though on an up draught of air, turned a somersault and then leaped onto the corrugated roof of the nearest outbuilding. Meli spun round, jumping when she saw a low-flying black spear with a set of bared creamy teeth flying towards her.


    “Quassi,” she gasped. “What are you doing here?” Ignoring her, Quassi sprang along the cobbles, keeping pace with Tabby as she began bounding along the rooftops, leaping from building to building. Meli ran, trying to catch up with them, her sandaled feet squelching, skin against leather as they washed through growing puddles. By now rain was dribbling down the back of her top. It was no longer pleasurable. She lost sight of them, just for a moment, but rounding the end of the barns she found them, side by side. The hairs down both spines were bristling. Meli felt hers do the same. Cat and dog had lost all interest in one another. They were both staring through a doorway into a barn. Creeping forward, Meli peered in. All she could see was darkness. Feeling the need for an escort, she grabbed Quassi’s collar as she passed, and tried to take him with her, but digging in his heels, he surprised her by refusing to budge.


    “Fat lot of good you are,” she berated him, letting her fingers slide away from the slippery collar. “You just make sure that if anyone grabs me you run and get help.” She hoped he understood enough English by now to know what was required of him. Taking that gigantic, reluctant step forward she found herself in the opening, then with another step she was inside, and the shadows engulfed her. Instantly, something leaped from the pillar of darkness to her right, cannoning into her with such force that she was sent crashing sideways, landing heavily on her hands and knees. Motivated by total terror, she scrabbled around, trying to find her feet, certain that at any second the cold honed blade of a large axe would ram itself into her skull, or worse still, through her neck, parting her head from her body, which would drop onto the floor and roll around in the dirt. Would Quassi pick it up by the hair and carry it home, hanging from his jaws like some prize bone with blood dripping from her severed neck? Or would he bury it somewhere, never to be found?


    Suddenly she realised that she was on her feet. Lifting her hands, she encased her head with them, before gingerly moving her neck. Her head didn’t fall off. That was promising. Her entire upper body was quivering like a human jello, but where her blood had drained into her legs, they felt like concrete girders. Despite this, she somehow stumbled to the door and stared out, round eyed, her chest straining. The yard was totally void of any sign of life, the only movement the curtain of rain that slashed into the puddles and ran between the cracks in the cobbles. Had Quassi gone to get help, she wondered? Twisting her neck, she glanced behind her. What had been in here? What had assaulted her? Man or beast or Elsa? She had no idea, just a vague impression of a black shapeless thing that had solidified in the shadows.


    Stepping back inside she forced herself to work her way around, looking for clues, her feet silent on the spongy carpet of soggy straw and other unidentifiable detritus that tried to infiltrate her sandals, while above, the rain beat itself on the corrugated metal roof. A number of dissected bicycle parts, straw bales, large metal bins and half filled sacks, mingled with the full pungent aroma of things long past their best before date. Nothing of interest that she could detect. Had whatever jumped her been the cause of the ceasefire between dog and cat? Returning to the doorway she checked outside again. Still nothing there. Clutching at the architrave she realised how wonderful that was. The hairs on her body had stopped prickling (although that could have been because they were welded to her skin with perspiration, not necessarily because she felt safe). Stepping out into the rain, she hurried back up the yard, taking the most direct route, whilst staying clear of doorways and windows in case anything else leaped out at her. She had had enough scares for one day.


    As she cleared the last row of buildings and the farmhouse came into sight, she spied Tabby, sitting in the doorway, drying herself with her tongue. Seeing her, Tabby lifted up her head and gave a small, cat-like bark before trotting out to greet her, tail high. Walking on her toes, she circled Meli’s legs, purring loudly.


    “What’s going on?“ Meli asked as she stretched out her hand to pet the moggy, but before she could quite touch her, the cat stepped away, just out of reach. Arching her spine, she glanced over her shoulder and gave her tail a come-hither flick. It seemed like she wanted Meli to follow. Intrigued, Meli stepped closer, and Tabby stepped away. Repeating the process, Meli was led to the entrance. When Tabby gave the door a firm shove with her nose, it opened four inches; just enough for her to bend her wiry body around the frame so she could slide snake-like through the gap. Should she follow? Meli was torn, feeling both curious, yet petrified. She glanced up the trail, rising behind her, where she could just make out the tops of the trees at the back of the lodge. There was no one home but the boys, she couldn’t ask them to come with her.


    From inside came an urgent meowing. On resisting feet she crept forward, stooping under the prickly overhang of spider infested creepers that tried to catch at her hair. The door had swung closed again. Meli pushed it back as far as it would go on its hinges, cringing as for good effect they gave a long and chilling horror-movie groan. She stared into the gloomy passageway, reeling at the terrible stench. Reaching into her pocket she took out a tissue, and held it to her face as she stepped inside. Moving in two paces she picked up a shovel which was resting against the wall, and resisting the urge to take it with her as a weapon, she used it to prop the door open with. Better in the event of needing a quick getaway. She noticed almost instantly that there was no sight of the rifle. That wasn’t necessarily comforting.


    “Else,” the tissue, now sodden from her wet skin, disintegrated in her fingers, as her muffled voice echoed hollowly in the mausoleum. She half expected to see stuffed animal heads on the walls, but there weren’t any, just the remains of long faded brown wallpaper, decorated with damp patches of green and black mould. She shook her mane of hair, sending a shower of water around her, shivering in the grip of the icy interior. Trying not to touch anything she pressed on, working her way along the hazardous passage, over and around stacks of old newspapers and magazines, boxes and sacks; things crunching beneath the soles of her sandals. Her imagination pictured cockroaches. She had to force herself to keep going. A door opened on her right. Peering in she decided that beneath the junk and litter, that this must be the kitchen. She was glad Elsa had never invited them for a meal. She didn’t go in. Turning away she moved further along to a doorway on the left.


    The interior was in total darkness, trapped behind thick blanket type curtains, and from somewhere in the room, Meli could hear the buzz of several flies. “Elsa, are you there?” She swallowed on a surge of saliva; somewhere, a pair of eyes were watching her. If only the curtains were open she might have been able to see who was there. She was too scared to cross the room to go and open them herself. There was nothing for it but to feel for a light switch. Grimacing as her fingers encountered what felt like floss wallpaper, but she suspected was more likely to be some repulsive form of hairy mildew, she worked them along the wall, thinking that even if she found the switch, she would probably be risking life and limb by using it. Inching along they encountered a greasy, plastic cover that wobbled worryingly beneath her touch. Bravely she turned it on.


    From overhead, a light bulb, dangling by its flex from the high ceiling, crept into life, casting a pitiful pale glow into the darkness, reflecting in a pair of oval, amber eyes. Tabby. It was only the cat, watching her from where she was crouched on the back of the sofa. She hadn’t realised until that point that she had been holding her breath. Releasing it she inhaled, wishing as she did so that she hadn’t, as the putrid stench, which was far, far worse in here, almost stripped the tender lining from her nostrils, making her eyes water and her stomach heave and roil. Scrabbling around in her pocket, she found another tissue, and clamped it over her nose. In two movements, Tabby leaped down onto the seat and then onto the floor, and working a figure of eight she began making a pitiful yowling sound. Meli moved towards her.


    She froze, her heart plummeting down into her stomach on seeing the hunched figure crumpled on the floor. With a scream, she turned and fled from the house, tripping and stumbling in her blind haste. As she emerged outside she forgot to duck, and her desperate escape was hampered when tendrils of dead creepers snagged in her hair, pulling her up short. Yanking herself free she sprinted away, leaving the creepers clutching handfuls of her hair like trophies.


    Bursting through the door she collapsed against the wall, her hands clasped to her chest. What to do? Was she dead? She shouldn’t have run away like that, she should have checked. But the stench. Springing to life she hurled herself at the phone and stabbed out Cal’s phone number. She could barely speak when he came on the line, fearful of opening her mouth more than a fraction in case the sheer terror building up inside her escaped on an ear-splitting scream. She didn’t want to alert the kids.


    “Meli, what on earth is wrong?” He seemed to guess that the heavy breather wasn’t some pervert, but was in fact his wife. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed as if trying to prevent them from popping from their sockets as the tension in her head continued to build. “Something has happened to Elsa,” she managed to spurt. “I think she might be dead.”


    “Think, or she is?”


    “Don’t ask such bloody stupid questions, just do something.” How could he be so daft? She had already said that she thought she might be dead. Wasn’t that clear enough?


    “Okay, okay, stay calm. Have you called the police?”


    Meli lowered the receiver and scowled, frustration burning slashes of scarlet into her otherwise shocked-white cheeks. No, she had come straight home and called her nearest and dearest for help. He was about as useless as Quassi had been. She felt tears burn at the backs of her eyes. She could still taste the rancid smell polluting her nostrils and stomach like some nauseas gas.


    “Oh Cal, just come home.” She dropped the phone back onto the cradle, wiping her cheeks where her hot tears bubbled over the cold sheen of rain. She went to walk away, although where to and to do what, she had no idea. But then she knew she should ring for help. Elsa might only be ill, and any delay could cost her her life. Picking up the phone again she fumbled to dial 999.


    When the operator asked her to return to the body, Meli couldn’t do it. There was no way she could return to that house of horrors on her own; she’d rather have hot needles stabbed in her eyeballs. It was the police who arrived first. Meli was so relieved that it was PC Holster. Uncannily the boys had appeared, seemingly lured away from their computer game by some inner sense that told them something exciting was happening. When Meli went to accompany PC Holster, they were right there, shoes and coats on ready.


    “No, you wait here,” she told them flatly. “We won’t be long.”


    They travelled down in the police car, Meli shivering, her skin cold and clammy, her clothing still damp from her dash through the rain. They had just parked to the side of the farmhouse when the ambulance arrived, blue lights flashing forlornly through the drizzly rain.


    “Which room is Elsa in?” asked PC Holster gently.


    Without moving from her seat, swamped by great waves of gratitude that he didn’t seem to expect her to accompany him, she replied. “Down the passage, first door on the left.” She almost smiled when she saw his footsteps faltered as he approached the open door, no doubt trying to hold back his lunch; but none of this was even remotely funny. Bravely, he stepped inside, quickly followed by the two ambulance men. Meli couldn’t help but think that they should all count themselves lucky that the door had stayed propped open, allowing some of the stagnant air to seep out. Through the mist of condensation collecting over the windscreen, Meli saw the curtains in the living room pulled back and then the windows were thrown wide. A black raven took flight, instantly breaking into fragments as the swarm of flies swept to freedom and quickly dispersed. She wondered how many years it had been since the room had seen daylight.


    PC Holster came out a few minutes later. Opening the door he leaned in, his hair glistening with a light coating of rain, his complexion a little green. “She is dead,” he broke the news to her. “For a few days by the looks of it.”


    Meli listened, but didn’t listen. It was like his lips were moving, but the words were evaporating in the air.


    The next thing Meli remembered, she was sitting in her own kitchen. She had a mug of tea in one hand, and Cal was holding the other, kneading it rather clumsily like it was a lump of dough. PC Holster was there. There was no sign of the children.


    “How are you feeling now?” Cal’s expression was one of intense concern, his full fleshy cheeks tinged a shade of lobster pink as he studied her.


    “Okay,” she replied. Why were they staring at her so oddly? “Why are you staring at me so oddly?” She blinked, suddenly realising that her eyes felt gritty and sore.


    “Do you remember what happened?”


    The mug of tea was burning her fingers, so she put it on the table as she thought about it for a moment, then it all came flooding back. Her fright in the barn, Elsa’s body, being told that Elsa was dead, her hysterical tears. She nodded, feeling embarrassed. “What happened to Elsa?” She asked PC Holster, lifting a hand to peel strands of hair from where they clung to her face. They were still slightly damp.


    “We won’t know until after the post mortem, but it looks like an accident. It would appear Elsa fell and hit her head.”


    “Oh,” was all Meli could comment as Cal picked up her drink and placing it in her hand, guided it towards her lips. Obediently she took a sip, grimacing as the steaming whisky vapours stung her eyes before burning her throat. It was strangely soothing. Closing her eyes, she finished the tonic. Placing the empty mug on the table, she caught sight of her jeans, and the dark stains on the knees. Blood? Puzzled she studied the brown patches. How had she got them? She must have got them in Elsa’s home. Horrified, in case any of the blood had soaked through and contaminated her skin, she excused herself and dashed away to get changed. Tearing off all her clothing, she took a shower. Standing beneath the hot water she scrubbed at her body until the skin was blotchy and red, desperate to wash away every tiny trace of the farmhouse and Elsa from her skin.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 22


    


    When Meli came downstairs again, the policeman had gone. Everyone was home now, all perched around the table, backs hunched like miserable Reading supporters in the rain. Meli could tell that something had happened; something else she meant.


    “How are you feeling?” Cal was instantly on his feet, and taking her by the arm escorted her to her chair at the table like an old crone. She could have objected, but his touch was so comforting.


    “I’m fine,” she told everyone with a wan smile. “What’s wrong? Has something else happened?”


    Her eyes followed Cal as he returned to his seat. This is probably the first time in months that we’ve all sat at the table together she thought, and there isn’t even a sandwich between us.


    “Cassie has something to tell you.” The crows feet around Cal’s eyes etched themselves into albatross’ feet.


    Meli flicked her gaze to her daughter, who was sitting pale faced, her fingers playing with a Cornflake that must have been left on the table from breakfast.


    “Do you want me to tell mum?” Cal offered softly when she hesitated.


    Lifting her face from the table, Cassie shook her head. There was a tiny cracking sound as she snapped the cornflake between her fingers. “Dean’s surname is Mountford.”


    Meli cocked her head slightly, puzzled. Should that mean something to her? There was something familiar about it.


    “He’s Elsa’s son,” Cass supplied.


    Meli was ejected from her seat as though a snake had injected venom into her backside, sending her chair crashing to the floor. Her palms slapped on the table top, steadying her. “But why didn’t you say before?”


    “We didn’t want the hassle. Besides, Dean didn’t want me to. He didn’t want to be associated with Elsa or the farmhouse. I guess he was ashamed of her, and there were a lot of terrible memories, what with the way he was treated. And then there was Finn’s death.” Her eyes widened as she spoke, pleading with her mother for understanding.


    Behind Meli, Cal picked up her chair, and placing a hand on her shoulder, he gently pressed her onto it. Meli didn’t resist, in fact she was grateful, as her legs felt like they had turned to string and were about to crumple into a heap on the floor, taking her with them. “What happened?”


    Cass shrugged, and broke eye contact. “He never went into detail.” Her fingers fumbled on the table, and finding the two halves of cornflakes crushed them into powder. “Dean and his dad are down there now, you know, going through things.” Meli’s ears visibly pricked and her eyes flicked in the direction of the farmhouse as though they could see through the stone wall and across the distance. When she found that she couldn’t she turned back to her daughter. She’d have to do this the old fashioned way, and ask for details. “How are they taking it?” Again, a tiny shrug.


    Meli’s glance fell on the boys, who were sitting like two goldfish, gaping at everyone, absorbing every word. They were clearly fascinated by all this excitement. Catching her eye, David said. “What was it like, mum, seeing a dead body?”


    “Not very pleasant,” was all Meli trusted herself to say. Without a word, Cassie got up and put the kettle on and made a pot of tea.


    “Anyone hungry? I could get something from the pub and bring it back,” Cal offered when the silence was so taut you could have sliced an onion with it.


    “Yes, please,” the boys enthused. Meli and Cassie shook their heads.


    “Sorry boys, looks like you’ll have to make do with a snack here if you’re hungry.” Cal settled back into his chair, his own face glum. He obviously would have liked something more substantial himself.


    Working on automatic, Meli got up and began making a pile of sandwiches, oblivious to the glares of disapproval from the twins, although they said nothing, sensible enough to try to remain inconspicuous, in case they were sent packing to their room and missed out on this fascinating turn of events.


    Quassi, who had also been listening quietly, began to bark and dashed to the door, just as someone knocked on it. Cal went to answer it, and returned with Dean and his dad. They were both grim faced.


    “I’m Ken, Elsa’s ex-husband,” the older man introduced himself, holding out his hand to Meli. Taking it, Meli swept her gaze over him, mildly surprised by what she saw. He was nothing like she would have imagined; if she had ever tried to imagine what Mr. Elsa might look like, that was. He was impeccably dressed, in a very casual but costed way, in a crisp white tee shirt tucked into a pair of green and taupe Rupert Bear style trousers - that gave the impression that he might just have left the nineteenth hole -, both of which were ironed to enviable perfection; a skill she had never quite mastered. His hair was the consistency of a Shetland ponies, the thickening streaks of grey amidst the downy brown a masterpiece of uniformity. Meli guessed him to be in his early sixties, a fit looking man with a firm handshake.


    “I hope you don’t mind us popping in uninvited…”


    Meeting a pair of brown-grey eyes, Meli replied. “No, not all. Please, sit down,” Meli led them into the living area as she spoke. “And you boys, you stay put,” she told them over her shoulder.


    Finishing the introductions, Cal poured the adults much needed brandies, even allowing small ones for Cassie and Dean.


    “It’s so sad,” Meli commented, fingering the stem of her glass, not knowing what else to say.


    “I understand that you were the one who found her?” Ken asked. Meli nodded. “That must have been a nasty shock, but I am grateful. If you hadn’t gone looking for her, who knows how long she might have laid there.”


    Meli hadn’t thought of that, and it did give her a little solace, easing her growing sense of guilt and inadequacy over her handling of the situation. She had been a total prat, running away as she had.


    “It’s going to take a lot of work to sort out the farmhouse,” Ken was speaking into his glass now. It was clear from his voice, from the deep sorrow lurking in the depths of his broody eyes, that although they had been separated for years that he still retained some affection for Elsa. While the adults talked, Cassie and Dean went outside and sat on the wall together. At least it had stopped raining now. Glancing at them through the window, Meli couldn’t quite tell how Dean was feeling. She was feeling crap, and the brandy was having a woozy affect on her cognitive functioning on an empty stomach. Remembering the stack of sandwiches loitering on the table, she asked the boys to bring them through.


    After thirty minutes, when the sandwiches had dwindled into nothingness, followed by two boxes of summer fruit pies, there was another knock at the door. It was Mrs. Barber, calling to see how Meli was, after her horrible experience. Despite her melancholy mood, and knowing that there was likely to be an ulterior motive to the visit, Meli was touched.


    “Many moons ago, I worked in a nursing home as a care assistant,” she shared, pausing as she squeezed her frame into an armchair, causing joints and springs to squeal in protest. “I still remember to this day my first stiff,” she gave a roar of laughter, while everyone stared at her with expressions resembling Mary Whitehouse watching Clockwork Orange. “Quite horrible. Poor chap had had a heart attack and when he fell he split his head open on the dressing table. Blood everywhere.” As if suddenly noticing the circle of faces, she pulled her features into one more befitting the occasion. “But I’m sure he didn’t feel a thing,” she added, the sparkle having drained from her tale.


    Hot on her heels, Tim arrived. He knew Ken and had seen his car parked outside. “Really sorry about the misses,” he said, lowering his head as he walked beneath the beams.


    Meli caught David nudge George and whisper in his ear, something about the Grim Reaper, come to collect. They both giggled. Meli shot them a stern look which sobered their expressions. When the brandy bottle was empty the adults all headed for the Smugglers Arms. It seemed like the whole village had heard about Elsa, and had packed themselves into the small bar, eager for news. They quickly made space for the VIPs, cramming around them like vampires waiting to feed.


    It proved to be a fair exchange of information though, as Meli learned more about Elsa that evening, than she had in all the months they had been neighbours. As a young woman, she had been a well educated and respected teacher in the local school. That came as a huge shock. Meli couldn’t imagine anyone less likely in the role. Elsa had married Ken in seventy-five when they were both thirty-one. Finn came along nine years later, with Dean arriving when he was two. Dean was three when his older brother died. Ken and Elsa separated that same year. Ken had kept in touch, and had watched her gradual deterioration into the psychotic woman she became.


    “I was totally gob-smacked when Elsa had the barn converted, knowing how she felt about strangers and how easily she became upset. I could only see disaster,” Ken was telling Meli.


    “I hear that she nearly sold the place a few times before we eventually moved in?” Meli prompted, digging for more information. Although Elsa was gone, it didn’t lessen her greed to know everything about her, to try to understand her.


    “Yeah, but each time I managed to persuade her not to. Bet you wish I’d managed it for you too,” he was grinning now, his cheeks ruddy from alcohol. “It was when I was trying to talk her out of selling to you that we really fell out. She was hell bent on going through with it. I hadn’t been back since. I feel bloody bad about that.” His eyes misted over.


    “I’m glad you didn’t succeed,” Meli placed her hand over his. She meant it sincerely. Elsa had been difficult without doubt, but she loved the lodge. Right at that moment she didn’t have any regrets. Cal returned to the table with a tray and drinks. As the crowds parted for him, she noticed that the Countess and Bill had arrived. When Meli popped to the loo a little later, she was delayed by Vilma, waving her over to their table.


    “I heard the news, my dear. Are you alright? It must have been awful to find her. Here, join me for a moment,” the old woman pulled her down into a spare chair.


    As Meli settled, she found herself avoiding the dark, inscrutable eyes of Bill. He was looking at her in his usual hostile way. Anyone would think that she had forced herself on them, not been invited.


    “It wasn’t very pleasant,” she agreed, giving a insipid, wine heavy smile, hoping that her bladder would hold out for a few minutes longer.


    “Do the police know what happened?” Vilma’s frail fingers were like barbed wire as they encircled her wrist.


    “No, not yet, but I get the impression they think it was an accident.” Unable to stop herself, Meli swung her eyes to glare back at Bill, who had the grace to look away. What was up with the man? Was he born with that sour lemon in his mouth? Meli tried not to take it personally. Rising to his feet he scurried away to the bar like the scrawny rat he resembled.


    “I know Elsa wasn’t the nicest person, but well, we did have an affinity, both being of good German stock. We used to be friends, but that was such a long time ago.” Vilma’s crystal blue eyes glazed over.


    “What happened?” Meli pounced on this stupendous revelation, but as soon as she spoke it broke the spell, and the faraway look vaporized into thin air.


    “Oh, you know, the usual,” Vilma replied, trying to sound flippant, which was at complete odds with the sigh that jarred her body, seeming to tear right through to her soul. Meli certainly didn’t know what the usual was, and shook her head vigorously, only to receive one of those annoying condescending smiles that older people gave to younger people when they considered them far too immature to possibly comprehend the intricacies of something: in this case a complex feud that had lasted so many years and caused so much bitterness. When Vilma’s eyes clouded over, Meli thought she was going to cry, then with an infinitesimal hardening of her lips, the Countess pulled herself together, but it was an effort, and Meli clearly saw the way her fingers dug into the arms of her wheelchair as painful memories flashed before her eyes, like stills from an old black and white movie. This time, Meli remained silent, and it worked.


    “We used to go dancing together,” Vilma rambled off on a tangent of her own, her voice dipping. Meli strained to catch every word above the noise in the bar. “That was where I met…” Bill arrived at that moment, somehow managing to dive between them. Meli was struck by how rude he was. Knowing that the moment had been well and truly curdled by his obnoxious presence, she excused herself and rising to her feet she carried on through to the toilet, being stopped half a dozen times as locals she had never spoken to before stopped her to ask about what happened. When she came back, Vilma and Bill had gone, their drinks untouched.


    “That was quite some conversation with the Countess,” Cal commented.


    “I expect she had a lot to say about Elsa,” Tim countered. “No love lost between them.” He took a sip of brandy; it seemed that having one at the lodge had given him a taste for it tonight as he’d forgone his usual tipple of Guinness. Or maybe he thought that the occasion required something more special? “Such a shame that they both fell for the same man.” Meli was beginning to wish that she had a secret tape recorder hidden on her somewhere as there was just so much information to take in. She regretted having had so many wines on top of the brandy, as the resulting haze in her head was seriously hampering her holding capacity. When Cal went to say something, she dug her elbow sharply in his ribs to shut him up. Tim obviously thought she knew a lot more than she did, and she didn’t want to dissuade him, in case he decided to be more discreet.


    “I think Elsa always thought that Bill would go back to her after the Countess’ accident, but it seemed to drive him into her arms more than ever. Then of course, there was Marigold. Talk about a love triangle.” His head began shaking sorrowfully, but with such ferocity that Meli was seriously concerned that the action might act like a hang-mans noose, and snap his neck cleanly in half, preventing him from revealing any more of this hot, juicy gossip.


    “Who’s Marigold?” The words popped from Meli’s lips before she could stop them.


    Abruptly, Tim’s head came to a full stop so he could regard her, his brows drawing down in the middle until they formed a perfect V. “Marigold? Why, Mrs. Barber of course. Didn’t you know?” His thin lips flopped open like a kipper. “Bill and Marigold are married. Everyone knows that.”


    Cal had to catch Meli, who flew to her feet in shock, and nearly fell over as her feet were still crossed.


    “But. But. That can’t be. They can’t be,” she stuttered.


    “They are,” came several voices from nearby. Was everyone listening to their conversation?


    Meli swept her glass from the table and tipped the remains of her drink down her throat without letting it touch the sides. If it had, she would have realised that it was in fact Tim’s brandy. She missed his pained look. This desperate act really did not help one iota. All it did was paralyse any remaining brain cells that had been capable of functioning, so she was incapable of coherent thought. It was soon after this that Cal decided they should go home. Ken and Dean stayed the night, sleeping in the boys room, while the boys slept on the pull out bed in the living room.


    Meli’s world began to spin the second her head fell back against the pillow. She felt like one of the flies she’d seen dying on Elsa’s window sill, flapping around on its back, legs flailing in the air; only she was spinning at a thousand times their speed, and she was being sucked backwards into a gaping black vortex at the same time. Somehow she managed not to throw up. Eventually she zonked out.


    At two twenty-two precisely, her mind switched itself back on. From a drunken stupor, she was suddenly wide awake and sober. Lying there, with her eyes open she stared at the dark ceiling, while her mind replayed the events of yesterday. Slipping out of bed, she trotted downstairs, found a pen and note pad and began to make notes.


    


    The post mortem confirmed that the cause of death was indeed due to a head injury. This seemed to confirm the theory that Elsa had had a fall, and fatally struck herself on the head, dispelling Meli’s presumption that she had a thick skull. Death would have been instant; Elsa wouldn’t have known anything about it. This was of great comfort to Meli, who was still suffering pangs of guilt over her pathetic handling of the situation when she found the body, which was most vexing, as she knew that Elsa would have found this highly amusing. Even in death, Elsa still had some power over her. Several times, Meli found herself wandering down to the farmhouse, when she knew no one would be there. She would sit on a wall, often joined by Tabby, and together they would stare at the building, both lost in their own thoughts.


    The farmhouse had become the epicentre of a hive of activity as Ken had it totally gutted of what could only be regarded as garbage and junk, not even really fit for the scrap yard. Everything went, even the paint off the walls and ceilings, there wasn’t anything worth saving. Skip after skip came and went. Fumigators came and went. As the curtains were torn down, the farmhouse regained its sight, a bit like having cataracts removed after years of enforced blindness. Ken hadn’t dilly-dallied elsewhere either. Within two days of Else’s death he had had the dumped wrecks removed from outside their property, and in less than a week the farmer with the cows was offered, and had accepted, an alternative field, one that was nowhere near the lodge, much to their relief. Life was on the up.


    “It’s the end of an era,” she had commented to Tabby more than once, who, judging by the peculiar squint of her eyes when she’d looked up at her, had either been in total agreement, or had something irritating the inside of her eyelid. Life here just wouldn’t be the same any more. Meli couldn’t understand the way she felt. In a sense she was grieving, which was nonsensical, because any normal person would have been elated that it was over. Perhaps it was because there was still so much that was unresolved, and would remain that way. With Elsa gone, and Quassi restricted to the lodge, there wouldn’t be any more mysteries, but also, no answers. Like, who killed SS? What about the flies? Who was Finn? The mind was a curiously complex Petri-dish, where all kinds of contagions festered.


    Meli and Cal attended the funeral, in fact everyone in the village who was capable of walking or crawling attended, gathering together to pay their last respects. Observing all the dry eyes, Meli was intrigued by their motives. She didn’t believe for one moment that anyone, apart from possibly Ken and Dean, had any reason to grieve her passing. Maybe, like her, they too were looking for resolution, to close this chapter.


    Elsa Vitty was laid to rest beside Finn following a short service. Meli was touched to see that Finn’s grave had been reclaimed from the dirt and undergrowth, and even sported a new headstone. Holding, or rather gripping Cal’s arm as the community flocked tightly around the gaping hole, waiting to consume the coffin, fearful that at any moment she could be pushed over the edge, Meli listened to the hushed voices of the other mourners. She obviously wasn’t the only one feeling that this was the end of an era, as she heard the comment passed more than once. How right they were; Elsa was definitely unique! It was precisely at the moment that Ken stepped forward and threw the first handful of earth into the hole, that Meli decided to close her investigation into Elsa. There was little point continuing now. Better to lay everything to rest with the old woman. If Meli had had her note book with her, she would have tossed it in on top of the coffin.


    


    Dean became a regular visitor, often popping in when his dad went down to the farm to check on the work, or calling to see Cass on his days off. Apparently he hadn’t wanted to visit before in case he bumped into his mum. That was quite understandable! A garrulous, friendly lad by nature, he became noticeably mute whenever the conversation turned to Elsa; although in fairness his memories would be quite limited, after all, he had been very young when Ken moved them both out. Meli couldn’t tell how he was feeling about the whole thing.


    “You off out?” Meli glanced at the boys over the brim of her cup of coffee.


    “We’re off to see the Grim Reaper,” George said. Meli had long since given up trying to discourage their fascination with graveyards, Tim and anything remotely morbid, which had only been encouraged by Elsa’s death. She was taking the stance that they would grow out of it, and the upside was that at least she always knew where they were lately.


    “Don’t upset Tim with that,” she called after them as they vanished out the door, kicking a football. Finishing her drink of extra strong, black coffee, she rinsed out the cup and then stood daydreaming into the garden. Through the open window she could hear the buzz of a bee as it nosed around the roses. The bee didn’t seem to be having any difficulty getting going this morning. Unlike her. She had about as much enthusiasm to get on with the day as a wilted rosebud covered in greenfly in a drought. Listlessly, she cast her eyes around, looking for something to do that wasn’t too taxing. There were some newspapers that needed clearing away, and the carpet could do with a hoover. Sinking onto a chair she closed her eyes, hoping that the caffeine would kick in soon. Maybe if she walked down to the Post Office for a paper it would liven her up? She didn’t move. She stayed that way for three or four minutes before opening her eyes. Rising to her feet she decided to put some washing on and then go across to her studio. She was on the home stretch now and was well on schedule to have the masks finished on time, but not if she carried on like this she warned herself; they wouldn’t finish themselves.


    Working her way through the contents of the wash basket, she went through her usual routine of inspecting the childrens clothing, especially Cassie’s. This involved sorting out anything that was still clean and presentable, giving it a good shake, before folding it and then putting it in the airing cupboard. Damned if she was going to wash and iron anything that was still clean, and had probably only been worn for half an hour. By the time she had finished, she had reduced the pile by almost a quarter. There was only one garment she couldn’t bring herself to touch. Stuffed right at the bottom of the basket was the jeans she had been wearing on the day Elsa died. She had just left them there, blood and all. She had wanted to thrown them out several times, but they were her favourites. Leaving them where they were, she put them out of her mind again. She’d deal with them when she was good and ready, but that wasn’t today.


    Leaving the washing machine to whirl and hum through its cycle, she called Quassi, and together they went to the studio. After a difficult first ten minutes, where she could barely hold a paintbrush, she gradually became embroiled in her work, overcoming her numbing lethargy. Hunched over the wooden upturned face, the face of an ancient Witch Doctor, her fingers began the task of performing delicate brush strokes as they depicted the electric blue eyes. When Quassi scratched at the door, she let him out. Totally absorbed, Meli worked on.


    Her body suddenly levitated itself from the seat as her neck slowly twisted over her shoulder. Outside she heard something, movement, like the sound of a stone rolling across the ground. It was probably just the boys, or maybe Cassie. So why were the hairs along her spine standing up like spikes? Creeping forward she edged her way to the door. Pushing it open tentatively, she peered out. She couldn’t see anyone, yet every instinct told her that someone was there, secreted just out of sight. Stepping outside she slowly turned a full circle, her paint brush clutched tightly in her grasp like a blade. She wished she hadn’t let Quassi out, she would have felt safer knowing he was there.


    No one is watching you, she told herself with as much conviction as she could muster in the circumstances. I must look a right prat, standing out here with a frightened look on my face, armed with a loaded brush. She managed to grin at her own foolishness, and the action was like a tonic that melted away her fears. Either that, or who/whatever was watching her had gone. “Pull yourself together, you dotty old fool,” she said, this time speaking her thoughts out loud, conscious that her mouth was as dry as a fish bone left out on the beach. She swallowed. Had it been Elsa’s ghost? Come back to haunt her? Returning to her studio, she rammed the door closed. She had never believed in ghosts, and she certainly wasn’t going to start now.


    Easing herself down onto her stool, she tried to control her jittery nerves that kept sending electrical charges up her spine to her shoulders and neck, trying to force her to glance at the window. Her fingers whitened as they tightened their grip on the brush. You’ve letting your imagination get the better of you, she told herself, you’ll be seeing little green men soon, or more likely, little men, but in white coats. Reaching out she dipped the tip of her brush in a new pot of dye and then dropped it on the floor. Crimson dye splattered over the tiles.


    Blood on the knees of her jeans.


    How had she got blood on them?


    She had seen Elsa’s body and then fled from the scene.


    She remembered it so vividly. Why hadn’t she remembered it before? Was that why she couldn’t bring herself to throw them out? Not because they were her favourites, but because they were trying to tell her something and she wasn’t listening? No wonder she had been so tense, she’d displayed about as much intelligence as a length of snapped knicker elastic.


    Scraping back her chair, she ran into the house, took the stairs two at a time and hitting the bathroom at full pelt she snatched up the lid, almost falling into the basket in her haste. Steadying herself, she dived in with her arm and retrieved the creased, damp pair of jeans. She spread them out over her extended forearm. The blood stains were still clearly visible, a deep reddish brown. Large patches on both knees. How? Sinking down onto the side of the bath she forced herself to try to remember exactly what had happened after she went into the farmhouse, trying to resurrect the memories she had spent days trying to bury. She was sure that she hadn’t knelt on the floor, was certain of it. So where had the blood come from? The disturbing question pounded in her mind.


    She lifted her head, hearing footsteps on the stairs. She relaxed, recognising them as Quassi’s. When he sauntered into the room and thrust his chin on her lap, she obligingly rubbed his ear for him. He had that same musty smell on him that he usually acquired when he’d been off on his own. Where had he been? For no justifiable reason, she decided to take a walk down to Brambly Hollow Farm, to revisit the scene. Pushing Quassi away, she folded up the jeans, and then interned them back in the wicker basket.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 23


    


    The farmhouse was like an empty canvass, washed over in non descript shades of grey: grey stones, cold grey concrete yard, peeling greyish-white paintwork; just waiting for the first splash of colour to give it character and identity. Gone was the House of Horrors image. What new character would it have? Vibrant and vivacious maybe? As she approached, Meli toyed with images of bright shutters, overflowing hanging baskets; dotted several flowerbeds about the place, and white picket fences. No, definitely not the right atmosphere for the place she decided, grinning to herself. Besides, Elsa most definitely would not approve, just the suggestion was probably enough to have her on the verge of scrambling from her freshly dug grave to come haunt the place.


    Meli glanced to her right, where the Transit used to sit. Where was it now its mistress was gone? She sighed. It was so strange how she missed all the old bits. Recognising the one van parked outside the farmhouse, she guessed that only the decorators were in residence at the moment. Marching up to the open door, she stepped inside. The only smell now was paint fumes.


    “Hello,” she called out, her voice echoing along the empty corridor. “Its only me, Meli from the lodge.” Most of the workmen knew her, so they wouldn’t worry about her visiting. When she heard a grunt from upstairs, she called back “Just need to check something in the living room. Hope that’s okay.” Tough if it is, she thought, striding purposefully along the wooden floorboards.


    “Yeah, help yourself.” One of the painters had obviously moved to the top of the stairs, as the grunts were now words. “But be a love and stick the kettle on.” Damn cheek, she thought, but she did stop off in the kitchen. The kettle was still piping hot from the last cup of tea they’d made. Filling it up again, she plugged it in. It was so different in here. It was amazing what a good clean up, a few tiles and a lick of paint could do; it looked quite normal, even though the cupboards and units were still packed in boxes and piled up against one wall. Leaving the kettle to boil, she hurried along the hall as quietly as she could. Standing in the doorway to the living room she took a bracing breath before glancing in. Like the kitchen, it bore no resemblance to the way it had looked during Elsa’s reign, and looking at the recently lined walls and newly replaced floorboards, it was hard to imagine that a dead body had laid in here for days.


    Focusing her mind, she forced herself to relive that horrible afternoon. She had turned on the light (the memory made her shudder), saw the body, stepped closer and looked down at the drained, white face and the crimson pillow of blood, then she had run. There was no way she could have got blood on herself in here. No way at all.


    With a sense of renewed purpose, she retraced her steps along the passage and burst outside. Lowering her lashes against the glare of the sun, she paused, forgetting all about the painters waiting for their cup of tea, her mind distracted by the playback of events that had happened before Tabby had led her into the farmhouse. She had been in the cobbled yard. Quassi and Tabby had been there, and something had bowled her over in one of the barns. She’d landed on her knees. Eureka. That had to be it. On swift legs, she ran through the gate and into the yard and was soon standing in the barn. This too had been cleared of rubbish and swept out and was now an empty husk, illuminated by narrow beams of daylight which pierced the holes in the roof, and glared through chinks in the coarse tongue and groove walls. Diligently, she scoured every inch of the floor, looking for the tell-tale blood stain which would prove her suspicions were right, but despite a painstaking search, there was nothing. But that wasn’t to say there hadn’t been any, as the workmen might have unwittingly destroyed any evidence during their clean up.


    With her head buzzing with questions and little else, she set off for home.


    What had been in the barn with her that day? She had never made up her mind whether it was man or beast. Now the beast possibility, that was interesting. Why did that notion keep nudging at her thoughts. Beast being what? A large cat? Some kind of ape? It could have been an injured animal; after all, that could account for the blood. No, she shook her head as her feet pounded up the track. The notion of it being an animal didn’t sit right with her. So, what possibilities did that leave? A Were Wolf maybe? Or a goblin, or some other fictitious creature? She was glad no one could read her troubled mind.


    Where had the blood come from that had stained her jeans?


    Elsa?


    Could Elsa have been injured in the barn, staggered home, and then collapsed and died in the living room? Or was there a more sinister explanation? Meli almost tripped over her own feet as this thought punched her on the side of the head. What if Elsa had died in the barn (this theory was strongly supported by the blood) and somebody had moved her body to the house? Was that possible? But Elsa had been dead for a few days, so any blood in the barn would have dried up. But it had been pouring with rain that day, and the roof was leaky. It wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility that the rain had re-hydrated the blood. She found she was trembling. Had Elsa been killed? Had somebody murdered her? From the little she knew about Elsa, she knew she had few friends, but did someone hate her enough to cold-bloodedly kill her?


    By the time Meli was letting herself through the door to the lodge, she had made up her mind to re-open her investigation: digging up the dirt on Elsa, and searching out all those crusty old skeletons she suspected lurked in certain villagers closets.


    Slipping into the living room, she made her way straight to the bureau, and scrabbling around in the top drawer for a moment, she retrieved her note book; the one she’d been using to record everything she learned about Elsa; the one she’d secreted behind the photo album that rarely saw the light of day. Settling at the table, thankful that she hadn’t made the mistake of burying it with Elsa, she opened to the first page. This was the first time she had revisited it since Elsa’s death, and it made interesting reading. It was a bit like a maze, clues branching off in one direction, only to lead to a dead end, or a choice of further pathways. Like - what accident had Tim been referring to, when he said Elsa thought Bill would go back to her, rather than stay with the Countess? She avoided trying to understand how three women could all fancy an embittered, miserable rat like Bill. Sometimes, there was just no accounting for taste. Reaching the end of her notes, she tapped her pen absently on the open page as she mulled over all the information. She would have to tread warily if she was going to re-open her investigation, so as not to alarm the murderer. If indeed there is a murderer, she had to firmly remind herself.


    Carefully concealing the notepad again, Meli decided to pay a visit to the Post Office, to see Mrs. Barber, or Marigold as she now knew her (the name still made her snigger. No wonder everyone called her Mrs. Barber). If she could get her to break; well, the font of information would truly run over. Popping up to her room, to change her shoes, something odd caught her eye. Tucked down inside a four inch gap between her wardrobe and the wall, something was just visible. Getting down onto her hands and knees, she pulled out a crumpled ball of clingfilm. There was more, just out of reach. Something had been stuffed into the gap. What on earth could it be? She couldn’t quite reach it with her fingers. Returning to the kitchen, she selected a pair of metal tongs, and hurried back to the bedroom. Prodding around in the dark crevice, she managed to grip something. She pulled it out, and then sat back on her haunches in bewilderment. It was a part wrapped sandwich, or rather what was left of a sandwich after it had been stuffed down the side of the wardrobe weeks, if not months ago. She frowned deeply, before scavenging around in the opening, and producing more of the same. Now they were disturbed they were giving off a nasty whiff, and there was something else mixed in with them. Separating one on the carpet with the tongs she examined it. It looked like an oversized grain of wholemeal rice, only it was hollow. Fly larvae?


    Shooting to her feet she marched down to Cassie’s room. Flicking her eyes around the room, she quickly selected the chest of drawers as being the most likely hiding place if you wanted to stash something quickly. An initial prod underneath confirmed her suspicions. Cursing under her breath and then out loud, she struggled to pull out the unit. There must have been at least a dozen sandwiches there; most wrapped loosely in cling film, some so black that they were almost liquefied, some crawling with maggots. It took all her effort not to throw up. Those boys were in for it when they got home. At least this solved the mystery of the flies in the two bedrooms. The boys hadn’t been eating their sandwiches, they had been hiding them! She had never been so angry with them.


    How could they? Her feet stomped noisily down the stairs. Why hadn’t they just thrown them in the bin? She forgot all about her plan to visit Mrs. Barber. Collecting the dustpan and brush, some rubber gloves, disinfectant and a clear bin bag, she cleared up all the mess, scrubbing Cassie’s carpet, trying not to think of what might be sticking to the wall in her bedroom, where she couldn’t get to it. She had been tempted to leave the cleaning up for David and George to do, but the sight and smell was turning her stomach, and now she’d seen them, there was no way they could stay there a minute longer than necessary; but she intended to keep and produce the evidence in all its horrific glory! At least she could ensure that there was no repetition of the fly incidents.


    The boys arrived home to a barely recognisable mother, who had jets of steam pouring from her ears and shooting from her nostrils, holding a bag of writhing sandwiches.


    “What on earth possessed you to hide these in our bedrooms?” The bag was shaken inches from their noses. When it was lowered, the boys stared at their mother with what could only be described as terror in their bulging blue eyes. Fortunately for them, Meli still recalled the last time they had got into a similar question and answer session over the mice, and fortunately for them, Meli was grimly determined not to repeat this, however furious she was.


    “What the devil were you up to, you morons?” She screamed at them at full volume, tipping the bag of mouldy sandwiches over their dinners, topping it with lumpy gravy and making them eat it.


    Refraining from this particular course of action labelled Let Rip, which was Plan A, Meli settled for plan B, labelled Calm and Reasonable in the Face of Severe Provocation.


    “I’m extremely cross, with both of you,” she told them, her lips taut as she restrained her voice. “I can’t for the life of me understand what you thought you were doing, but it was wrong. You must see that?”


    “But you screamed at us when we didn’t eat them, even though you knew we hated sandwiches,” David accused his mother with just a hint of boldness. Meeting the full force of her fiery look, his gaze buckled, still uncertain whether there was a Plan A, or whether this was it.


    “Yeah, you got so stressed, we thought we were doing you a favour by letting you think we ate them,” George pointed out in a whisper.


    “But why didn’t you just chuck them out in the bin? Or throw them away at school?”


    “Didn’t think of that,” David answered, grinding the toe of his sock into the carpet. “Sorry.”


    “Yeah, sorry,” George added.


    Meli’s fingers curled into fists, her nails like blades against the skin of her palms. A muscle in her neck began to twitch. “Okay, just go to your rooms for now while I think about this. You do understand that what you did was wrong?” She waited for their nods. “Especially when we had all the problems with flies. Why didn’t you come clean then?” Despite her resolve, her voice rose an octave.


    George’s eyes widened into oceans. “But mum, you would have gone ballistic,” he gasped.


    Secretly Meli had to agree with this, but like all good mums she didn’t want her kids to think that she was incapable of being reasonable. “No, I wouldn’t, and you didn’t give me the chance to prove it.” (At least the last bit was true anyway). “Off you go, and we’ll speak about it again later.” She turned away, trying to control Plan A, which was still simmering just below the surface. All the work they’d caused. All the hassle. They crept away so quietly that she didn’t hear a sound, not even a board creaking on the stairs. Cass was going to hit the roof.


    Returning from her workshop a little while later, Meli came across her daughter in the kitchen. Meli had already dedicated some time thinking about how she would share her discovery with Cass, but before she could spill the beans, Cass commented. “I’ve already heard.” She sounded remarkably calm. “Little sods.” Opening the fridge, she leant inside.


    “What do you mean? Little sods? Is that all you can say?” Meli’s knuckles were thrust into the hollows of her hips. Cass reappeared, with a slab of cheddar and some butter, and spent a moment checking the use by dates. Depositing them on the worktop, she went to a drawer for a knife. “Well, what did you expect? You did go on at them. You should have heard yourself.” Cass gave the knife the once over, as though checking it was clean.


    Meli’s eyes somehow registered anger and confusion at the same time. Of everyone, she had thought she could depend on her daughters support in this. After all, she had been a victim too, and at the hands of her loathsome brothers. Looking at Cass’ ultra serene profile, she bit her tongue. Cass was obviously so love sick that she wasn’t behaving rationally. Two months ago, she would have demanded that the twins were hung, drawn and quartered. Yet here she was behaving like an earth bound angel. Everyone seemed to be ganging up on her today.


    Had she really been such an ogre?


    Cal only confirmed this (although not in that exact terminology) when she talked it over with him that evening, and so, depressing though it was, she felt compelled to accept that it was all her fault. After all, the rest of them couldn’t be wrong. Could they?


    


    Meli’s postponed trip to the Post Office was further delayed the next morning by an unexpected and long phone call from Paula in Reading, who had just come back from a water sports holiday in Tenerife, so she didn’t arrive until twelve forty-five. Just before half day closing.


    “Morning Mrs. Barber,” Meli greeted as she headed for the paper stand. As she expected, all the Daily Mails had gone. Reaching for an alternative, she was stopped by Mrs. Barber.


    “No, no, put that back,” the Post Mistress beamed, squatting her hippo sized torso so she could reach under the counter. “I thought you might still call, so I put a copy aside for you, when I noticed they were getting low.”


    To Meli’s astonishment, a copy of the Daily Mail was thrust out towards her. “Well, thank you. That was very kind,” she gushed. Ever since Mrs. Barber’s visit to Brambly Lodge, there had been the most radical change in their relationship. Gone was the barrier of ‘you’re still an alien in these parts’. Now they were like two chimps swinging from the same branch. It made Meli preen with pride.


    They began chattering, and Meli didn’t even notice when Mrs. Barber shut up shop, leaving the two of them locked in together. “Would you like to come out back for a cup of tea?” Mrs. Barber threw her the invitation.


    Meli wouldn’t have been more stunned if Mrs. Barber had shed her clothes and swung naked from the brass bell over the door. She thought about the boys, waiting for their lunch. No doubt they would take matters into their own hands and make themselves something if they got hungry; she couldn’t miss out on a golden invitation like this. It was the answer to her prayers. “That would be lovely, thank you.” Eyes sparkling with anticipation, she followed Mrs. Barber behind the counter and into her home territory, fighting off the uncomfortable feeling of being somewhere you shouldn’t, almost like going through someone’s personal belongings without their permission.


    In front of her, Mrs. Barber turned sideways to negotiate a doorway. Looking at the opulent frame, completely blocking her view of the narrow portal, Meli was of the opinion that it would be an impossible feat of physics for her to force her way through, but amazingly she did. Even so, it was still like watching an orangutan squeezing through the doorway of a Wendy house. When the portal was eventually clear of the last pound of crushed flesh, Meli walked her small frame through unhindered. She had expected to find herself in a living area resembling the environment of the shop: cluttered and crammed with everything and anything, including an overflow of stock, and very pink. But it was the total opposite; very minimalist in comparison with just the bare essentials for a living room: sofa, one arm chair, coffee table, TV, and a wall cabinet, and there wasn’t a hint of pink anywhere (apart from Mrs. Barber’s overall, that was).


    “Take a seat, and I’ll just put the kettle on. Always like a cuppa when I’ve finished,” Mrs. Barber told her as she lumbered away in the direction of the doorway to the left. Meli settled on the sofa, facing the window overlooking the lane. Through the net curtain, with its pattern of tiny cottages, she could see figures walking passed on the opposite side of the road. After a moment, she rose to her feet, and went and studied some photos on the cabinet.


    There was one in particular, which caught her eye. It was of Mrs. Barber when she was in her twenties, with a young man standing by her side. First impression was that they were a couple, but there was something about the body languages that just wasn’t quite right. It was while she was trying to work out what, that it suddenly dawned on her who the man was. It was Bill. She was stunned by how different he was. Mrs. Barber was much the same, although at least three stone lighter, but she had the same smile, same eyes, she even had the exact same haircut! Mrs. Barber looked as though she was stuck in a time warp, only affected by the ravages of advancing years and Cornettos.


    But Bill? In comparison, he looked as though his life had been through a grinder and spat out on the far side. His face was fuller, which suited him. His mean, black brows were sleek and arched, denoting intelligence with a hint of humour, rather than a mean disposition, and his lips were plumper and curling upwards at the corners, making him look, well, actually look like he was capable of smiling. But it was his eyes that were so different. Picking up the picture, she gazed into them. Meli had heard it said that the eyes were windows to the soul. If that was the case then the eyes she was looking at were the eyes of a dreamer, filled with aspirations, whereas the eyes in the here and now were windows to his own tortured dungeon where his dreams were nailed bleeding to the wall, his heart pinned alongside. His photo depicted a cheeky natured young man, more Leonardo Di Caprio, than Dick Dastardly. Life must have been devastatingly cruel over the years to create such a monster.


    Hearing footsteps, Meli quickly replaced the photo, and dived into the nearest seat, which was on the armchair, just as Mrs. Barber returned with a tray, which she slid onto the table. “You can be mum,” she told her, her eyes flicking across to the photo. Guiltily, Meli’s eyes followed, wondering if Mrs. Barber knew she had been prying? “It’s nice to put my feet up and be waited on for a change.” So saying, she swung her plate sized feet up onto the coffee table and wriggled her stockinged toes in the air like ten fat chipolatas, which gave off a faint odour reminiscent of raw pork, which had just been unwrapped.


    Obligingly, Meli poured them both cups of tea, and politely offered Mrs. Barber the plate of digestive biscuits. Taking three, Mrs. Barber balanced them on her mountainous lap with the cup and saucer. “I do like Wednesdays,” she sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. “How are things up at the lodge now? You must notice quite a difference?” Snapping a digestive in half, she gave it a good dunking in her hot drink, then with practiced ease, launched it into her mouth just before it disintegrated.


    Meli nodded as she added some sugar to her own tea and gave it a stir. “Definitely. I hadn’t realised what an impact Elsa had on my life, and it is amazing how different it all seems now.” She grinned. “Rather ordinary in fact.”


    Mrs. Barber nodded understandingly, waving the other half biscuit in front of her mouth, trying to hold off shoving it in until she’d finished what she wanted to say. “It’s strange, but even the bad things can leave their mark when they’ve gone. You sort of adjust your life around them, and then off they go, leaving a huge gaping hole. No respect.” She gave Meli a commiserating smile. Seeing an opening, the biscuit dived in.


    Meli nodded this time, trying not to stare as the Post Mistresses jaws rotated and chomped, producing enough energy to light up the whole of the village for an hour. She picked up her cup and took a sip. “Ken and Dean seem very nice.”


    Mrs. Barber swallowed, and then ran her cow sized tongue around her lips, in what Meli construed to be a rather nervous manner. “Yes, they are. It was a shame how things turned out for them.” Her words almost ground to a halt, before she added. “Things were never the same after Finn died, and they certainly didn’t improve none after Ken left.”


    “In what way?”


    Mrs. Barber gaped at her for a moment, as if wondering whether she had actually spoken the last sentence out loud, or whether Meli had somehow sucked it straight from the inside of her head. “Elsa didn’t seem to like being on her own,” she began. “Took it into her head to find other male companionship, if you know what I mean. Oh, don’t look so surprised,” Mrs. Barber’s voice deepened as though scraping gravel off the ground. “She wasn’t so bad looking in those days, and she knew how to dress to please the men. She caused a lot of unrest in the village with her unsavoury ways.” Her tone was clearly disapproving, as though she thought Elsa deserved to be stoned for this.


    A couple of images sprang to Meli’s mind. One of Elsa’s elephantine frame squashed into a frilly French maids outfit, the other of it sprawled along a chaise lounge, the bulbous rings of flesh consuming the lacy straps of her suspenders and g-string and, not forgetting, a fluffy pink bra which would have been big enough to hold at least ten pounds of dripping in each cup. Neither were a pleasant sight. Trying to keep her expression neutral, she focused her thoughts. They settled on Tim’s comments about the love triangle. “And as we all know, nothing much is kept secret in a village,” she prodded when Mrs. Barber remained preoccupied with her own thoughts. Mrs. Barber threw her a guarded look, clearly wondering how much Meli knew. Meli wasn’t sure on the best course of action. She had determined, indeed she was desperate, to find out more, and to do that she would have to probe, but she didn’t want to upset anyone, least of all Mrs. Barber, her new found friend; didn’t want to alert the killer. She stiffened slightly, conscious that she was including Mrs. Barber in that thought. She decided to wait and see what might be offered voluntarily.


    “You know about Bill then?” Mrs. Barber’s eyes glazed over, making them appear brittle, yet somehow vulnerable.


    “A bit.”


    Mrs. Barber averted her gaze, and glanced across to the window, lost in her own thoughts for a moment, her breaths strained, her breasts swelling under her chin like two hippo heads emerging from the murky waters of a river bed. “Elsa must have had a dozen or so flings after Ken left. Nothing too serious though. Nothing that got her into too much trouble, not at first. Not until she set her eyes on Bill.” She paused reflectively. “I know he’s not much to look at now, but back then…” Lifting her cup, her eyes flicked across to the photo, the only sound being the slurp of tea as it was hoovered up between two Mars bar thick lips.


    “Bill was already having an affair with the Countess Vilma Van Gelda,” her tone was venomous. “But that seemed to make him all the more attractive. Not only could she take him away from his wife, but also from a mistress. That would really prove her worth. Wasn’t long before the whole village and his dog knew what was going on. She made sure of that.” Her hands began to tremble, sending breakers of tea crashing over onto the saucer, pooling over to soak into the remaining biscuits before staining the pink nylon a watery brown. “But after a while, Bill saw sense, saw what Elsa was up to, so he finished that particular affair. It was just after that that Gelda, had her accident.” There was no hint of compassion to her tone.


    Meli’s eyes were straining from their sockets as she sat perched on the edge of her seat. She could barely believe her good fortune that Mrs. Barber was spurting information freely like a fractured water main. She felt bitterly disappointed then when silence fell, and in her head, she was urging her to continue. Constraining herself for a moment, she finished her own tea. “What happened? What kind of accident was it?” She eventually dared to prompt.


    Mrs. Barber lifted a pair of heavy eyes from where they were dangling solemnly in the dregs of her tea. “A car accident. Her brakes failed, and she drove off the edge of the road and down a steep embankment. Spinal injuries. That was in eighty-eight. Spent seven months in hospital, and will spend the rest of her life in a wheelchair. But enough about me,” Mrs. Barber said, easing her weighty feet from the table and dropping them down onto the floor. “How are those boys?” Gone was the gushing water main, replaced by the sponge like persona who was more used to gleaning information than sharing it.


    Accepting defeat graciously, knowing that Mrs. Barber would expertly bat away any further questions relating to the past, Meli found herself relaying the tale of the sandwiches and the flies, which Mrs. Barber found highly amusing; as would the whole village no doubt. It was good to hear her laugh again. Mrs. Barber sobered suddenly, noticing the time. Picking up her cup, she drained the last drops of tea down her throat, which must have been cold by then, and returned the two uneaten but tea sodden biscuits, to the plate.


    “The others will be here soon. Must get changed.” Meli realised that she must be referring to Mrs. Rushmore and Mrs. Swindon and their Wednesday at two get together. She didn’t invite Meli to stay, so accepting that she was being dismissed, Meli asked to use the toilet before making the trek home. In the bathroom, she couldn’t help but notice that there was every indication that Bill still lived here, as there were several mens toiletries spaced out on the shelves, and two well-used tooth brushes growing from a tumbler like exotic splayed blooms. She had been wondering whether he lived here or two doors up. She did feel sorry for Mrs. Barber. No wonder she sometimes seemed so down. Having a husband so openly having an affair must be awful, especially for someone so much in the public eye. She also strongly suspected that Mrs. Barber still had strong, if not loving feelings for Bill. She found herself thinking affectionately about Cal.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 24


    


    Tabby was standing on the living room windowsill when Meli arrived home, rubbing herself against the window, deliberately annoying Quassi who was alternating between trying to bite her through the glass, or send her flying from her perch with his paws. “You are a tease,” she rebuked the cat as she picked her up and ruffled her head. She was beginning to feel a bit plumper now, as Meli had taken to feeding her. Meli had it in mind, that provided Quassi accepted her, Tabby would move in, regardless of the joint objections already raised by Cal and Cassie in anticipation of this; they wouldn’t have any say in the matter. If not, then she could continue to live on the farm, as there were plenty of places to keep warm and dry, but she would be welcome to continue to dine with them.


    Replacing the cat, and shooting Quassi a warning look through the glass, Meli headed for the door. With some nifty footwork, she successfully prevented Quassi from rushing past her.


    “Hi Cass. Thought you’d be gone by now,” she greeted her daughter, who was sitting on the sofa, thumbing through a magazine.


    “Dean’s off today, so he’s coming over here,” Cassie told her as she turned the page. “I’m glad you’re back.” How sweet thought Meli. “Maybe that pesky mutt will be quiet now.” So much for daughterly love.


    Almost instantly, there was a knock on the door. Hurling the magazine carelessly in the direction of the coffee table, unaware, or uncaring that it skidded across the dusty surface and somersaulted onto the carpet, Cass bounced to her feet, and raced away to greet Dean. Meli clearly heard the sound of kissing echoing down the passage.


    “Hello, Mrs. Noble,” Dean greeted with one of his broad smiles when they entered the living room, having managed to escape each others clutches. “How are you? How’re the masks coming?”


    What a nice, polite boy. None of her own brood ever thought to enquire after her well being or how her career was going. “I’m fine, thank you for asking, and the masks are in the final stages now. Soon I’ll be out of work again.” She made the comment lightly, but it was true, and it was worrying. She’d not had any further offers of work, which she acknowledged was partly her fault. With everything that had been going on, she hadn’t exactly put herself out. Still, that was one of the drawbacks of being self employed.


    “Would you kids like a cup of tea and something to eat?” It wasn’t too much additional effort to make lunch for three as for one; provided they didn’t mind sandwiches, and didn’t stuff them down the sides of the sofa or anywhere. She smiled ruefully, she was beginning to see the funny side of it now herself. The two teenagers nodded, and settled on the sofa, Dean wrapping his arm affectionately around her daughter. He was showing her the cover of the DVD he’d brought round for them to watch.


    “There’s a choice of cheese or ham,” she called to them from the kitchen.


    “I’ll have the cheese.” Meli could have guessed that for Cass.


    “Me too, cheese is fine,” Dean told her across Cass’s head of auburn hair.


    “Do you want anything with it? Pickle, tomato ketchup, or I think there’s some pickled onions.” Scanning the fridge, she couldn’t detect the latter. “Sorry, seems we haven’t got any pickled onions after all.” Glancing at Dean she couldn’t help but notice that he’d turned a vivid shade of sea-sick green around the gills.


    “Are you all right?” she asked.


    “Cheese, just plain cheese for me,” Dean told her. Noticing the peculiar way Meli was regarding him, he added ruefully. “Sorry, but I’ve got an aversion to pickled onions. Mum used to force me to eat plates of them with dried bread. It’s strange, but although I was only about three at the time, I remember it so vividly, probably because they made me feel so sick.”


    “Why would Elsa make you do that?” Meli registered a tiny trickle of excitement in her guts, recalling the plate with its slice of bread and pickled onion Elsa used to keep in the Transit. It seemed that now Elsa was gone, people were more prepared to talk about her.


    Dean opened the DVD case, and removed the disc, his complexion returning to normal now. “It was Finn’s favourite,” he told them both. Rising to his feet, Dean popped the disc into the players drawer.


    So, another mystery solved. Meli had quite a few notes to add to her records. This was getting easy.


    “What are you going to watch?” Meli asked as she handed them their lunches.


    “The Evil Dead,” Dean replied, holding up the case to show her the cover.


    “That’s an oldie, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, but it’s one of my favourites, and Cass hasn’t seen it before.”


    “Mind if I join you while I have lunch?” Why on earth am I asking their permission, Meli questioned herself? She shouldn’t feel uncomfortable in her own living room. She tried to shake away the gooseberry feeling. This boyfriend thing would take some getting used to.


    Cassie kind of scowled at her. Not a full frontal ‘oh mum, get lost, we want some privacy’, but close, while Dean shrugged, “Not at all,” the dimpled smile he had arrived with was back on his face.


    The film began to roll, and although Meli was staring at the screen as she ate her ham sandwich, the images reflected in her eyes were superimposed with her own broody musings. She was thinking about the Countess and her accident. Was it just one of those unfortunate things, or was there something suspicious about it? Could Elsa have caused the accident somehow? Get rid of the opposition? That would give two people a motive to murder Elsa: the Countess and Bill. Although why wait all these years before seeking revenge? No, that couldn’t be it. And what about Mrs. Barber? She also had a motive, but again it seemed beyond reason to wait so long. Could anyone be that patient? Then again, if Elsa hadn’t had anything to do with the Countesses accident, the only other suspect was Mrs. Barber. The plot seemed to revolve around the three women and their embittered relationships with Dastardly Bill Barber.


    


    “What the hell is this?” Cal’s cheeks reflected the ruddy red of the dying sun through the window as he burst into the bedroom, where Meli was preparing for bed.


    He was waving a note pad in front of him. It was instantly recognisable.


    “Oh, that,” she mumbled, her own cheeks colouring guiltily.


    “Yes, this,” holding it steady, he flipped back the first several pages. “Suspects in Elsa’s murder,” he read the heading before glancing up at her briefly to check she was paying attention. “Mrs. B, who’s husband was having an affair with Elsa, and with the Countess. Or could it be, oh yes,” his eyes narrowed as he struggled to read her scrawled writing. “Bill. Bill’s the next suspect. His motive could be revenge for the car accident that confined the Countess to a wheelchair.” His eyebrows had risen so high they could have been mistaken for horns. “What is this rubbish?” He slapped the pages with the back of a large hand.


    Meli instantly clambered onto the saddle of her high horse. “What is it to do with you? Those are my private notes. You had no right to read them.” Why was he so angry?


    “But who said that Elsa was murdered? Certainly none of the experts, like the Police or the Coroner. Accidental was the word I believe they used.” His blue eyes flashed at her.


    She swallowed. Unable to meet his condemning gaze, she dipped her eyes, and regarded the A4 pad that was hanging precariously from the tips of his fingers, the first dozen or so pages flopping unnaturally backwards, the glue struggling to hold everything together. She had to concede that certain halfwits, in this case namely Cal, could wrongly deduce from her notes that she was under the impression that Elsa had been the victim of a murder, and fail to comprehend that her notes were simply an accumulation of interesting facts and deductions. “The notes don’t mean anything,” she explained, trying to put it in the simplest of terms that even he might understand. “They’re just like, well just like dawdling, only using words, not shapes, you know, idle notes.”


    She turned away dismissively as though the pad meant absolutely nothing, and picking up her hair brush began to draw it methodically through her trailing locks. Please, oh please don’t do anything drastic to my precious notes, like throw them in the bin, she began chanting in her head in time with each brush stroke.


    “How many people have you mentioned this to?” he asked, thrusting the offending pad out towards her, his expression resembling that of a severely menopausal woman.


    Meli shook her head, surreptitiously observing his reflection in the chest of drawers mirror. “Well, no one. Do you think I’m mad?”


    “No, but the village will if you start spreading these stupid ideas of yours.” It was with some relief that she watched him hurl the pad onto the bed. “I would suggest that you destroy that, before it causes problems for everyone.” With that, he was gone.


    Meli picked up the A4 pad and spent a moment smoothing out the ruffled pages, and with them, her own ruffled feelings. What was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he see them for what they were, just innocent ideas and jottings, based on the truth? If he’d hung around long enough she might have told him about the blood in the barn, but he’d blown that now. He could go stick his head in a bucket of sand where it belonged.


    


    Standing beneath the sculpted boughs of the ancient oak, Meli paused, and gazed out across the stubbled carpet of rabbit cropped grass that spread before her, its limits defined by the distant kennels with their backdrop of black forest. A southerly breeze lifted her hair as it rustled the leaves. They seemed to be whispering feverously to each other. Whispering secrets from long ago as well as from the here and now. They sounded pretty garrulous, reminding her somewhat of the Post Office on pension day. If only she could converse with them, she thought wistfully as she stared up into the dense foliage. They would undoubtedly provide her with so many answers.


    Pushing aside such fanciful notions, she returned her gaze to the kennels. There was an air of despondency emanating from them as they languished in deep shadows, so intense that it reached out and filled the entire enclosure; she could feel it throbbing against her skin, like a slow and irregular heartbeat. They seemed to be in mourning, shocked by the abrupt departure of their rowdy, canine residents. Meli wasn’t sure what had happened to the dogs after the RSPCA had taken them away to be re-homed following Elsa’s death, the general assumption being that they belonged to her, not to this seemingly fictitious Finn. But it was Finn that Meli was hoping to find some clues about down here. Not the dead child, but the stranger who was as mysterious and elusive as Lord Lucan, or Nellie, the Loch Ness Monster.


    She pushed open the gate, cringing as the high pitched squeal of grating metal announced her presence to all and sundry. So much for her furtive recce. Soundlessly, her sandals carried her across the restive compound, and it was with some effort that she resisted the growing urge to check back over her shoulder. She was almost there. Behind her, the gate creaked. That was just too much. She spun round, her heart flipping in her chest, crashing and knocking against her ribcage. It was just the sound of the gate swinging closed.


    The kennels seemed to have been abandoned just as they were, even down to dirty bowls and soiled floors, where hairy, green rugs were sprouting, and growing now in abandon. She would have thought that someone would have cleaned up, although the ultimate plan would probably be to have the whole place flattened in time. She lengthened her strides, heading for the lean-to attached to the furthest end. She hoped that she wasn’t going to be disappointed when she looked inside, and find that it was filled with nothing more than empty promises or more secrets. Reaching it, she paused and quickly scanned the compound and the encircling border of trees. She couldn’t detect anyone watching her.


    Reaching out an unsteady hand, she gave the door a tentative push. It swung open soundlessly, inviting her to enter. With a gulp, she forced both feet to cross the threshold as her eyes flicked around the gloomy interior, checking for any immediate hazards, like lurking assailants. She couldn’t see any. She lifted her eyes upwards, to the wooden roof and its drapery of heavy, thick black cobwebs. Yes, thank you, she whispered in her head. Above her was a bulb. That would certainly make things easier. She searched for the switch. It was a pull cord. Giving it a quick tug, a brownish light filtered down. Beneath a small filthy window, a workbench ran along one side, where several tins of dog food were stacked, at least one of which was open. That accounted for the stench. There was a cupboard in the far corner, a bench seat and tools to her left, and peering behind the door revealed a couple of sacks, perched like two ancient tatty teddies, their stuffing of wood chippings spilling out onto the floor from their headless bodies.


    Moving forward, she took the four strides that placed her in front of the cupboard. Unlatching it, she pulled it open. She stepped back, shocked. There was Elsa’s elephant gun, propped on the floor. At least it looked like the same one that she’d seen in the farmhouse, and how many antique guns were there likely to be, hanging around? Barely daring to breathe, she reached out to touch the cold, polished metal, as if needing to convince herself that it was real. She gasped. It was. What was it doing here?


    Forgetting about the gun for a moment, she checked the rest of the contents, wishing she had a torch to aid her as the overhead light barely penetrated here. There were some tins at the back of the shelves. More dog food? Stretching out, she drew one close and studied the label, her eyebrows drawing together in surprise. It was a tin of baked beans. Nothing unusual about that, you might think. Only this discovery caused her stomach to contract sharply. It was a brand she had brought with her when they moved to Brambly Hollow Lodge, purchased from a store local to Reading, and most certainly not a brand you could buy locally. She had thought some of these had gone missing months ago, but hadn’t been totally sure. Almost frantically she filtered through the rest of the contents on the gritty shelves, trying not to think about mouse droppings and who knew what else, especially trying not to think about what creepy crawlies her fingers might encounter. Her search produced three Wagon Wheels, the part used jar of pickled onions she hadn’t been able to find, an open packet of Rich Tea biscuits, alongside Cassie’s hairbrush, and what looked suspiciously like the CD remote control. She could only say that it looked like it, because whatever it had been originally was hard to determine, as it had been partially dismantled, its innards exposed like a dissected rat in a school lab.


    Holding the brush tightly in her fingers, she sank down onto the bench. Her mind was in turmoil, trying to work out what this all meant. They (or at least Cal, who had put pressure on her regarding this) had come to the conclusion that no one had been in the lodge and stolen from them, as Quassi was too blame. But now she knew he wasn’t. So who was? Shivers ran their cold fingers all over her flesh. Suddenly she felt vulnerable, and in response the tiny hairs on the back of her neck rose up like the Himalayas. Outside, anything could be creeping up on the lean-to right at that moment: mutated, half human creatures, like the army of the dead from The Evil Dead. Someone (or something, she tried not to allow any images to accompany this thought) used this place, and they could return at any time. What to do? She shot to her feet, her breaths snorting from her nostrils like a panicked bull. Should she take anything back with her as proof? No, that would alert Whoever, that someone had been here. Reluctantly, trying to hold together her tattered nerves, she replaced the hairbrush, pushed the tins and other food items to the backs of the shelves and then closed the cupboard. Casting her eyes around the interior she checked to make sure everything looked untouched. As far as she could tell it looked okay.


    Tip-toeing soundlessly to the doorway, she peered out with some trepidation. When she found the coast clear, she ran full pelt for the gate, almost breaking her ankles in her heeled sandals. Dashing into the protective shadowy edges of the woodlands, she trotted along the narrow pathways as quickly as she safely could, her wide eyes flapping around in their sockets as they tried to check out every fearful sound, and boy, were there a lot of sounds. The cracking of twigs, things moving just out of sight through the undergrowth, or above her in the tree tops, the breeze shaking the leaves at her, surreptitious chirrups and clicking sounds, the sharp yip yap of an owl, the gutteral kaarr of a carrion crow.


    Meli threw herself through the door, mouthed a thank you to God for her safe passage and slammed the door shut. Gasping, glistening with cold sweat, she staggered into the living room.


    “Hi Mrs. Noble.”


    “Hello Meli.”


    Meli nearly had a seizure. Ken and Dean were sitting in the living room. The way their eyes rolled up and down her body, instantly confirmed her fear that she must look like Alice Cooper on a poor hair day. Politely though, they didn’t make any comment about this. Whatever must they think of me, she groaned inwardly? Quickly pulling herself together she mustered a smile. “Hi, how nice to see you both.” She stuffed her hands into the pockets of her shorts, hoping to conceal that they were shivering like slabs of meat in a freezer.


    “Hi mum,” Cassie emerged from the kitchen. “Just in time for a cuppa.”


    “That was good timing,” she affirmed with a dry smile, wondering how she could disappear without making more of an impact. Deciding that she couldn’t and she’d only risk compounding matters if she tried, she said. “I’ll give you a hand.”


    “What have you been up to?” Cass cast her critical eyes over her mother when they were out of earshot of Ken and Dean, taking in the glistening, lobster pink complexion, the foliage that was woven intricately into her hair and resembled a crow’s nest sitting on her head.


    “Why?” Meli enquired sweetly, as she snatched the milk from the fridge, and slammed the door shut with a well aimed hip.


    “Why? Because you’ve got half the forest in your hair and you look like you’ve just run a marathon.”


    “I have,” thanks for the idea she thought, leaping on the suggestion. “I decided I needed some exercise, so I’ve been for a jog.”


    Cassie’s eyes widened and she threw her mother a disparaging look. In unison they both glanced down at her open toed, heeled sandals. “Yeah,” Cass puffed the word from her sneering mouth. “I can see you’re dressed for a jog.”


    Deciding not to dig the hole any deeper, Meli refrained from replying. While the tea was brewing, she excused herself and rushed upstairs to change her sweaty top and wipe herself down. She inspected her image in the mirror. Yep, she definitely resembled Alice Cooper on an exceptionally bad hair day. Cassie had actually been quite restrained in her summing up of her appearance, probably because Dean was there, and she didn’t want to show her true colours. Splashing cold water on her face and giving it a good scrub, along with a swift and violent assault on her hair with a brush, helped restore her usual sleek, owlish look. Picking her way carefully over the prickly carpet of twigs and leaves underfoot, she made a mental note to come back later and clean up. By the time her feet hit the last step, she was feeling quite composed and more presentable in a clean, crisp lavender coloured tee shirt.


    “Is everything all right?” she enquired on her return, sliding gratefully into an arm chair and casually crossing one long leg over the other.


    “Everything is fine,” Ken grinned, the grey flecks in his brown eyes twinkling like finely shredded silver. He looked extremely pleased about something. “Hope you didn’t mind us popping in unannounced.”


    “You’re both always welcome,” she told him honestly. Cassie deposited a mug of tea beside her. “Thanks,” she told her.


    “We’d been down to the farm, to check how things were going. Well, I had, Dean came straight here to check out your daughter,” he corrected himself with a teasing smile aimed at his son. “And so I thought I’d pop in to tell you the good news. It looks like we won’t have to sell the farm after all.” He was positively beaming now, the silver strands in his eyes shimmering like the northern lights as he raised his mug in the air like it was best champagne. This was a dramatic change from the Ken of last week; the Ken who had morosely told them that he would probably have to sell the farm and land unless there was a miracle, as he didn’t have enough money to pay for the repairs. Even selling their little two bed-roomed cottage wouldn’t bring in anything like enough to cover the outlandish costs. He had been devastated about this. He had wanted the farm to pass to Dean, so it remained in Elsa’s family. It would have meant so much to Elsa.


    Although everything Ken was saying was terribly interesting, Meli was having difficulty concentrating. In fact, although she’d registered that he was looking very smug, she hadn’t really absorbed much after he said he’d been down to the farm. Her mind kept dragging her thoughts back to the things she’d found in the lean-to, and the burning question: who had been in here and stolen from them? Could it have been Elsa, she tried to reason with herself, before she died?


    “We went to the Solicitors yesterday, for the reading of the will.” Meli nodded politely, not listening at all now. What would Elsa want with some tins of beans and some Wagon Wheels? She suddenly realised that silence had fallen, and that three pairs of eyes had fixed themselves on her speculatively.


    Unable to ascertain from their expressions whether she would get away with a simple yes or no, she was forced to apologise. “I’m so sorry. My mind was elsewhere. What did you say?” She squirmed in her seat, and dug her nails painfully into the soft flesh of her thigh to help keep her mind focused.


    Ken exchanged a disappointed look with his son. “I was just telling you, that Elsa left, apart from the house and land, just over a million quid.”


    This time they were not disappointed by her response. Meli sprung from the seat, staring at the others with eyes the size of pudding bowls, before collapsing back into it. “But, but,” she couldn’t find any words. Why would Elsa steal food from them if she had all that money? The question flapped around like a floundering haddock on the tip of her tongue.


    “Precisely,” agreed Ken helpfully, his mouth spreading happily to consume the lower half of his face. “My sentiments exactly.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 25


    


    When Meli eventually prised herself from the ceiling, she realised just how relieved she was knowing that Ken and Dean would be their neighbours after all, not some strangers in the guise of gentry, or some money grabbing developer who would want to flatten the land to erect some hideous housing estate or superstore in the heart of the picturesque valley. Meli knew that the whole village would be pleased. Ken had asked for a miracle, and he’d been granted one in the very unusual guise of Elsa. But how on earth had Elsa accumulated so much money? Probably because she was stealing from me, she thought acidly.


    Secreting herself in her bedroom, before Cal arrived home, Meli added more notes to her pad, and then hid it in its new home at the back of the wardrobe. Somehow writing everything down really seemed to help; put things into perspective. The notes were beginning to take the form of a diary now. Elsa had certainly left a legacy behind her, of riches as well as all those mysteries!


    Taking a moment to straighten the bed where her bottom was imprinted in the quilt, she wandered along to the boys room, to see what they were up to. She had hoped that now there were only a couple of days left of the holidays, that they might have cracked, and made some effort to tidy up, especially as Meli had lived up to her end of the bargain, and had not touched their room in weeks. Peering through the door at the growing mayhem, her hopes were dashed; would they never lift a finger in here? Still, the battle wasn’t over yet and she wasn’t going to crumble.


    George was on his own, engrossed in The Living Dead. She wasn’t sure if this was the kind of film he should be watching, but it was certainly in keeping with his fascination with anything macabre.


    “Where’s David?” she enquired. George hit the pause button before prising his gaze from the screen.


    “In the garden with Quassi, I think,” he blinked at her, his finger hanging over the play button, waiting for her to move off so he could get back to the film.


    “Is it good?” she asked. George nodded. “Not too scary?”


    He cast his eyes at the ceiling. “It’s a comedy,” he told her.


    Staring at the grotesque face frozen on the screen, Meli wasn’t sure she agreed. “But that looks horrible,” she nodded her head at the image.


    “Looks a bit like Finn,” George grinned, finding the comparison funny. Rolling over he sat up so he was facing his mum. He crossed one gangly leg over the other.


    Meli flicked her eyes at the screen again. She didn’t need Mystic Meg’s crystal ball to see the opening that had presented itself. She lowered herself down onto David’s crumpled quilt. If Finn did look anything remotely like that, it was no wonder he kept himself hidden away. “In what way?” she grinned back at him conspiratorially.


    George swivelled his long neck and studied the character on screen, his face wrinkling thoughtfully. “With those swollen cheeks and funny eyes,” he replied after a moment.


    “Have you seen Finn lately?” She enquired, prodding him along as gently as she could.


    George shook his head. “Nope.” He picked up the remote, and began tossing it in the air.


    “Do you think he might have moved away?” George gave a little shrug. “Do you miss him?”


    “No, but I miss Cassandra,” he managed to throw that in, letting the remote drop onto the pillow. Cassandra was his name for the pregnant mouse. Meli suspected that the choice of name was deliberate, as it could be shortened to Cass, just to annoy his sister. In the end, Tim had offered to take the mice and find them a new home. Meli had never asked what he’d done with them, and she didn’t really care either, just as long as they weren’t in here.


    A herd of bison came hurtling up the stairs, and materialised in the room in the shape of David and Quassi.


    “Wann gibt es Mittagessen?” David yelled on seeing his mother. Quassi yapped several times in agreement.


    “You’ll have to translate that for me, I seem to have left my phrase book down stairs,” Meli said, fighting off Quassi as he leaped on the bed and sticking out his tongue tried to plunge it in her ear. If there was anything good that came out of Quassi understanding German, it had to be that the boys were encouraged to learn another language.


    “Quassi and I are hungry. When is lunch? When is lunch?” David began to chant.


    “But its only eleven-thirty,” Meli protested, glancing at her watch. “And you’ve only been up about an hour.”


    “But we didn’t have any breakfast, ‘cos it was nearly lunchtime,” he reasoned.


    Meli was not sure if this was just some obscure form of childs logic, or an excuse for being lazy. Whichever it was, she knew she would not get anything further from George.


    Refusing their request for pancakes, the boys had to settle for spaghetti on toast. Ten minutes later she gave them a call and then leaving them eating, went across to her studio. All but two of the masks were boxed ready to go, and the two remaining were almost complete. Picking up a string of plaited hair and a needle, she began the delicate task of threading the hair into the hair line.


    Thinking back over her conversation with George, she couldn’t decide whether she had been the butt of some childish practical joke all along concerning Finn. Had they made him up just for her? Basing him on some fictitious character, similar to the one in The Living Dead? After all, no one looked like that for real, not unless there was something seriously wrong with them, and in this day and age she was sure that most cases would be treatable with surgery. No, the boys must have made Finn up, no one who looked so hideous could remain unnoticed. The boys had certainly made a buffoon out of her. The finger of guilt still pointed firmly at Elsa as being responsible for all the strange occurrences in the lodge. She wouldn’t have put it past their eccentric neighbour to have had an extra key cut when the lodge was converted, which would easily explain how she gained access. It was so simple really.


    She was disturbed by a scratching sound. Glancing round, she saw that Tabby was on the sill, tapping the glass with a paw to get her attention, her mouth open in a soundless meow. Tabby often appeared when she was working, and loved coming inside to investigate, when Quassi wasn’t around. Smiling, she rose and opened the door. Instantly Tabby bounded past her and ears back, went leap-frogging across the room, vanishing behind some boxes.


    Ignoring the ear-grating sounds of steeled claws needling cardboard, and the occasional throaty mewling, Meli was soon busy again, head bowed, fingers deftly working the needle. Her concentration was broken by another sound from outside. Twisting her upper body, she was just in time to catch a glimpse of someone shuffling passed the window. A flash of black hair, a mean scowl. There was a loud rapping of knuckles on the door. Meli’s breath snagged in her throat as though it was barbed. What the dickens did Bill Barber want? He knocked again, louder this time. Had he seen her as he passed? She was tempted to crawl behind the boxes with Tabby and pretend not to be there. You’re behaving totally irrationally, she chastised herself, but still she couldn’t bring herself to move.


    “Mrs. Noble?” A familiar and hateful voice enquired. She could almost feel his X-ray vision penetrate the wood and pick out her frozen skeleton. She heard his footsteps moving towards the window. Oh damn, he was going to look in, and then he would see her. Leaping to her feet, she glanced around frantically, but there really was no place to hide.


    “Just a moment,” she called. Straining her ears, she heard him step back towards the door. Forcing her wooden legs to obey, they carried her reluctantly to the door. Opening it, she faced Dick Dastardly. “Sorry,” she stammered, “but I was working on something I couldn’t stop straight away.” She saw his black eyes try to flick passed her, clearly wondering what she couldn’t have left.


    “Can I help you?” she asked when he didn’t say anything. “I am very busy.” His features were set, like they’d been surgically fixed to give nothing away. Uncomfortably, she felt a sticky sheet of perspiration form between her shoulder blades. Despite his pintsize proportions, his presence seemed to fill the doorway, blocking her escape.


    “I was interested in your masks,” he informed her, swivelling his beetle black eyes to meet hers.


    “Really?” she hadn’t meant to sound so amazed.


    “I was wondering if I could come in and take a look around?”


    Meli hesitated. Her flesh was crawling as though a fifty foot anaconda was about to slither over it, gaping jaws first.


    “Mrs. Rushmore told me they were fascinating.” His thin lips curled slightly at the edges, like yesterdays egg mayonnaise sandwiches.


    That was interesting. Mrs. Rushmore had told him, not his wife.


    A scrambling sound in the corner caused his eyes to slide to her left. Automatically her gaze followed, causing her body to turn slightly, just in time to catch a glimpse of grey and white fur streak across the floor and leap up onto the sink, chasing after a daddy-longlegs. Instantly Bill slipped through the gap. She watched with some distain as he strode across the studio. Dressed entirely in black, hands clasped behind his back, he looked like some villainous Lord Pomp from Dickens times. All that was missing was the long handled cane riding whip and a pair of gleaming black riding boots.


    “They are really quite good.” She heard him say to himself.


    Shocked by his blatant cheek, Meli hadn’t moved. She was trying to decide whether to demand that he left, or to just slip away like a will-o-the-wisp. Why did he unnerve her so much? You might be an obnoxious snot, she told him in her head, but you’re only a whippet. I’m sure I could flatten you like a bug if I had to. So saying, she stepped up behind him, careful to leave at least a Mrs. Barber wide gap between them.


    “Thank you,” she forced the comment from between gritted teeth.


    Without a word, he began working his way around the room, pausing to run a hand over Tabbies head as she purred on the worktop with the daddy long-legs dangling from her jaws, ending up studying the two masks on the bench.


    “Yes, Mrs. Rushmore was right, you are talented.” Despite the compliment, Meli wasn’t fooled that he had any respect for her. “I’d like to ask you to make a mask for me.” He fixed her with those cold soulless eyes, eyes that could make the fires in hell freeze over. Meli struggled to keep a straight face, studying his features. Yes, she could see it now, exaggerate the eyebrows, give them an upward twist at the outer edges like horns, add a tinge of red to those cruel lips, pinch the tips of the ears. Very devilish. It would fit right at home in a fairground House of Horrors.


    “Not of me,” he rasped as though reading her mind, his lips peeling back into what looked like a sneer. “But one of Vilma. Could you do that, from a photo? I want it as a surprise for a Christmas present.”


    He would have knocked her off her feet if he’d sneezed in her direction. The word no, was screaming in Meli’s mind, but valiantly her tightly pressed lips restrained the response. She wanted to refuse him, for a couple of very good reasons. Like why for your mistress and not for your poor, longsuffering wife? Wanted to refuse plainly because of her intense dislike for him. But she did like the Countess, and she would make an interesting study. Also she needed the work, and a local commission might get her noticed, give her a foot in the door locally, so to speak. But how would Mrs. Barber feel if she knew? And undoubtedly she would eventually find out, if she didn’t already know.


    “I know that Mrs. Barber and yourself are quite friendly now. I know you’ve visited the cottage. I would understand if you felt there was a conflict.” His dark blue eyes continued to regard her without a flicker of emotion. Even her masks had more character.


    “I need to think about it. But in answer to your question, about whether I could do it from a photo, yes, I could. But you would need to understand that in order to get the best likeness, I usually have to work with the subject, make a mould of their face, or at least take measurements. There’s no depth perception in a photo.” Her professional persona had stepped in to save the day.


    “I’ll wait to hear then?” He arched a sleek black eyebrow into the shape of a sabre. She nodded. He turned to leave, then in a perfect imitation of Columbo, he paused, and spun round to face her again, catching her off guard. “It was such a shame about Elsa.” His eyebrows drew down, turning his eyes into slits like two squashed Morello cherries. “Her death was so sudden, so unexpected.” His lips parted, revealing an upper row of false teeth, but there was no smile. Pivoting on the soles of his shoes, he vanished.


    Meli stood gaping at the empty doorway for a long time after he’d left. She’d have been less jittery if Saddam Hussein had walked in, accompanied by his two sons, complete with thumb screws and batons. When her legs got tired, she sank down onto her stool. What to make of all that! Had he been threatening her? ‘Her death was so sudden, so unexpected’, his words rang in her head. Was he saying that she too, could have an unexpected and fatal accident? Her blood congealed into something resembling cottage cheese.


    


    Meli desperately needed to talk to someone, to be somewhere away from the Lodge, somewhere safe. That was how she came to be sitting in Barbara’s bright and warm kitchen, surrounded by the delicious aroma of a lamb roasting in the Aga, mixed with the rich nutty aroma of coffee; dwarfed on one of Barbara’s huge oak chairs. Pressing herself back into the seat, her toes dangling an inch from the floor, she felt so infinitesimal, so forlorn, like a toddler in urgent need of being mothered, which was precisely what Barbara was doing.


    Bless her. Barbara had taken one look at Meli’s face and known instantly that something was wrong. She had taken her straight through to the kitchen, whisking off her apron as she bounced along in front of her, and then poured them both a coffee from what Meli called the Magic Pot, as it never seemed to be empty.


    Staring into the over-sweet coffee Barbara had especially prepared for her, Meli could feel her friend’s grey eyes fixed on hers like two super magnets, trying to draw the reason for her sudden visit straight from her brain cells. She knew the suspense was killing Barbara. She had come here because Barbara was a good friend, and also because she was someone who could be trusted, particularly in this matter. As a relative newcomer to the village herself, Barbara couldn’t have been party to any of the scandalous incidents locked away in the villages vaults. But what to say?


    Before heading for Blue Bells, Meli had spent some time pouring over her treasured notes, and based on the evidence, she had come to the following three conclusions:-


    Elsa had somehow fixed the brakes on the Countesses car, in an attempt to kill her, so Bill would be driven into her consoling arms


    Elsa had had a key cut to the Lodge, and had been using this to come in and steal from them


    Something had triggered Bill into exacting revenge after all those years, by murdering Elsa in the barn, and then he had placed her body inside the farmhouse. Possibly in an attempt to cover his tracks?


    It was all so simple.


    Now Bill was after her, because she was getting too close to the truth.


    But she couldn’t prove any of it, and thinking over the disturbing events of forty-five minutes ago with Bill, Meli sensed that they would probably sound so innocent, so lame if she tried to put them into words. He was a clever, murderous little man.


    Rolling up her sleeves, Barbara rattled her rainbow coloured bangles with a practiced flourish of her wrists, managing to make them sound like an orchestra warming up for the 1812 Overture at the Albert Hall, in an attempt to drag Meli from her reverie. “Come on, out with it,” she barked at her friend when the subtle approach had no affect. “I know you, and I know when something is amiss.”


    Meli plucked her gaze from the pool of coffee, and rested it on her friends earnest face. Judging by the deepening purple of her plump cheeks, she was on the verge of detonating if Meli didn’t say something soon to put out the fuse. Should she share any of her suspicions yet? Or wait until she had some evidence? The image of Cal’s disapproving expression entered her head, and his comments when he’d found the notepad. She didn’t want any of this getting back to him, as he’d think she had finally cracked. No, she had to wait. Something suddenly clicked in her brain. The aroma of dinner cooking. It must be quite late. The boys might be home. If Bill was out to get her, could this put the boys in danger? Hurling her mug onto the table, sending a tidal wave of creamy brown liquid splashing across the wood, she wriggled forward until her toes touched the floor, and then scraped back her chair.


    “Sorry, Barbara, but I’ve got to go.” Leaving her friend with her jaw flapping, she fled.


    


    Her hand reached out, her fingertips resting against the coarse wood for a moment, before reluctantly pushing the door open. Now she knew that Finn didn’t exist, she had no reason to fear coming back here, especially with the rolling pin in her bag. She had felt stupid, sneaking back here, trying to ensure that she wasn’t seen by anyone, carrying her largest handbag, which was empty, apart from the wooden rolling pin: a weapon.


    She wasn’t quite sure what had compelled her to come back. After all, if Finn didn’t exist, and this place had belonged to Elsa, nothing would have changed since her last visit. Curiosity. That could be the only explanation. She tried not to think about what curiosity had done to the cat. Her last visit had been brief, and she’d been a bundle of nerves, so the chances were that she might have missed all kinds of interesting things, including some vital clues to support her conspiracy theory. At the very least she could fill up her handbag with their belongings and take them home.


    Reaching for the cord hanging from the ceiling to her right, she was suddenly propelled forward, the breath knocked painfully from her body with the brute force of a pair of kicking mule heels which landed just below her shoulder blades. Hurtling forwards, she struck her head.


    


    Waves of pitch blackness rolled and pitched drunkenly in front of her eyes. Although maybe her eyes were still closed and the darkness only existed inside her head? It was difficult to tell through the excruciating sensations that were bombarding her brain from several sources, threatening to carry her back into the unconsciousness from which she was only just emerging. Not only were the membranes lying just beneath her skull throbbing like she’d drunk two bottles of cheap Merlot on her own, but needles of pain were pulsing up her arm from her left wrist, with the speed of a McLaren racing around the track at Brands Hatch. Gingerly she touched her temple with an exploratory right hand, another source of acute pain. A lump the size and firmness of a golf ball was embedded above her left eye, and she was sure there must to a pair of mule-hoof shaped bruises imprinted on her back. Fighting back surges of nausea, she blinked her eyes several times, trying to discern the answer to her earlier question, but either she had gone blind, or she was in fact surrounded by darkness.


    Deciding that it was unlikely she had gone blind, she lay still for a moment, trying to work out where she could be. Amazingly, when she first realised that she was on the floor in the lean-to, she wasn’t afraid. The fear had grown gradually. Originating somewhere deep in the lowest depths of her bowels, it had ballooned inside her until her whole body was a mass of sweating, quivering flesh. Stumbling to her feet, her left arm hanging uselessly, she lumbered around until she found the door. It was jammed. Gripping the handle with her right hand, she tugged and yanked with every ounce of terror in her muscles, but to no avail. How could it be stuck? She sobbed the question in her head. It made no sense. It had opened perfectly easily before.


    It was just as the panic peaked, threatening to puree her brain into a mindless gunk resembling raw sausage meat, that she suddenly remembered the light. Lifting her hand she began clutching her fingers at the air. Please, oh please be there, she pleaded. After several tries, the cord tangled between her fingers. Grasping it firmly, she gave it a frantic yank. To her immense relief, the bulb obediently lit up, although its indifferent glow barely caused her irises to contract as she flicked her eyes around her. The most notable change, since her last visit, was that the tins of dog food had gone, telling her that someone had been here. Ignoring this worrying thought for a moment, she turned her attention to more important matters: the door. Attacking it, as best she could with only one arm, she still couldn’t get it to budge. Stepping back, she glared at it, infuriated. She knew she had suffered a blow to the head, but could that really make you so daft? It was like one of those comic sketches where someone struggled with a shop door, unable to open it, watched by a grinning gaggle of shop assistants, and then a doddery old pensioner with a walking stick and Mr. Magoo glasses would potter up and open it with ease, making the person feel as stupid as they looked. Only there was nothing comical about this, and no likelihood of a fairy pensioner coming to her rescue.


    Assaulted by multiple waves of nausea that sent her breakfast yo-yoing up and down her gullet, she was forced to sink down onto the bench. Leaning her head against the wall behind her, she closed her eyes, cradling her sore wrist in the nook of the other arm while she struggled to think things through in a methodical, calm way. It was amazing what a difference having some light made to her predicament. For one thing her fear had fallen from a mountainous hundred to a mere mole-hill ten. Somehow she must have tripped as she came in, and knocked herself out, she thought. She checked her watch. It was one o’clock. The boys would be wanting some lunch by now. She had to get home to them.


    How long before anyone became worried and began looking for her? She frowned, trying to work it out. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t come up with any optimistic or even remote possibility that this would be before Cal came home. She would have to be patient, that was all, stay calm. At least five and a half hours until he’d arrive home, then how long before anyone thought to look here? It was probably one of the last places they’d look. Although it was not a very pleasant prospect, she had to acknowledge that she could be here all night as well. She tried not to give in to the tears that stung the backs of her eyes. Tears brought on by the utter wretchedness of her plight and the debilitating and quite frankly, tortuous pains. What she wouldn’t give for some paracetamol. Her hate filled eyes flicked across to her cell door. She thought about the shopper scenario. Wouldn’t it be terribly humiliating if when they found her, the door opened without any bother. She’d been trying to pull it inwards, but what if she was confused, and it actually opened outwards? Of course that was it, the knock to her head must have been more severe than she’d thought. With renewed vigour she launched herself at the door, barging her shoulder against it this time, but it was like hurling herself against the rocky face of Mount Etna.


    Returning to her seat before she caused herself more damage, she slumped despondently onto the hard and uncomfortable bench, her eyes misting over with misery. A cushion would be nice, she thought longingly. Hunching her shoulders she prepared to wait out her time, consoling herself with the assurance that she wouldn’t come to any harm. The worst that would happen was that she would be thirsty and ravenous by the time she was rescued.


    She jerked bolt upright. The bulb overhead flickered and almost died, disturbing the slumbering shadows who plunged towards her, pushing back the vapid rim of light that was her only companion. “Oh no, please don’t desert me,” she begged, shocked by the odd croaking sound of her own voice. Startled, the shadows withdrew, regrouping and settling in their corners as the bulb heeded her plea and returned to its former pallor. After several minutes, when the glow remained stable, Meli allowed her eyes to close, her lashes resting lightly on her burning cheeks while she whispered a thank you prayer. Opening them again, she noticed something odd that she’d missed earlier. If she wasn’t mistaken, and she had no reason to think that she would be, surely there had been a window above the bench which had let in a little light? Clambering to her feet she strode over. Reaching out her fingers they encountered the feel of the glass. Frantically, standing on tip-toe, she scrubbed against it with the heel of her fist, rubbing away years of filth and cobwebs. But it didn’t seem to make the least bit of difference, despite the fact that the grubby layer on her fist was getting thicker.


    Break the glass. The idea slammed in her head with the power of a bullet. Oh yes, how stupid. If I break the window, I can probably squeeze through. Squeeze through and escape. Spurred on by hope, she glanced around, looking for something solid and heavy she could use. The tins in the cupboard. Tearing back the door, she glanced in eagerly. Disappointment poured into her legs and began to rise upwards. It was empty!


    Her knuckles whitened as they bit into the frame. Her rolling pin. Slamming the door, she spun round, her eyes scanning the floor for her handbag. It wasn’t anywhere to be seen. In fact, it suddenly struck her, that apart from herself, the whole damned place was empty. Everything, the sacks, the tools, they had all gone as well. The realisation nurtured the return of her earlier fear, sending her heart into a pulsating frenzy. Her being trapped in here was no accident. Someone had pushed her in and locked the door, but not before removing everything she could possibly use to aid her escape. That unknown someone had been in here while she was unconscious. She felt sick and violated. Had they touched her? Touched her body? Her terror was gushing through her arteries like a white torrent, then reaching her head they poured like tears from her eyes, great rollers that washed down her filthy cheeks. Staggering into a corner, she threw up against the wall.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 26


    


    Time crawled passed so very slowly. Meli alternated between despair that she was going to die here, and the wavering belief that everything would be fine. She prayed that the boys were safe and well. She had worked out who her capture was. It was Bill. But what did he hope to gain? Her family would come looking for her.


    


    She drifted in and out of sleep, although she tried very hard to stay awake, to remain vigilant. She was vaguely aware that she might have concussion, but her main motivation was that Bill could return at any time.


    


    In the early hours of the morning, she suddenly became alert, thinking that she could smell petrol. Bill could burn her alive in here. He could say it was an accident. Would anyone believe that? How would the children cope without her? Oh how she missed them, their mischievous ways, their arguments. Would anyone send off the masks she had worked so hard to finish, and claim her money? After all, they would need it to pay for her funeral, although they wouldn’t have the cost of a cremation to worry about. Having circled her cage like an ensnared tiger, nostrils wrinkling as she checked for smoke, she eventually decided that the smell must have originated in her mind.


    


    Waking from a fitful doze, she thought she heard something outside. Leaping to the door, she strained to listen. There was definitely someone there, she could hear whistling. Although whoever it was didn’t carry a tune too well, it was the first indication of human life she’d heard, and it was so reassuring. Lifting her right fist, which was grazed and bleeding, she pounded on the wood and screamed for help, an episode she had tried every couple of hours, only stopping when her voice became hoarse. Her efforts went unanswered. Even the whistling stopped. That could only mean Bill was out there.


    “Bill, I know it’s you. Let me out.” She listened, running her tongue anxiously over her dry and cracked lips, her ear pressed to the wood. All she could make out was the courr courr of a distant cuckoo. “What do you want with me? Please, let me out.” Why wouldn’t he say something? Tell her what he wanted with her, what he intended to do; but torturously, there was no reply.


    


    She checked her watch. Two a.m. Cal would be so worried. She was so cold now and her bum had gone numb from hours sitting on the unforgiving bench. She tried to jog on the spot, but the movement jarred her arm and made her skull feel like the drum of an overfilled washing machine that was struggling to spin, so she stopped. She cancelled her earlier wish, about having a cushion, and wished for a blanket instead.


    


    Three thirty. She was so exhausted, and her tongue felt swollen from thirst and shouting. Her head felt like an axe blade was embedded in it. Where was Cal? Surely he hadn’t given up and was tucked up in bed asleep? Maybe he was glad she was gone. Turning her head into the corner, she began sobbing.


    


    Four ten. Why had she come here? She had no one else to blame but herself. If only she hadn’t started her stupid investigation. Wrapping her arms gingerly around her knees she tried to control her shivering. If only she had confided in someone, anyone, what she was up to and where she was going, she wouldn’t be in this mess now. How she wished she had told Barbara.


    


    Five a.m. She wanted to rip her head off, but her wrist was too painful and the action would definitely be a two handed job. Inspecting the puffy, bruised flesh, she was sure she had a fracture. She fell asleep soon after, and dreamt about Amy. She was standing at the end of a long tunnel in a pool of light, waving a bottle of Evian at her with one hand, and a greasy chicken drumstick with the other.


    


    The singing of a lark somewhere near by woke her. Gingerly she rose to her feet, and having stretched back her aching neck she scrunched it down deeply into the socket of her shoulders, hearing several bones crunch. There wasn’t a single part of her body which didn’t ache now. Would no one come to rescue her? She beat the door several times with her sore fist, just in case anyone was within hearing distance. When she stopped and listened, even the lark had fallen silent. She had never known such misery; such isolation.


    Sounds from outside again, but this wasn’t a bird. It was a mumbled voice, footsteps. She lurched to her feet and almost fell over in her haste to reach the door. If only she could see outside. Whoever it was didn’t seem to be trying to keep quiet. “Bill, I know you’re out there,” she called in a croaky voice.


    “Mrs. Noble?” It did sound like Bill. Stumbling backwards, Meli collided with the far wall. He’d come to finish her off. Images of staring down the barrel of the elephant rifle seconds before having her head blown off her shoulders unhelpfully took shape in her mind. Her teeth began to chatter with mortal terror and the blood drained from her face and pooled down into her feet. If only she had a weapon, she would show him what for. The noise outside had become more frenzied. Scraping, banging, and what sounded like snapping and tearing of wood. What a beast, was he in that much of a hurry to kill her?


    The door burst wide, allowing a swathe of silvery grey light to pour in. Meli lifted her right fist, her only weapon, but she intended making good use of it. Bill’s frame appeared. She thought he was wearing a smile, but the look vanished too quickly to be sure as she watched him collapse forward as if in slow motion, and land heavily on his knees. She froze, her eyes protruding like two large pickled onions as they stared at this unpredicted and peculiar behaviour. What the devil was he doing? It was with some misgiving that she realised why. Bill was not alone. There was another figure behind him: four foot, square shouldered, topped by a bloated face and large Marty Feldman eyes. Bill’s body was propelled forward by the largest unshod foot she had ever seen, sending him sprawling in a heap, his head smashing against the wooden floorboards only inches from her toes. The door was slammed shut, quickly followed by the sound of hammering to the accompaniment of whistling.


    “Finn,” Meli eventually managed to gasp as the horror thawed from her body when it realised that the immediate threat was over. It had to be him. So he did exist. “What the hell is going on?” She hurled her ice-chip anger at Bill as he struggled groggily to his feet, one arm outstretched towards her as though he actually expected her to help him, while holding the back of his head with the other. Under the feeble light, she saw the unmistakable glistening of blood within the Grecian 2000 black at the nape of his neck. Meli was tempted to take advantage of Bill’s incapacity, and lay into him, and it was only her muddled doubts that held her back. Friend or foe? She just didn’t know any more.


    Bill was upright now, his wobbly frame balanced by an out flung arm that flapped and undulated in the air like the wing of a butterfly, drunk on rotting plums. “Mrs. Noble,” he mumbled.


    Even though this was Dastardly Bill, she found it difficult to ignore the pleading in his voice, so overcoming her reluctance, she grasped him unceremoniously by the elbow and led him across to the bench. “There’s a seat behind you, sit down,” she told him, leaving him to collapse onto it. Once he’d taken the weight off his legs, he cradled his head heavily in his hands. Between his fingers, Meli could see beads of perspiration studding his brow. With her own firsthand experience, she knew exactly how he must be feeling, but she felt totally void of any sympathy for him. She sat beside him, well, on the same bench, but as far away as she could, and regarded him warily. She still didn’t know what to make of his appearance. Was he the enemy within the gates? This might be a prison, but it was her prison, and she was particular who she shared it with. He had a lot of explaining to do, but she could be patient, after all, she wasn’t exactly going anywhere. It was several minutes before he lifted his head and stared around him, by which time silence had fallen once more outside.


    “What happened?” He whispered, looking bemused.


    “You’re asking me?” She snapped. “I’d hoped you’d be telling me that.” For the first time ever, he wasn’t looking at her with his usual broody dislike, but Meli wasn’t going to let this throw her off her guard. She was feeling infuriated with him, and she didn’t know why.


    “Are you alright?” Having taken in his grim surroundings, he looked directly at her in the feeble light.


    She nodded, still unsure what to make of the change in her circumstances. Why was fate so fickle, so unkind? To have her locked up in here was bad enough, but to stick Bill Barber with her was just plain cruel. She felt that even Robinson Crusoe would have booted him off his island, given half a chance.


    “Thank goodness. Everyone has been so worried,” he told her. As he spoke his fingers began gingerly examining the back of his head.


    She stiffened. So he did have news of the outside world. “What’s been happening?” There was desperation in her voice as she leant towards him.


    Bill took a deep breath, and gave his head a tenuous shake. “Everyone has been out looking for you. Your husband has been frantic with worry.”


    “And the boys? And Cass?” Meli was oblivious to the dampness creeping over her eyes as her lower lip began to quiver.


    “Fine. I think they’ve been staying at the B & B while your husband’s been out. He was out all night.”


    “How, how do you know?”


    “’Cause I was with him.”


    Meli’s eyes swelled. “You?”


    “And a couple of others,” he nodded. “Tim, the vicar, Doug.”


    So Cal hadn’t been tucked up in bed, sleeping soundly while she was freezing her extremities off here in her prison? He’d been out all night with their friends, well present company excepted. The brewing tears suddenly trickled down her cheeks as her eyes overflowed. She turned her head away, trying to hide them, embarrassed at showing any sign of emotion in front of this stranger.


    They both fell silent for a short time.


    “How did you find me?” The question drifted into her head. She was partly suspicious, partly hopeful. Her suspicion aroused as to why he, of all people, would be out looking for her through the night? What had he hoped to gain? To hide? Tim, the vicar and Doug she could understand - bless them all. But Bill? It was a bit like a poacher out looking for a deer without a rifle. Apparently unmotivated, therefore, highly questionable. But Bill was a prisoner too, so was there some hope that someone knew that he had come here to search? “Will others come? Will Cal be here soon?” Her voice rose eagerly.


    Bill flicked his dark eyes in her direction and regarded her for a long moment. In the poor light she couldn’t tell anything from them. Slowly he shook his head.


    “But why?” Her voice was shrill now. “If you’re here, surely the others must have known you were coming?” She watched as he lowered his head, glancing at his feet at though they held the answer. Shaking, from lack of food as much as an intense, burning anger, Meli rose and stood over him, her body electrified. “How did you know to look here?” Her suspicions had obviously been justified.


    “Have you looked for a way out?” He asked with a swift change of subject, lumbering to his feet and nudging passed her.


    “Of course,” she spat venomously. Her dislike for him was gaining momentum. She watched impatiently while he checked the door, before searching the lean-to: peering into every corner, going through the shelves, searching for anything. In the end he accepted defeat, just like she had. Meli had long ago decided why wild animals accepted captivity so easily. There was simply no point fighting something you couldn’t change.


    “I’d kill for some paracetamol,” he murmured.


    “You and me both.” If we had a pack I would take my two, then force the rest down your straggly throat, she thought unkindly. They both slumped down onto the hard wooden seat. “And a nice tall tumbler full of cold water,” Meli added, “And a big plate of shepherds pie, with ice cream to follow.” The acid in her stomach must have eaten away an entire layer of the lining by now.


    When Bill didn’t reply, she checked him out. His head was hanging between his knees, and he was fingering his scalp again. Although it made her flesh creep, she found herself offering. “Here, let me take a look for you.” Before he could decline, or before she could change her mind, she shuffled along the bench and then prised his fingers away. “Turn slightly right, into the light,” she ordered him, peering closely at the base of his scalp. The bleeding had stopped long ago, the blood now crystallised in his hair. Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to touch his head, intent on working her fingers through the strands to see what damage there was below.


    “Don’t do that,” Bill suddenly announced as he threw himself to his feet. To Meli’s horror, his scalp parted from his head, and she found it tangled in her fingers. She screamed. Instinctively she hurled the offensive object into the air, and amazingly, Bill caught it in mid flight. He flopped it back on his head. Oh, my God, she thought, her pounding heart working its way back down her throat. It’s a toupee. Bill wears a toupee. And what was worse, was that he had not only put it on sideways, but where the congealed fibres had stood on end he looked the image of Freddy Starr doing an impersonation of Groucho Marcs; all he needed was the moustache and boots. She averted her eyes before she did something dreadful, like fall about laughing, giving him a chance to sort it out and flatten it back in place.


    Stifling her hysterical giggles, Meli withdrew into her corner, and leaning back, closed her eyes, not daring to look at him. She dozed for a short while, then suddenly sat forward. Finn. Bill hadn’t asked who had attacked him. Her neck snapped round to look at him. Any impulse to laugh had well and truly been quashed. He had to know that Finn was their captor, so it therefore followed that he knew who Finn was.


    “What do you know about Finn?” She demanded. She thought she saw his body give a nervous twitch, but it was difficult to tell in the poor light. Rising stiffly to her feet, she moved to stand squarely in front of him.


    “You know who he is, don’t you?” She accused him. It was all she could do not to grab him by the throat, and the only thing stopping her was her fractured wrist. “You’d better tell me everything, or I swear, if you think you’ve got a headache now, just wait and see what I can whip up.”


    It was all so bizarre. The two of them prisoners, locked away by some inbred Deliverance hillbilly type. They should have been allies, not arch enemies. Bill didn’t even have the decency to glance up at her, which only incensed her further. Her eyes narrowed murderously. He was going to answer her questions, whether he wanted to or not. Flinging out her right hand, she punched him hard on his shoulder. If she could have used both hands, she would have clamped them around his spindly throat and lifted him bodily to his feet. “Answer me.”


    Snaking out a small hand, he grabbed her arm in a controlled grip, one she sensed was capable of exerting far greater pressure if he chose to. “There’s no need for that,” he uttered, in a low bearish growl. With a flip of his wrist he pushed her arm away. “Yeah, I know Finn.” Meli felt the atmosphere dip a couple of degrees as he shot her an icy look. “You might as well sit down and get comfy.” He invited gruffly.


    Backing away, keeping her eyes firmly fixed on Bill, Meli squeezed herself onto the furthest extremity of her half of the seat, an action which didn’t go unnoticed. “I don’t bite,” he commented sarcastically.


    “You were going to tell me about Finn,” she reminded him.


    “You know about me and Vilma? Our long affair?” When Meli nodded he carried on. “Do you also know that at one time I had a brief relationship with Elsa?” Again Meli nodded. When was he going to tell her something she didn’t know? Lifting a hand, he spent a moment inspecting a set of brutalised finger nails, all raggedly chewed to the quick. “That was a big mistake, getting involved with a bad un like Elsa.” Without looking up, he seemed to sense Meli’s contemptuous expression, reflecting her previous bafflement that anyone, let alone three women, could find him even remotely attractive. “Don’t scoff. I know I’m no Paul Newman, but I’m not so bad. Although a lot of people think so, including you.” Meli lips didn’t even flicker. She didn’t have any inkling to challenge his statement because so far, he hadn’t said anything to change her opinion of him.


    “Finn, the second one, not the first, is the result of that relationship.”


    Meli’s lips did move now, springing up and down as though her jaw was on knicker elastic while her mind tried to assimilate this earth-shattering revelation. “You. You and Elsa had a son? Finn?” Meli eventually blurted out, her forehead twisted with confusion. “But, but..” She went on to mutter those immortal words spoken by philosophers and statesmen alike throughout history when they were, well, simply struck speechless.


    Agitatedly, Bill rose on teetering legs, and began pacing their cell. “Elsa somehow kept the pregnancy and birth secret. I only found out by accident. Caught Finn following me one day when he was five. He was interested in his old man,” he explained. “He nearly gave me heart attack when I first saw that disfigured face and body. That was twelve years ago. Nobody else knew about him until you and your kids came here.” Bill closed his eyes, took two further steps, and promptly collided with the door. At first, he didn’t move, he just stood there looking quite daft, with his nose pressed to the wood. Meli half expected him to pass right through it, like Patrick Swaze in Ghost.


    After a moment, when he didn’t dematerialise, he prised himself from the resilient barrier and turned slowly to face her. The glow from the bulb cast deep, troubled shadows across his features, highlighting the stress of the last couple of hours, or perhaps even the last seventeen years. At that moment, Meli came close to pitying him, but she quickly hardened her heart. She suspected that he had more than enough pity for himself, a notion that was confirmed, when he added. “I guess he was my punishment. Just like Vilma’s accident. Everything I’ve touched has been cursed.”


    Meli didn’t trust herself to make any comment.


    “Even my marriage was ill-fated from the start. Marigold knew how desperate I was to have a family, and even though she knew she was barren, had known since before we married, she didn’t tell me for years. It was so ironic,” he paused and ran his tongue over his parched lips, before collapsing sack like onto the bench which buckled and groaned. “There I was, desperately wanting to have children, and look what I ended up with! Marigold only came clean when I insisted we went for tests, to see what was wrong. I couldn’t forgive her for not telling me, but even when she offered me a divorce, I couldn’t do it. Although with hindsight it might have been kinder if I had. Just look at us now. All of us. What a pickle.”


    Meli nodded to herself. It certainly was a pickle, with a capital P. He must have upset the Good Luck Fairy at some time, as it sounded as though the only luck he was granted was the rotten kind, and it certainly rubbed off. All you had to do was look at the females in his life to see that. Take herself for example. Until she met Bill, her life had been on the up, and now? But his revelations certainly explained a lot, especially about the odd relationship between the two Barbers’.


    “Does Finn, your Finn,” she distinguished between the two of them, “have the same abnormalities as his half brother? I heard he was disfigured too.” Totally absorbed, and unnoticed by Meli, she had edged along the bench, drawn like steel to a magnet.


    Bill nodded. “You have heard a lot,” he answered sarcastically.


    They both stiffened when they heard a grunting, scraping noise outside. Instantly they were both on their feet, shouting and hammering for all they were worth on the wall, bombarding themselves with clouds of choking dust motes and gauzy ribbons of ancient black cobwebs that were dislodged from the ceiling. After several frantic seconds Bill stepped back, and flapped an urgent hand, indicating for Meli to be quiet. Above the roar of blood gushing through the dilated veins in her ears, Meli strained to hear, buoyed by the assurance that their ordeal was almost over. Thoughts of rescue however, crumbled like stale Hobnobs between her tightly coiled fingers, when cobwebs and dust continued to rain down on them, and her ears still rang with their cries. Meli clamped her hand over her mouth, in an attempt to stop her screams. It took a moment for the slow moving cogs in Meli’s brain to register that the sound wasn’t coming from her at all, it was coming from outside. She shrank backwards until she was brought up short by the workbench jamming in the small of her back.


    “Finn, is that you?” She heard Bill bellow above the external racket.


    Rigid with fear, her teeth bit into her thumb joint as the awful truth dawned on her. There was no posse of villagers, armed with pitchforks, rushing to their rescue, ready to beat off the fearsome freak of nature; it was Finn, the fearsome freak of nature himself, and he was mocking them, cruelly imitating their frantic cries for help.


    As if realising that Finn couldn’t possibly hear him above his own demented pandemonium, Bill grabbed the handle, and subjected the door to a brief, but fierce rattling that rivalled anything Finn could do outside. Unusual though this tactic might have seemed, in this particular madhouse setting it worked. Total silence fell. It was an unsatisfying silence that made Meli’s scalp clammy.


    “Finn, I know it’s you out there.” Bill called again. “Come on. Let us out.” He paused, head cocked, ears straining. “Finn,” Bill’s voice was strong, authoritative. “You must let us out. Others will come looking for us, and then they will find you. If you let us out now no one need know.” Placing both palms on the door, he lowered his head, as though trying desperately to ‘connect’ with his son.


    “Is he still there, do you think?” Meli whispered. She had extracted herself from the bench, and was now standing behind him, despondency like a ten pound lump of clay which had dropped to the bottom of her intestines.


    Allowing his arms to fall away, Bill straightened, then with a shrug he dragged his feet back to his seat. “What time is it?”


    Meli checked her watch. “Nearly twelve.”


    “Midnight or midday?” He asked.


    “Midday, I think,” she had to hazard a guess. It was amazing how being shut in a box, dependent on artificial light, totally disorientated the senses. “What I wouldn’t give for a huge plate of roast lamb, with rich gravy, roast spuds and parsnips, all smothered in mint sauce,” Meli mused, recalling the wonderful aroma of cooking in Barbara’s homely kitchen. Had it really only been yesterday?


    “Me too,” Bill replied faintly, easing out his legs in front of him.


    “Don’t suppose you’ve got anything edible in your pockets? Like an old toffee? Or a biscuit? Or maybe a mint?” She was so ravenous that she’d have slit his throat for less.


    “Nope.”


    “What do you think Finn intends to do with us?” Meli ventured a little later, uncoiling herself from where she was scrunched like a human ball in her corner. Wouldn’t do to become too lethargic, she needed to stay alert. “Do you think he understands what he’s doing? The trouble he is in? Does he understand that he will have to let us go sooner or later? And more importantly, that we need food and water?”


    Bill shrugged his rounded shoulders. “I don’t know. The last six months or so he changed. Wouldn’t do what Elsa told him. Kept wandering off, wanting to do his own thing. They had some terrible arguments. And after Elsa died, well he just disappeared. Until now,” he added.


    “How do you know all this?” Meli asked, pinning him with a pair of intense green eyes.


    “Because I used to visit them, in secret. Tried to keep an eye on them both.”


    “Didn’t you ever think to report what was going on?” She asked tartly.


    “And what do you think would have happened?” Bill’s face became animated, the first change in his expression for some time, and he used it to cast her a withering look. “Do you think they would have been any better off? They would have split them up. Taken them away from their home. I couldn’t have done that. Elsa loved Finn. He was her reason for living.”


    ‘And maybe for dying,’ Meli thought as she recalled the blood in the barn. “Do you think Finn could have killed Elsa?” She gulped and toyed anxiously with the hem of her blackened shorts when Bill only averted his gaze; his silence said it all. That didn’t bode well for them. On aching limbs, Meli pushed herself to her feet. What was to become of them? What did Finn have planned? She recalled the smell of petrol she’d noticed during the night. Had the smell gone? Or had she just got used to it? Fine filaments of hair stood up from her neck. Damn Finn and his audacity, he had no right to imprison her, to treat her this way. She began pacing: jerky, weary steps over the wooden boards. Dead man walking. Fear looped itself around the tail of her spine and then shot to the top as the harrowing words, referring to people on Death Row, leaped into her head.


    “We’ve got to get out of here. There must be a way.” Wheeling round in a full circle, her desperate eyes flicked into every dingy corner of their prison. The window. Throwing herself towards it, she launched herself onto the work bench with surprising agility. On bended knees, she was able to redouble her earlier attempts to beat the glass into submission, using her right fist as a sledge hammer. Was the seventeen year old Finn, with the mental age of a child, capable of cold bloodedly striking a match and roasting them? She began to beat even harder. Burning to death had to be top of her list of ways not to die.


    With a triumphant cracking sound, a network of splinters appeared. The next hefty blow punched a hole through the weakened pane. But her sense of elation was as short lived as a snowflake on a hot griddle. No daylight poured through to illuminate her grubby face. The reason they hadn’t been able to see out became depressingly apparent; not only was it due to the congealed cocktail of grime obscuring the glass, but also because Finn had boarded up the window from the outside. She began to think that Finn wasn’t as simple as she’d given him credit for. Sagging down onto her heels, her face crumpled fleetingly with defeat.


    But did Custer flee with his tail between his legs before the battle of Little Big Horn? Did Scott throw in the towel at the first sign of snow on his epic trek to the South Pole? By comparison their predicament was almost uneventful. “Come on,” she urged Bill, spurring them both to action. “Finn’s sealed the window. Help me, let’s see if we can break through.” Maybe, if they put aside their differences and worked together, they could prise a gap in the boards? Together they pushed and shoved, sweated and panted, shards of glass sticking into Meli’s bare knees like they were pincushions, but to no avail. She had to give Finn credit, he’d done an annoyingly excellent job. Eventually, their fingers cut and bleeding, they were forced to give up.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 27


    


    “This is all your fault,” Meli suddenly accosted Bill, after she’d spent ten painful but thought filled minutes plucking splinters from her bloodied knee caps.


    “How so?” Bill shot her an indignant look.


    “You must have suspected that I was here, otherwise you wouldn’t have come looking. Why didn’t you tell someone? Or bring someone with you? Then we wouldn’t be in this mess.”


    “It’s hardly my fault you came sneaking around here and upset Finn. If you’d kept your nose out of everything. If you hadn’t brought the Lodge in the first place, none of this would have happened. Even Elsa would probably be alive.” He was on his feet, and the patiently watching shadows, taking advantage of his anger, leaped onto his face and burrowed themselves into the deep furrows and creases of his taut features.


    What a load of male chauvinistic twaddle, and totally unfounded. Meli’s flesh prickled with the injustice of it. “So now it’s my fault?” Meli’s voice rose several octaves. “I can’t believe that you of all people could accuse me of anything. You and Elsa should never have kept Finn secret, you should have had him locked away somewhere secure.”


    “Why can’t you see beyond the end of that long nose of yours and understand that Finn is my son, and I care about him and want the best for him?” The shadows glittered furiously in Bill’s eyes, like hot coals.


    “Well, you didn’t do a very good job of it,” Meli hurled the accusation at him with the ferocity of a cannonball, watching with some satisfaction when he flinched under the impact. “And, did you know he has a rifle?” Meli fired again, unprepared when this remark backfired and struck terror in her too. Until that moment, she had forgotten all about the rifle. So now there was a choice. They could either be blasted into tiny pieces or burned to crisps? Personally, she didn’t fancy either, in fact she wasn’t ready to die.


    “And where would he get a rifle from?” Bill was so close now that she could feel his hot breath blasting on her cheeks, and she tried not to flinch under the ferocious stench that rose up from his empty stomach and smelled like he’d brushed his teeth with dog turds. Hers probably had a similar aroma.


    “Elsa had one. I saw it once in her hallway, then it was in that cupboard the other day,” she jerked her thumb over her shoulder, “but now it’s gone. So, unless Elsa sawed her way out of her coffin, clawed her way up through four feet of soil and walked barefoot on decomposing legs across two miles of fields to come and get it, then it’s a pretty safe bet that Finn has it.” Green eyes gleaming with victory, they defied him to dispute her perfectly sound female logic.


    Lifting both hands, Bill wrapped his head in them tightly and let out a long groan, with the resonance of a grizzly with severe toothache. “I don’t know what’s worse.” His stifled voice emerged. “Being shut in here with Miss Crabby, listening to her stupid prattling, or this headache.” Privately, Meli suspected that she came top of the list. Letting his arms fall, he hoisted a pair of jaded eyes from the ground to gaze at her, the overhead lighting emphasising the rucked sacks hanging beneath them. “Elsa did have a rifle,” he conceded. “But Finn wouldn’t know how to shoot one.” His voice was emphatic, boding no argument.


    “Well,” Meli snorted superciliously down both nostrils. “One of them used it on SS.” Bill’s tetchy look took a fleeting holiday as his features scrunched up in puzzlement. “SS was a squirrel who lived in the garden, until one evening someone blew him into Kingdom Come.”


    “This just gets better,” Bill groaned again, his shoulders sagging as though someone had just dumped a sack of rice on them. Even the shadows were retreating from the verbal battering, fleeing from his features, as they headed back to their corners, leaving his complexion an ashen grey.


    “Your son is a menace, and he should be locked away. I think he killed Elsa. Oh, maybe not intentionally,” she granted with a brusque flick of her hand when Bill opened his mouth to protest. “But there was blood in one of the barns on the day I found Elsa. Don’t you think it is in the least bit possible that if he’d been fighting with Elsa, he could have smacked her on the head in anger? He’s strong as an ox, we’ve both been victim to that.” Bill only stared at her unblinking. “To think that he befriended my sons. He could have killed them. He might be going to kill us,” her voice pitched with mounting panic. She could almost feel the heat from the imaginary flames blistering her skin. “He still might, if he isn’t stopped.”


    Unexpectedly, Bill lay a placating hand on her arm, as if sensing that Meli was on the verge of having a very hysterical breakdown. Even more unexpectedly, Meli didn’t feel the urge to flatten him for daring to touch her. She craved companionship, the reassurance of another human being, and unfortunately, as Bill was the sole candidate, he would have to do. She felt her animosity dissolve away like jelly cubes in boiling water.


    “The twins are safe Meli. Finn is probably hovering somewhere nearby. Let me try talking to him again.” Peeling back his thin lips, he bared his teeth in an encouraging if awkward smile that resembled a sparrow trying to pass a square ostrich egg, almost embarrassed by the sudden procreation of camaraderie that was developing between them.


    Meli found herself nodding. She tried to swallow, but only succeeded in secreting a thick, slug-like globule of phlegm that struggled to slither down her swollen throat. He hadn’t refuted nor made any reference to her comment about Finn killing them. She tried not to read too much into the omission, it was undoubtedly just an oversight in the heat of the moment.


    “You just sit down, and leave this to me.” With an unusual display of meekness, Meli obeyed him.


    Lifting her feet from the floor, Meli hugged her knees and listened to Bill wasting his breath as he tried to make contact with his son. “He’s either not there, or he’s ignoring you,” she eventually stated when the constant sound of his voice felt like a potato peeler, torturously stripping away layers of skin from her scalp.


    Above her head came a thump on the roof, as though something heavy had dropped onto it from the trees. Meli was jettisoned across the floor and landed beside Bill. Together, they stared upwards. The thumping became loud and rhythmic, like it was raining coconuts, or someone was leaping about, stomping their elephant-sized feet.


    “Finn, I know that’s you,” Bill called. Total silence fell. “Finn, come on son, speak to me.”


    “What?”


    Meli grabbed Bill’s arm and almost tore it from its socket as she clung to him. Strangely, knowing that Finn was actually there was more terrifying than not knowing where he was. She ran her tongue over her sore lips. They felt thinner than ever, practically none existent, probably through dehydration.


    “Finn, this is wrong. You’ve got to let us out.” Bill tried to tug away, but Meli wasn’t having any of it, her grip tightened.


    “No, no, no, no.” The chant was both immature, yet at the same time discordant, and it sent chills racing up and down Meli’s spine. She clearly heard him land on the ground to her right.


    “Why are you doing this?” Meli yelled into the air.


    “Cos, don’t like you.” The whole wall shook, as if it had been given a savage kick.


    If he’d said it was because he was insane, or because he’d been bottle rather than breast fed as a baby, or even because he wanted Hitler reinstated, Meli could have took this. But such a personal attack aimed at her was horrifying. The chills in her spine spread into her limbs and her mouth sagged open into a gaping O.


    “Why don’t you like Mrs. Noble?” Bill pressed a finger to his lips, silencing Meli, who looked as if she was about to have apoplexy.


    There was a pause, as if Finn needed to consider this. “Cos she had ma taken away. Ma was sleeping where Finn left her in the house, until She came in. Then, the people in cars came and took Finn’s dogs away.” Around them the entire structure juddered, as he vented his anger with another well aimed foot. Maybe, Meli thought hopefully, if they could keep irritating him he would eventually bring the building down, and they could escape?


    “And cos of her, ma told Finn off. Told Finn not to go in there for things, but they had good things, yummy things. But then she came here, snooping around Finn’s place.” Throwing a puerile tantrum, Finn beat his fists against the thin, partitioning wall that separated them. They sounded like huge slabs of beef. With a change of heart, terrified of the mad beast within the teenager, Meli prayed that the wood would hold out. Fearfully, she glanced up. Above their heads, the bulb began moving from side to side, flickering in protest. Within its glow, the air was thick and foul with renewed clouds of dust and swirling strands of spiders webs, that were providing a feast for the fast moving shadows, as they nipped in and out of the nooks and corners to dine. The bulb whipped the air faster and faster at the end of its flex, then, just when Meli thought that the light was going to finally die, the room stopped shaking.


    Instantly, having bided his time and unmoved by his sons paddy, Bill leaped into the ceasefire with his only weapon. Words. “If mum told you off,” his voice boomed, in an attempt to catch his sons attention. “It would have been because you were naughty. Mum always told you off when you were naughty. Don’t you remember? We’ve talked about this in the past.” With a final quiver, the bulb came to rest, and giving up its protestation shone down on them with seemingly new intensity.


    “But ma whacked Finn with a big stick, for using the gun to shoot that stupid squirrel. Ma’d never done that before. Finn didn’t like it when ma did that; didn’t like ma. It hurt.”


    Meli detected the ugly edge to his voice. Linking this to his own admission, that he was capable of using a gun, capable of taking a life, even if it was only an animal, her stomach cramped with fear.


    “What happened to mum?”


    Meli gawked at Bill. She wasn’t sure that this was the right time to bring this matter up, but it was too late, Bill had posed the question. Meli pulled at her lower lip, waiting for the angry rebuttal she was sure it would bring. All remained uncannily quiet. Still clinging firmly to his side like a sucker fish, Meli was dragged reluctantly forward when Bill stepped out of the comforting ring of light and into the disturbed, throbbing shadows.


    “Finn, answer me.” Bill pressed his palms to the wall, in what Meli could only assume was yet another inane attempt to connect with his son. Only this time it actually worked.


    “Finn didn’t mean to do it. Wasn’t Finn’s fault.” The reply, when it came, was garbled as the wood under Bill’s touch creaked and buckled slightly as though someone heavy had leant against it.


    “Do what?”


    “Ma fell over, when she came chasing after me. Then Ma didn’t move.”


    “What did you do then?” Bill had taken a step back into the light, and Meli moved with him. His face was lined with anguish in the semi-darkness.


    “Finn took Ma home, put Ma on the couch. Ma was very heavy, but Finn managed.” With a groan, the wall evened out and then there was a scraping sound, like Finn was dragging a stick around the exterior, indicating that he was circling the lean-to. “Finn did good.” He finished, his voice brightening.


    Fleetingly, Meli’s eyes met Bill’s. As if they were both mind readers, the same thought flashed between them. Elsa must have been alive when Finn took her home, because her body had been found on the floor, not the sofa. Might she have survived if she’d received medical attention? Silence permeated the lean-to like a freezing fog.


    “Can you smell petrol?” Meli whispered, her nostrils wrinkling as they sampled the air. Lifting his nose, Bill sniffed several times, and then nodded. From the way his eyebrows leaped about on his forehead, Meli was sure that they were both on the same wavelength, again.


    “What are you doing out there?” He called to his son.


    “Finn playing with matches.”


    Meli’s heart catapulted into her throat, while her blood drained down into her feet. He was going to kill them. Her teeth clamped onto her lower lip, drawing blood.


    “Finn, you know you’re not allowed to play with matches. They’re dangerous.”


    Meli was beginning to feel detached, in a woozy kind of way, like the last twenty-six hours were nothing more than a bad dream; after all, she often had peculiar and disturbed dreams.


    “But fun. Finn like fire.” Finn’s voice sounded gleeful.


    “Finn, put the matches away. You said you didn’t mean to hurt your mum, but you know what happened then. I know that was an accident, but you don’t want something similar to happen to us, do you?” Meli flinched as Bill’s fingers bit into her flesh. Oh sweet Lord, even Bill wasn’t sure they were safe. “No more accidents?”


    “Finn won’t hurt you.” Came the simple reply.


    Through the wall, Meli heard an explosion. It was the distinct sound of a match being struck. Any comforting illusions that this was all a dream went up in flames. Petrified, certain that she was about to die, she turned and threw her whole body at Bill, clinging to him, the whites of her eyes like two large duck eggs glowing in the half light. Bill clung back. Together they formed a human knot.


    Across Bill’s shoulder, Meli’s wild eyes scanned the shadows, waiting for the first deadly wisps of smoke to come trickling through. She wondered if Bill was doing the same, or whether he had his eyes tightly closed. Would the smoke and fumes kill them before the flames? She bit back the urge to begin screaming.


    How long passed, Meli couldn’t even begin to guess, but her straining muscles were beginning to ache with exertion; she didn’t know how much longer she could hold on. She felt Bill’s grip loosen on her. Still there were no signs of smoke, no fingers of flames, no crackling of burning wood. Gradually, they untied their limbs, and stood staring at each other, their expressions resembling two lobsters dangling by their claws over a pan of steaming water. Feeling embarrassed by the close, physical contact, Meli took a step back.


    A commotion outside. Meli likened it to a herd of buffalo, heads down, pounding across the prairie. The floor underfoot trembled with it. Then, with a tremendous splintering sound, the door was suddenly thrown open, sending daylight spilling into the interior. Silhouetted faces appeared. Lots of them. This time, Meli did scream, freely and loudly, a scream of unadulterated excitement. Rescuers.


    “Meli?” It was Cal’s voice. Meli experienced a millisecond of relief that she hadn’t been caught in a clinch with Bill Barber, although what a close shave.


    “Cal?” She stumbled forward into a pair of grasping arms and collapsed against her husband, grimacing as he crushed her wrist in the process, but right at that moment, she didn’t care; the pain was wonderful evidence that she was still alive, that her ordeal was over. Her face and neck were assaulted with frenzied kisses, until her skin burned under the wonderful bombardment.


    “Oh, Meli,” he eventually breathed against her cheek. “Are you okay?” Meli could only nod as she was gently led outside. Squinting against the blinding day light, she accepted a cup when someone pushed it into her hand. Lifting it she gulped at the contents. The cool, sweet water, at that moment, tasted better than best Bollinger.


    “Take it slow.” A female voice advised her.


    Meli could smell smoke now, and twisting her neck, she saw a tall spiralling pillar of smoky grey pouring skywards; not from the lean-to, but from a bonfire Finn must have built a short distance away. The compound was brimming with people, including several in police uniforms. She caught Bill’s eyes. He was flanked by two policemen, who were deep in conversation with him. Their glances met, and their traumatic ordeal flashed across the distance between them, binding them for ever more she suspected. She watched him turn away and begin to speak urgently to one of the officers. He looked frantic. He was probably worried about Finn.


    “What’s going on with Bill?” She asked Cal. There was something odd about the scene, although she couldn’t quite place what.


    Cal followed her gaze, and his eyes hardened to cold steel when they lighted on Bill.


    “What is it?” She asked again, alarmed by his homicidal look.


    “He has got a lot to answer for,” Cal growled. His fingers were buried so deeply into the thin flesh of her shoulder that she thought he was about to dislocate it. “I read your notes, this morning, before anyone realised that Bill had vanished as well.” His gaze settled back on his wife, instantly mushy as anguish devoured the anger, and she watched him struggle to swallow the vast lump that had attached itself to his adams apple. “The police were very interested in them too.”


    “But Bill was a prisoner as well,” she told him, as she tried to recall exactly what she had written. Things like ‘I think Bill’s out to get me’ and ‘he murdered Elsa’ made her cheeks burn. “He and Elsa had a secret son, another child Elsa called Finn. It was Finn who kept us both captive, befriended the twins. And Elsa’s death, well, it appears to have been an accident.”


    Cal’s grip eased slightly. “But in your notes...” His features warped with confusion, which Meli had to admit, he was more than entitled to feel in the circumstances.


    Meli gave a miniscule shrug. “I was wrong. Bill explained it all to me, while we were imprisoned. He’s had a raw deal over the years, he’s really not such a bad guy.” Boy, did that hurt to say! But you didn’t share an experience like that with somebody, and walk away unscathed.


    “But when he couldn’t be found this morning, I thought it was because he’d done something awful.” The blue of his eyes misted over, and staring through them, Meli could see his inner pain as clearly as if his heart had been torn from his chest and was lying bleeding in the palm of her hand. “I thought he might have, well you know,” he struggled with the words, and she felt his whole body physically tremble against hers. “You know, killed you.”


    Meli’s knees turned to jelly, and it had nothing to do with exhaustion from her ordeal. He had actually been afraid that he would never see her again. If she’d ever doubted his love for her, this poignant moment proved her wrong beyond question. “Oh Cal, I’m so very sorry,” she said, burying her face against his chest.


    “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about,” he reassured her instantly, tenderly resting his cheek on her head. “I’m just so relieved that you’re safe.” These breathy words were whispered into her hair.


    They remained fastened together, Meli savouring the feel of his strong regular heart beat through his shirt, the gentle flutter of his breath on her skin. After a moment, Meli reluctantly extricated herself from his embrace. “I’d better go and straighten out the misunderstanding,” she told him, “before they clap Bill in irons and chuck him in the dungeons.” Thoughts of Bill instantly triggered thoughts of his son. “Where did Finn go?”


    “There was no one here when we arrived,” Cal shrugged as his eyes lovingly devoured every inch of her grubby, drawn face as if it was more valuable than that of the Mona Lisa. Reaching up he tenderly plucked a long braided cobweb from her dusty grey hair, oblivious to the braids that had transferred themselves to his five o’clock shadow, where they dangled like the scruffy underneath of a Billy goats chin.


    Unexpectedly, tears began dripping from the corners of her eyes like they were leaky taps, her gruelling ordeal flashing before them: the hours of nerve jangling terror, her wretchedness, the deprivation, not only of the most basic human needs for nourishment, but also to her senses, unable to fathom even the simplest of things, like whether it was day or night. Bitterness crawled up her throat and crept over her tongue. “Why didn’t you come and search here sooner?” She jerked out the accusation as if someone had just ejected it from her with a stun gun. Instantly she regretted the thoughtless and uncontrolled outburst when she saw the agonised look that tormented his features.


    “It was suggested last night, but Bill said he had already checked. I shouldn’t have listened to him. I’m so sorry.” His eyes hardened to flints, as with pinpoint accuracy they impaled themselves on Bill like javelins. He was still securely sandwiched between the two policemen, his hands raised, as if in protest. “It was the smoke that drew us here.”


    How ironic, Meli thought. The flames that they thought would roast them both like two oven ready chickens, had proved their salvation. Meli bit back the response that rose on a second wave of acid, originating from some festering pool deep in the bowels of her gullet. Last night. Last night it had been suggested. She needn’t have spent the whole tortuous night and most of today in that hell hole. Somehow her tongue managed to rearrange the words. “Don’t be sorry, you weren’t to know.” She awarded herself a neon gold star for effort, although her chagrin still scorched the back of her throat.


    “Mrs. Noble. Nice to see that you’re safe. How are you?” A recognisable voice sounded at her elbow.


    “PC Holster, I’m so glad to see you,” turning, she managed to mobilize a tenuous smile. “Things aren’t quite how they seemed, from my notes.” Beneath her, her long legs began to wobble like a new born foal, and instinctively, Cal tightened his hold on her, supporting her weight in a pair of steely but gentle arms.


    “It appears that Bill wasn’t out to get Meli, and he didn’t murder Elsa, he was only trying to protect his son, Finn,” Cal helped his wife out. Meli was impressed by her husband’s unusually quick uptake on the situation.


    “Please don’t lock Bill up, and don’t let anyone hurt Finn,” she pleaded. Lifting a hand she wiped at her large eyes, which were leaking again. She was feeling unaccountably compassionate towards their captor, an emotion that was possibly instilled, not only by the fact that they were free, but also because he hadn’t intended to cremate them after all.


    “Of course not,” his face broke into a smile as he placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. He didn’t appear to be shocked by the revelations, and to her immense relief, he didn’t appear to be angry with her, for her libellous accusations in her notes. “Don’t you worry about a thing. You go with Cal and get checked over. Then we can chat later.”


    Later turned out to be the next morning. By the time Meli had been to hospital for a thorough once over, had her fractured wrist plastered, and then arrived home, she was too tired to do anything, other than accept hugs from the children, reassure them that she was okay, before sliding into bed.


    Bed had never felt so incredible before. It was like sinking into a gondola made of spongy pink marshmallow and floating along a slow moving canal made from melted strawberry Cornettos. She fell asleep, wrapped in the arms of a protective and loving husband who hadn’t let her out of his sight once since rescuing her. Images of Cal’s face accompanied her into her slumbers, at times tender, sometimes a little sad, at other times a look that was hot and melting, one that promised to make her innards explode and shudder, as soon as she felt better that was.


    


    Two days later, Meli stood beside the graves of mother and son, beneath the broad, leafy arms of the elm. A chill wind raced up the valley from the sea, tugging at the loose layers of rich auburn hair, and flicking them around her face.


    “Finn was found yesterday.” Meli had wanted to be the one to tell Elsa what had happened. Initially she had felt uncomfortable, standing beside her dead neighbours grave and having a conversation with her, but after the first couple of minutes the words had slipped naturally from her tongue, after all, Elsa was hardly likely to criticise her, as she frequently used to talk to herself. “But don’t worry, he’s fine. He was just a couple of miles away, heading back to the village. I don’t know what will become of him, but I do know that Bill will watch out for him, and make sure he’s cared for. I’ll let you know on that.” The whole village knew about Bill and his son now, which would make it easier for Bill to have some say in Finn’s future. Meli wondered what Mrs. Barber and the Countess made of the whole thing. No doubt she would hear soon enough.


    “You wouldn’t recognise the farm now, but I think you would approve.” Meli glanced up as a low rumble of thunder echoed across the distant cliff tops, beneath a growing mass of pewter clouds that were gathering ominously. “Now, come on Elsa.” she scolded. “Ken and Dean are moving in soon. They’ve done an excellent job of renovating the farm, you don’t have any cause to complain.” Her eyes flicked upwards again, but this time the heavens remained silent.


    Meli heard footsteps behind her. She knew it would be Cal and Tim.


    “Are you nearly done?” Cal asked, as he placed his hands on her shoulders. “Tim thinks the rain is almost here.”


    “It’ll start any minute now, mark my words,” Tim predicted, sweeping his deep blue eyes skywards, his rim of grey hair flapping around his head like sheets on a line. “And it will be a right heavy downpour. Best get back to your car quick as you can.”


    Meli allowed herself to be led away. Twisting her neck she glanced back at Elsa. Above the church, a spear of sunlight breached a sudden tiny crack in the clouds, and lancing the branches of the elm, lit up the two graves. Yes, she mouthed, I’ll come back and visit soon, but only if you’re good.
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