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Chapter 1
Dawning of a New Day


 


The rectory sat in the moonlight brooding behind the gaunt
trees which had been mere saplings when it’s foundations were first
laid.  Over the years it had seen owners come and go, some had
been transitory, some more enduring, but today there was going to
be a new owner.  The moon hid it’s face behind a cloud and the
rectory became a place of darkness and gloom as it waited for the
dawn of a new era.

 

I guess it all started when I received a letter from Bladdel and
Knutt, solicitors to the gentry of Oxfordshire.  Until then I
had been living out my meagre existence as an underachieving bank
clerk.  Underachieving primarily because my heart was not in
the job; it was a means of earning a living, no more and no less. I
found no joy in handling other people’s money when my own was so
paltry.  In fact I was just beginning to detest my job with a
new loathing when the letter arrived unheralded on my
doormat.  This letter, this life changing letter, was
contained in such an inauspicious envelope that it almost got swept
up with the junk mail and placed directly in the waste bin, only
avoiding this fate because I noticed at the last moment that it had
a real first-class stamp and not an anonymous bulk mail
frank.  But back to the letter and its contents.  The
letter was terse to the point of abruptness, a mere one line long
if you forget all the polite appendages that adorn real letters
such as addresses and diplomacy.  The one line was enough
however to raise temptation within me with its blunt message
of  ‘Please would you contact us at your earliest convenience,
this may be to your advantage.’  Before yielding, however, I
inspected the letter more thoroughly to realise that it had been
composed on embossed paper with a unique watermark using a real
typewriter.  The resulting phone call was both swift and
short; I was to meet them on Monday of the following week.

 


           
The day dawned dismal and dank as do most days in late January; it
was cold, but not cold enough to freeze, and wet, but not wet
enough to warrant an umbrella.  The allotted meeting place was
the Garnhame Hotel in Ipswich, a sort of plastic tower with plastic
fitting and, should you be unfortunate enough to eat there, plastic
food.  I arrived fifteen minutes early, not that I was eager
you understand, but it is not everyday that you might learn
something ‘to your advantage.’  After surveying the lounge I
settled down into a corner armchair and watched the door.  At
five minutes to the allotted time an odd couple walked in; he with
a crisp pin-stripe suit and she with a black dress so perfect in
its manufacture it appeared to have been sprayed on her lithe
nubile body.  However, it was not the clothes that made them
odd, it was their demeanour; he with a face like a bulldog that had
eaten lemons all it’s life and her with an expression like an angel
on ecstasy.  The receptionist pointed to me and there was no
doubting their dissimilarity as they approached.  He walked
like a war-weary veteran, indeed he looked old enough to be a
war-weary veteran.  She walked with a sweeping flow as if she
was in the middle of a ballet lesson, but as she looked around
thirty I guessed that she’d left ballet lessons behind a long time
ago.  Up close he had the complexion of an oak tree, she the
complexion of a smooth skinned peach.  I stood up as they
approached and he held out his hand.

“Stephen Holmes I presume?”

I smiled and shook his hand, it was like grasping a limp lettuce
covered in snail slime.  He spoke again with the same Oxford
English voice.

“Let me introduce us; I’m Harold Bladdel and this is my
associate Miss Bryony Carrington-Greeves.”

I shook her hand; the experience was akin to being lovingly
caressed by a Black Mamba.  We sat down and Harold balanced a
battered leather clip-board on his knees.  There was no
friendly preamble and no passing of pleasantries, he got straight
down to business fixing me with his hang-dog brown eyes as if I was
personally responsible for the woes of the world.  But I must
admit he was polite;

“May I ask if you brought the documents we requested?”

I passed him over my birth certificate, my passport, copies of
my mother’s death and wedding certificates, my mother’s birth
certificate, my National Insurance Card (non-photographic version)
and my driving licence (photographic version).  He quickly
leafed through the small pile of documents and fixed me once again
with his hang-dog gaze.

“Grandparents?”

I fished into my inside pocket, and passed over two baptism
certificates, one for my mother and one for her father.  I
asked him to be careful with the latter, it was old and precious to
me and the only link I had with my grandparents; he didn’t
respond.  Bryony Carrington-Greeves smoothly took over their
operation and I became conscious that they knew their
business.  She gave me a smile that would have charmed the
leaves from the trees and caused men to willingly go to
war. 

“Thank you for coming Mr Holmes,” she purred, “But before
we can go any further we just have to be sure that you are the
person we are looking for, so could you please tell me about
yourself.”

Telling anyone about myself is rather like trying to describe
white particles on a white background under a white
light. 

“What’s there to say?  Born Stephen Holmes, sired by Roger
Holmes out of Hannah Holmes née Evans.”

She gave a tolerant smile.

“I mean tell me about yourself as in give me a precise verbal
history.”

I felt like responding that I had been born at a very early age,
but decided that there was no profit to be made from
sarcasm. 

“I’m told that I was born in Felburgh Cottage Hospital and that
I weighed in at around six pounds.  Went to St Cedd’s Primary
school and then Eastburgh Comprehensive.  Fairly
undistinguished academic record coming out with eight GCSEs. 
After that I studied at Suffolk College obtaining two ‘A’ levels -
Drama and Mathematics.  Joined the bank when I was
twenty-three after spending a four years in a flea bitten touring
company trying to take Macbeth to the masses.  Been at the
bank ever since and have risen from Trainee Counter Clerk to
Counter Clerk Grade 1, that means that I’m allowed in the safe by
myself, but little else.”

Her luxurious pale blue iridescent eyes flicked down to her
notepad and up again;

“What do you know of your Mother?”

“Born in deepest Wales just after the Korean war and we never
really met seeing as she died during childbirth and I was the child
in question.”

She nodded to herself and her silken russet coloured hair waved
gently as if in a domesticated breeze. 

“Did you ever meet your grandfather?”

“Frequently, I spent many happy summer holidays with him and
grandma on their farm in North Wales.  He died when I was
nineteen, she died a couple of years ago, physically that is,
mentally she’d left us many years ago.”

“What hospital did your grandfather die in?”  This as a
swift and decisive question with full on eye contact.

“Conway.”

She nodded to herself again and her hair rippled into
stillness.  “One final question; did you ever meet your
Great-Aunt Gwyneth?”

Somehow I knew that this was the crunch question and all the
others had been mere cannon fodder.  

“Of course, she died a year after my grandma and she took
grandma’s funeral.  When I was young she also lived on
grandpa’s farm.  I believe that she joined a convent – Church
or Wales of course – but dropped out before she took her final
vows.  After that she became a deaconess in the Church of
England and in the mid 1990s was ordained priest at Bury Cathedral
– I was there as she’s also my Godmother.”

Bryony smiled at me and I could almost hear birds start to
sing.  “Can you remember any distinguishing features she might
have had?”

I’d been wrong, this was the crunch question. 

“She had no little finger on her left hand, said she lost it to
a bacon slicer in the convent.  She also never wore short
sleeves as she had a fearsome burn scar on her left arm from
falling into a bonfire.”

She nodded to herself;

“Please excuse us for a moment as we confer.”

She rattled off a phrase in Latin to old sourpuss and he replied
in the same language.  Had it been Welsh I might have had a
half-chance of understanding their conversation, but Latin was out
of my league as doubtless was Miss Bryony Carrington-Greeves. 
Eventually, after a full two minutes of discussion in Latin, Harold
took up the baton again.  He cleared his throat like a bulldog
about to address a juicy bony.

“I think there is no doubt who you are Mr Holmes, to be honest I
was fairly sure when we first met, as you have the characteristic
Evan’s ears.” 

By that he meant that they stuck out like table-tennis
bats.  He cleared his throat again;

“I am pleased to tell you that you have inherited a small legacy
from one of our clients, a Mr John Grant.” 

He consulted his notes, but I had a feeling that he didn’t need
to.  “The legacy comprises of the residue of his estate and
his final residence, but,” he fixed me with a stare that would have
frozen the dead, “But there is one small caveat; he insists that
you can only have the legacy if you are willing to renovate the
house.”

Curiosity rose within me.

“And if I’m not?”

“The legacy will pass to the next person in the will; he was
quite explicit, there are no half measures.”

I needed more information.

“Would you mind giving me a few more details?”

He smiled: that is his cheeks rose slightly, the eyes stayed in
their deadpan gaze. 

“The house is known as The Rectory, I believe it used to be the
Rectory for St James, the residue of the estate is not yet settled,
but it will certainly be in excess of three-quarters of a million
pounds and will probably be nearer one and a quarter million once
we get a full valuation of his assets.”

I was dumbfounded, they had said it would be to my advantage,
but a house and around a million pounds?  I took a moment to
let my heartbeat recover. 

“Is that three-quarters of a million in cash?”

Bryony smirked at my naïvety.

“Not quite Mr Holmes, that figure includes the grounds
surrounding The Rectory, a couple of paintings, a car and a
portfolio of shares.  I believe the cash content – that is the
sum in his bank - is only around £10,000.”

Only £10,000!  If she only knew the state of my finances it
would not be an ‘only.’  I sat for a moment trying to fully
comprehend my situation. 

“Why me, I’ve never heard of John Grant?”

Bryony glanced at her watch and hoped that I wouldn’t notice;
fat chance I was watching her every move after all it’s not every
day a peasant gets to sit next to a goddess. 

“Have you heard of Grant Radios?”  She purred.

“You mean the little transistor radios we all had as
children?”

“Exactly.  Mr Grant owned the company until he sold it in
the mid eighties.  I won’t go into details, but he had a
rather tragic life as far as his family were concerned.  He
lost his wife and six children in a plane crash and the rest of his
family rather ostracised him.  Your great-aunt was apparently
the only person he would talk to towards the end of his life and
his will stipulates that his legacy should go to your aunt’s
nearest next of kin who is under 35 – that is you.”

I did a quick calculation, my older brother was 37. 

“Seems rather unusual.”

She gave a supercilious smile,

“He was a little eccentric and a bit of a recluse.; his will
states that he doesn’t want the legacy to go to any old fogies or
any of his family members as they never visited him.”

I took some time out to think and found my grandpa’s words
ringing in my brain – ‘behind every gift is a motive waiting to
happen.’  He could be a cynical old man my grandpa. 

“What’s the catch?”

Bryony re-crossed her elegant legs and old sourpuss shuffled his
immaculately clad feet.  Eventually he said dryly;

“The Rectory is a little run down.”

Warning bells began to ring.

“How run down?”

He looked to Bryony for help, she stood up;

“Well we’d better go and see.”

I followed her like a lamb to the slaughter.



 













Chapter 2
First Sight


I remember my first journey to The Rectory as if it was
yesterday.  Sourpuss and Bryony led the way in their snow
white Lexus limousine; they weren’t difficult to follow, I don’t
believe he went any faster than 40mph for the whole 20 mile
trip.  The Rectory turned out to be on the outskirts of
Eastburgh, a small Suffolk coastal town that got left behind in a
time warp somewhere before the swinging sixties.  As I
followed their car in my battered mini  I wondered if they’d
investigated my bank accounts – I had no doubt that they could have
if they wanted to.  If they had then they knew that I was up
to my armpits in debt courtesy of leaving the car keys in my smart
Golf Gti while I went to pay for petrol, and mutually unsympathetic
insurance and loan companies.  So the £10,000 in cash Bryony
had so casually referred to would take the edge off of my debts and
allow me to have a decent holiday.  As I waggled the mini’s
gear-stick, which was more akin to stirring sago pudding with a
straw that actually changing gear smoothly,  I also remembered
that Bryony said there was a car, what sort of car I
wondered?  If he was a millionaire it could be anything. 
So as I drove through the wet Suffolk countryside I failed to form
any decent or probing questions in my mind, instead I mused on
where to have a holiday and what sort of car a millionaire would
drive.  I’m sad to say that never once on that drive did I
think about the rectory, the recluse that had bequeathed it to me
or that I could just walk away and leave it all to someone
else.

 


           
Eventually we pulled up in a sort of country lane.  A sort of
lane in that it had houses down one side and open fields on the
other.  It was also a sort of lane in that it didn’t go
anywhere.  It ended at a dead end by tangle of overgrown trees
and protruding bushes.  Sourpuss stayed in the car and Bryony
climbed out.  I walked up to her and glanced into the car,
Sourpuss had already started copying my documents with the aid of a
laptop and portable scanner.  My angel in black pointed to a
small wooden gate sandwiched between rotting vegetation, clearly I
was expected to open it.  The front garden, that is if you
could call it a garden, was all grass and gravel as the driveway
from the two wooden gates at the extreme end of the lane curved
past the front of the house.  I noted that the grass was
perfectly edged and full of little circular flower-beds set at
evenly spaced intervals.  I stopped and took my first look at
the rectory and it looked suitably huge.  Obviously Victorian
or just Post-Victorian, it was double fronted with the entrance
door in the middle and huge sash windows to the left and right in
perfect symmetry.  The only difference on the first floor’s
was that in the centre it had a window not a door.  Even with
a cursory glance I could see that the wooden window frames were in
need of a great deal of tender loving care and that parts of the
guttering were in desperate need of any sort of care.  Bryony
jingled some keys, “We’ll have to walk round the back as the front
door is bolted.”

“Which way?”

“Follow the drive to the East of the house.”

Did I carry a compass in my top pocket? 

“Which ways East?”

“To the left.”

I walked along the gravel driveway to find it continued down the
side of the house and disappeared round the back.  To the left
side of the driveway there was another lawn and another set of
evenly spaced circular flower-beds, I was beginning to hate those
flower-beds.  I counted my paces down the side of the house;
it worked out at 24 paces, that translated to around 20
yards.  I remember thinking ‘good grief  this place is
really huge’ as I rounded the back of the house.  Behind the
house there was an expanse of garden rolling down a gentle slope,
needless to say it was composed of a perfectly flat lawn and two
arcs of correctly spaced small circular flower beds.  The
driveway turned away from the house opposite the back-door and
split the garden in two.  At the bottom of the long garden the
extended drive passed a white double sized garage with a pitched
tiled roof.  Bryony broke into my thoughts. 

“The garage has a small studio flat over it, it’s a bit poky but
livable; used to be the residence for his gardener, he left three
months before the old man died but I suspect he’s been back.”

I raised my eyes beyond the garage, Bryony must have been
watching, or reading my thoughts. 

“The paddock beyond and the dilapidated stable block are also
part of the estate.”

I surveyed the paddock, the grass was short and the gate shut,
“Who’s using it?”

“Local riding school – they have permission – they’ve been using
it for years.”

“Do they pay rent?”

“No.”

I mentally put that item at the top of my ‘to do’ list. 
Bryony paused at the back door and I passed her to walk down the
driveway a little and look back.  The back of the house was a
mess, I mean architecturally a mess.  The first floor showed
the same even symmetry of the front, but the ground floor was
different.  There was obviously an extension to the back of
what I assumed to be the kitchen and besides this, running across
the back of the house and finishing in a small rotunda round the
corner of the house was a conservatory.  Not one of your cheap
glass and metal conservatories, but a brick and glass conservatory
of some distinction; trouble was the glass panes were whitened out
so I couldn’t see through them.  Bryony watched me.

“Like to look at the garage first?”

Ulterior motives extruded from her, but she could have pressed
arsenic in my hand and I would have swallowed it without a
thought.

“Why not.”

We continued our walk down the drive and once again I counted
paces, by my rough reckoning the garage was some 300 feet from the
house.  She produced her bunch of keys again and waved a red
one at me. 

“The locks are all matched and this master key fits everything,
otherwise there are separate keys for the garage, the flat, and the
front and back doors.”

She turned the key and opened the end of a long wooden
concertina door that ran across the front of the garage. 

“’Fraid you can’t get to the studio flat without going into the
garage, stairs are at the end.”

As soon as I walked in I realised that the garage was well over
two cars long as well as just under three cars wide; in it sat a
sit-upon lawn mower, a bright red Land Rover pick-up of dubious
vintage and a car hiding under one of those tailor made chamois
leather soft covers that expensive car dealers use.  My
spirits rose.  I tried to appear casual.

“What’s the car?”

She paused and grinned like a practical joker;

“Take a look.”

I gently grabbed one corner of the cover and pulled it back, she
must have seen the look on my face, but then she knew what was
coming. 

“It’s a Studebaker Station Wagon, don’t reckon that he’s driven
it for twenty years, but he faithfully had it MOT’d every year, so
in theory it’s usable, that is if you can cope with the eight miles
to the gallon.”

My eyes strayed back to the Land Rover, Bryony must have been
watching my every move.

“That’s street legal as well.  Series one though, so
there’s no home comforts.”

I put the cover back on the Station Wagon and thought sourly
that he might have least have had a Bentley.  We continued
down the garage and up a narrow set of stairs into the studio
flat.  Due to the pitched roof it wasn’t large.  She
walked to the end wall and touched a small lever causing a single
bed to roll down from the wall.  She stood like an estate
agent.

“Built-in bed, loo with shower cubicle at the other end, storage
under the eaves and galley kitchen along the wall between this room
and the loo.”

I looked round, as she said it was livable, but why live here
when there was that damn great house at the other end of the
garden?  I sauntered out of the flat and back into the garage,
spotting another chamois leather cover, this time over a
motorbike.  I couldn’t resist temptation and took a peek
before taking the whole cover off.  There were two pieces of
two wheeled motorised transport interleaved like a pair of
mismatched lovers.  The first was an ancient Mobylette moped,
but as for the second I’d never seen anything like it.  Bryony
peered over my shoulder.

“Forget to mention that.  Apparently it’s an Aerial square
four; that’s 1000cc with four cylinders.”

I put the cover back on; I did have a motorbike licence and I
might have a go at the Aerial, but as for the moped, I was not
riding that - I still had some dignity.

 


           
We walked back towards the house and Bryony gave an odd sort of
cough.

“I ought to warn you, the inside of the Rectory is a little bit
chaotic.”

Looking back that was the moment when warning bells should have
rung loud and clear, but I was being gradually sucked in by Miss
Bryony Carrington-Greeves, the large house and the thought of a
million pounds. 

“What’s chaotic about it?”

“You’ll see.”  She replied dryly.

She used her red key on the back door and we entered the
kitchen.  It was enormous, full of flagstones and a large
scrubbed wooden table which stood full square in the centre. 
Bryony went into here estate agent routine, perhaps she had missed
her vocation. 

“Roughly seventeen feet square, Aga solid fuel cooker – coal or
wood - otherwise no mod cons to speak off.  There used to be a
dishwasher and washing machine over there,” she pointed vaguely,
“but he had them taken out.”

I surveyed the pair of QE2 sized sinks.  “When was it
extended?”

“After the war, there’s a full history and set of floor plans in
the file.”

We walked through the kitchen into the hall, light disappeared
and dimness took over.  Bryony must have been here before as
she walked down the hallway and pulled aside a curtain that covered
the door.  I won’t say that light flooded in, but at least I
could see the hall space and the wide staircase that ran up one
side to the landing on the first floor.  I decided that the
hall was long enough to play full length ten-pin bowling.  I
pointed to the door wedged under the stairs; “What’s in there?”

“Basement, we’ll look at that later.”

She shooed me back towards the kitchen doorway and walked passed
me and through a another doorway to my right, I followed her into a
dismal room.  She pointed to the floor, “Dining room – there’s
a hatch to the kitchen – used to be a polished wooden floor on top
of the floorboards, he took it up.”

She out and walked across the hallway pointing to her left just
after the kitchen doorway,  “Loo.” 

She walked on and into the lounge, once again it was dim. 
I turned on the light and was rewarded by a dim glow.”  Bryony
set off across the dark room talking all the time as if she was
trying to sell me the house.

“He didn’t believe it using too much electricity, all the
light-bulbs are 7 watt, except the kitchen, that’s an extravagant
25.”

She folded shutters back into their recesses and this time light
did flood in to reveal a room that obviously ran the full length of
the house from front to back.  Bryony waved her arms vaguely,
“Used to be two rooms, hence the two fireplaces.”

I realised that the ceilings were high.

“Central heating?”

She sniggered.

“No.”

I walked to the rear of the lounge and peered into the
conservatory, it was full of indefinable greenery.  She led me
out of the lounge by the door near the lane and straight across the
hall past the front door and into a room about the same size as the
dining room. 

“Study,” she announced.

I was beginning to get bored of empty rooms and wondering why
she had referred to the inside of the rectory as ‘chaotic’. 
Empty yes, chaotic no.  She took me to the foot of the stairs,
it was wide enough for us to walk up side by side, at the top she
stopped and made that same odd cough.

“You may need to watch your footing from here on.”

I looked down at the floor to find that most of it was missing,
at a rough guess only one floorboard in five was left. 

“Termites?” I suggested.

She held onto the banister rail.

“We guess that he used to burn the wood in the Aga; from here on
all the doors, wainscoting, door-frames and most of the floorboards
are missing.  We’re not sure, but we also think that he’d
already burnt his wardrobes, bedroom furniture and most of his
clothing before he started on the house woodwork.”

I stood at the top of the stairs and surveyed the landing ,
which run off to the right of the stairs in a ‘U’ shape round the
top of the hall before it met another set of stairs that obviously
rose over the set I was standing on. 

“How many bedrooms?”

She shrugged.

“Depends how you count them.”

“Humour me.”

She pointed to the left, as she moved her arm I could smell her
expensive perfume.

“I suppose you’d say that is bedroom four; that’s what it is
called on the plans in your file.”

I peered through the open doorway; if that was the fourth
bedroom I wondered just how big the master bedroom was going to
be.  She nimbly stepped on the existing floorboards and
disappeared through a door directly opposite the stairs, it turned
out to be a huge bathroom of the size you see in interior design
catalogues but never believe that anybody actually has a bathroom
that big; well this house did.  I gazed at the oversized
Victorian bath.

“This has all it’s floorboards.”

She nodded sending her hair into ripples of life.

“We don’t think he’d reached here.”

I wandered down the bathroom and opened another door into the
largest airing cupboard I had ever seen.  She spoke from the
centre of the bathroom obviously not wanting to go into a cupboard
with me. 

“Access the spiral staircase in there as well.”

“What spiral staircase?”

“It runs down into the kitchen – you probably thought it was the
pantry – and up to the rooms above.  It was probably put in
for the servants, turn of the century house and all that.”

We exited the bathroom, she changed her step pattern.

“You’ll find it best to step on the floor beams when you go this
way.”  She suggested helpfully.

I followed her hop-scotching along the landing.  She
pointed through an open doorway to our left, “loo directly above
the one below.”

I glanced inside, the room was bigger than a normal bathroom,
but only contained a WC bowl, overhead cistern and porcelain
sink.  There were no floorboards at all so the WC bowl sat in
splendid isolation.  Bryony stood on the beams getting her
balance and pointed in front, “Bedroom two – that has an en-suite
bathroom.”

“Any floor boards?”

“No.”

We turned the corner and now used floor-boards as our stepping
stones.  Just before we hit the front wall she indicated a
door to the left of us, “Master bedroom, be careful no
floor-boards.”

I peered in, as expected it was huge; again she read my
mind. 

“It is the largest room on this floor.”

“En-suite?”

“No.”

We hop-scotched along the next bit of the landing and peered
through another doorway.  Bryony faithfully did her estate
agent’s bit. 

“Bedroom three, same size as bedroom four.”

She looked up the second set of stairs, “Mind your footing,
every other tread is missing.”

We went up the stairs like a pair of apes and stood on another,
more poky, landing.  This was again a ‘U’ shape, but also had
a small three-door spur off of the end of the first
transverse.  She pointed to the left, “bedroom five, which
sits over a bit of bedroom four; rooms up here are a bit smaller
due to the pitched roof.”

She stepped across the landing into yet another bathroom, this
one of modest proportions by the standards of this house; even so
it wouldn’t have fitted into most people’s homes – that is the
homes of people I knew.  I glanced around, “Spiral
staircase?”

“It’s behind the end wall, you get to it from bedroom five.”

Back to the landing and along into the three door spur. 
She stood poised hands on hips like an Amazon waiting to argue and
pointed to the doorway on her left.

“Another loo over the two below,” she moved to point right,
“Store-room.”

I glanced in, the walls shown evidence of long-gone shelving,
but at least it had a full set of floorboards.  She licked her
lips and opened the door in front.  This room not only had a
door and a floor, but also a concert sized Steinway Grand
Piano.  I looked up at the two skylights and then at the
simple cross painted on the end wall.  She gave her dodgy
cough.

“Originally a playroom, he used it as a chapel.”

I lifted the lid of the piano and played a few chords from a
Bach harpsichord concerto.  Still not satisfied I tried a
piece of Scott Joplin. 

“It’s in tune.”

“According to our records he had it tuned every six months right
up till he died.”

She placed herself in front of the keyboard and played a
fearsomely complicated piece of Chopin, the message was clear,
‘anything you can do I can do better!’  I shivered in the damp
air, “Well it won’t stay tuned long in this atmosphere.”

She straightened up, “We think he kept one of the fireplaces in
here going all year.”

I glanced at the end wall.

“Why two?”

She shrugged, obviously rapidly losing interest.

“Two chimneys passing through I guess.”

We went to exit and I stopped in the doorway and looked back,
“So this must be the maximum possible width up here.”

She wrinkled her nose. “

If you don’t count the under-eaves storage this room it’s about
a third of the area up here.”

I mused on the fact that this was a play-room; it was bigger
than my mother’s lounge.  I nodded to the piano.

“How did he get that up here?”

She tossed her head causing tidal waves in her hair.

“He bought it with the house and the records of the army in here
during the first world war refer to a Steinway, so it was probably
here then.”

We continued our hopscotch round the rest of the landing until I
could peer into the final room; Bryony spoke from behind. 
“Bedroom six, smallest in the house, but it does have that enormous
skylight.”

We made our way back downstairs and Bryony made a point of
looking at her watch, I felt manipulation in the air and
rebelled.  “Can I see the basement?”

“Help yourself, but watch the steps.”

This time the danger was not missing steps, but the sheer angle
of the iron staircase.  At the bottom it had a eerie
feel.  It was no where near as large as I imagined and had
what I can only describe as two free-standing U-shaped concrete
tunnels taking up most of the floor space.  I went back
upstairs and Bryony dutifully finished her tour guide. 

“Dug during the second world war, the two concrete thingamajigs
are air-raid tunnels, one of them has an escape hatch out to the
front of the house.”

“Army?”

“Navy.”

She led me back into the kitchen where old Sourpuss was
installed at the kitchen table and I knew then that this was 
a pre-planned operation, but the significance of the manoeuvre
eluded me.

 


           
Bryony and I sat down on two of the kitchen stools, I decided to
try and take the upper hand. 

“So what’s this place worth?”

Sourpuss fixed me with a ‘what is money’ stare.

“In excess of three-quarters of a million if it was liveable,
might even make a million the way the property market is.”

“Could I sell the paddock to a property developer?”

“Garden and paddock are part of the green belt between Eastburgh
and Felburgh, in any case we’re told that the paddock is marshy in
winter.”

I groped around for another question.

“Who stipulates to what extent it has to be restored?”

Sourpuss almost smiled, “Mr Grant produced a general
specification, basically re-wiring, plumbing alterations to remove
the lead piping, replacing the missing woodwork and any
window-frames that are rotten.”

That didn’t sound too hard, not for the sale of a house worth
over seven-hundred grand. 

“How many windows is that?”

“Probably all of them, “ he answered drolly.

I ran out of reasonable questions and asked the one they were
waiting for; the final, fatal, question.

“So, what’s the deal?”

Sourpuss did smile and I should have taken it as a
warning.  He passed over a single sheet of paper. 

“You sign, stating that it is your intention to renovate this
place, that you are under thirty-five and the nearest next of kin
to Rev  G Evans and it’s all yours.”

I was confused.

“I only have to say that I intend to renovate?”

He smiled again and I felt a tingle down my spine.

“Mr Grant believed in moral obligations, if you say you intend
to it is assumed that you will.”

“But if I didn’t?”

He raised his hands and offered me the open palms.

“There’s no-one to take you to court over the matter, as I said
it’s merely a concern for your conscience.”

It all seemed too easy, my grandfather’s warning about gift
horses floated into my mind again; I swatted it away.

“So can you give me a quick run down of what I inherit
again?”

He gave me a bored look and recited in a dull voice.

“This house, the paddock, the surrounding grounds, a couple of
paintings, a car, a portfolio of shares, the contents of the garage
and seventeen Grant radios that are lent to a radio museum near
Waterloo Station in London.”

My ears pricked up, he’d listed the car separately from the
garage contents, but before I could interrupt he continued as if
reciting his own last will and testament. 

“I’ve checked the bank account since our previous conversation,
I am informed that there is £16,087.02 in the bank as of today and
the portfolio of shares is worth £189,000 at current prices.”

I mentally ran through the list in my exited brain.

“You mention the surrounding grounds as separate from the
paddock.”

He sat still and I got the distinct impression that he was
formulating an evasive argument.  He nodded in the direction
of the paddock.

“Field beyond the paddock and the three fields to the West of
the rectory plus the fields on the other side of the lane on either
side of the church.”

I was surprised at the extent of this.

“They look farmed to me.”

He smiled as if he’d succeeded in his diversion, but I couldn’t
see what I had missed. 

“Some of the fields are rented to a local farmer, it’s all in
the file.”

I tried a different tack;

“What are the paintings?”

“Three landscapes and two portraits by his wife, in monetary
terms they are not worth valuing.”

I looked at the sheet of paper in from of me, the dotted line
seemed to scream, ‘Sign here! Sign here!’

I picked up the pen and signed the sheet of paper, he and Bryony
duly witnessed it.  He flicked over a standard bank signature
form

“Sign this as well please, three times.”

I signed and he took the form from me and pushed a portable
fingerprint scanner across the table and I duly gave him the prints
of my two index fingers.  He suddenly became business like and
acted as if he wanted to leave as soon as possible and wash his
hands of the whole affair.

“I’ll take the card to the Bank on my way back and tomorrow you
will be able to access the accounts and manage the shares. 
We’ll have the deeds ready for your signature by noon tomorrow, so
if we meet again at the hotel we’ll complete the house and land
transfers.”

Bryony suddenly came to life and slid five box-files in my
direction.  I got another heart-stopping smile.

“Red one is historical,  blue one contains plans of this
place, yellow one records of the share portfolio, green one has
estimates we have obtained on the various repairs needed to the
house and the black one contains other miscellaneous bits and
pieces.”

I had an uneasy feeling that she was also in a hurry to
leave.  She slid over two bunches of keys, one of which had
little individual labels tied to each key. 

“Don’t forget the red key is the master that opens everything
but the safe.”

“Safe?”

“It’s in the basement under the stairs and just has a few odd
bits of paperwork in it.”

I suddenly realised what she had said earlier and backtracked,
“Why did you get estimates, surely that’s not part of your normal
task?”

She gave me her estate agent’s insincere smile. 

“Just being thorough in case we couldn’t find you.”

It didn’t ring true, but as the rest of the day had had a dream
like quality I didn’t press her.  Sourpuss stood up.

“Well I hope your happy with the legacy Mr Holmes, we’ll see you
tomorrow.”

I smiled and noted that he hadn’t offered to shake hands.

“Where is the car?”

“At Norman’s Classic Car restorers, doubtless he’ll be in
touch.”

“And what about your bill?”

He gave a melancholic funeral like smile.

“Mr Grant has already paid that.”

They walked out in unison and left me sitting at the kitchen
table with five box-files, two bunches of keys and the feeling that
I had been stitched up, but how could that be?










Chapter 3
One Step Forward


I awoke on Tuesday determined to enjoy the day, technically I
had to be at work, but it would be being at work with a
difference.  You see I had no need to ask old Sourpuss which
bank I had to collect money from as I had recognised the signature
form; it was from my bank.  The bank at which I slaved behind
the counter for peanuts while my debts had slowly increased by the
shed-load.  Thus I arrived at the bank with a gleeful
anticipation for the first time in many years and thought of Mr
Knott.  He was our branch manager, who alternated between
being an obsequious toady to wealthy customers and an overbearing
tyrant to the staff.  Today I intended to undergo
metamorphosis from staff to client and I wondered if he would in
turn undergo a reverse-metamorphosis from tyrant to toady.  By
9am I was ensconced at my window waiting for the doors to open and
customers to appear when I got the summons to his office.  I
duly locked my till and went upstairs; as usual he was seated
behind his desk like a fat slug in a faded blue suit.  He
looked up as I entered and rose to his feet so things were already
looking up as he’d never done that before.  He cleared his
throat.

“Come in Richard, take a seat.”

We sat and I waited.  He studied the file in front of him
and I waited.  His eyes met mine and I waited.  He
cleared his throat again.

“This is rather an unusual situation, I had a visit yesterday
from a Miss Bryony Carrington-Greeves of the solicitors Bladdel and
Knutt, apparently you have inherited the Grant estate, is that
so?”

“Yes.”

He shifted his weight from one buttock to the other, his piles
must be playing up again.  He swallowed as if fighting back
bile.

“I have the signature card from Miss Carrington-Greeves and her
instructions that the estate is now yours.” 

He paused obviously finding this difficult.

“Have you any immediate instructions for us?”

I tried not to smile, after all handling money is a serious
business.

“Yes.  I would like all the funds transferred into my
existing current account, my staff loan paid off, my credit card
cleared and the residue over £10000 placed in a Premier high
interest savings account.”

He gave the ghost of a smile.

“I’m not sure that there’s enough in Mr Grant’s cash accounts to
totally do what you request.”

This time I did smile.

“Can you tell me how much my share portfolio is worth”?

He shifted buttocks again and consulted his computer screen
before picking up the phone, I listened like a limpet on the side
of a pleasure steamer.  He looked away.

“Ken, that portfolio we were discussing this morning, how much
now?”

He listened and then looked at me;

“£221,000 and rising.  Apparently you have a large holding
in the Internet Auction house SoldToTheHigestBidder.com and its
shares are going into orbit.”

I paused for all of two seconds.

“Tell Ken to sell the lot now and put the proceeds into my
current account after working out the tax and placing an equivalent
amount in a separate high interest Premier savings account.”

He fixed me with a stare as if I had gone mad.

“Are you sure?”

“Positive, tell Ken to sell everything now and I mean now!.”

He opened his mouth and then decided not to argue and duly
repeated my instructions to Ken; I heard the squawk from his end of
the line just before Mr Knott put the phone down.  He cleared
his throat again, it sounded like a lion being strangled in it’s
sleep. 

“I would remind you that Premier accounts are for staff only and
we will have to give you the standard high interest savings
account.”

I had expected this and locked eyes.

“When did I cease to become staff?”

I could see his mind calculating the extra half percent interest
the staff account yielded on a quarter of a million. 

“I suppose you are, but I’d rather expected you to resign.”

I crossed my legs, I knew he hated that. 

“Even if I do, I have to work a month’s notice and once I’ve had
the accounts for a month and a day I can continue to hold them
until I die; isn’t that called one of the enduring staff
perks?”

He sniffed and went for a bit of intimidation proving that he
had not quite moved from tyrant to toady. 

“Isn’t that rather abusing the system Richard?  Far better
if you adopt a standard approach like any other customer.”

“Why?” 

I knew why of course, the extra interest came straight off of
the branch’s profitability and hence straight off of his potential
bonus.

He shuffled in his seat.

“Do you intend to keep working?”

“I don’t see why not, unless that is your offering me
redundancy.”

He stared at me like an owl startled in oncoming
headlights.  You see I already knew that he’d had the papers
drawn up for me as my counter clerk colleague - the glorious Helen
- had told me a month ago as a form of goad.  He shook his
head and I leant forward, now it was my turn at intimidation and I
was going to enjoy every minute.  I lowered my voice into what
I hoped was an intimidating whisper.

“I know you’ve got me in the frame, at least three separate
people have told me.  Now the deal is this, you make me
redundant and I’ll keep my accounts here, my Premier savings
accounts that is.  No redundancy and I’ll pull out and go
across the road.” I leant forward a little more, “And on the form I
get from head office asking me politely why I have chosen to move
my accounts I will cite your abrasive attitude.”

I had him stitched up and he knew it.  He was angling for a
regional manager post and the loss of an account of over a quarter
of a million would well and truly scupper that.  He visibly
turned a shade whiter.

“It would have to be normal terms.”

I was now savouring every second of our conversation. 
“Enhanced terms after all you really do want to get rid of me.”

He grimaced.

“So be it.”

He fumbled in his desk drawer and pulled out a file and I
realised that the rumours were right, he had earmarked me for the
chop.  He smiled a full blown toady smile with a complete
measure of obsequiousness thrown in.

“Normal terms and payouts plus and extra £1000 and two months
notice that you do not have to work out.”

“Plus buying back my outstanding leave?”  I was not letting
him off of the hook.

“Plus the leave.”

He selected a form and slid it across the table.  I took
ten minutes to read it and in that time he didn’t move an inch
apart from his regular three-minute buttock shift.  I slid the
form back.

“No; you have a better version that this.  In this version
I cease to be an employee at midnight on the day of signature.”

He suppressed a scowl, selected another form and passed it
over.  Another ten minute read and I was satisfied; I duly
signed the form and passed it back. 

“I’d like a copy of that now please.”

He called in his secretary – the redoubtable Mrs Bliss – and she
went out to copy the form.  He puckered his lips and
interlocked his fingers.

“As you well know customers in your category are given a
designated account manager, who do you want?”

I contemplated the glorious Helen, just to rub her nose in it,
but sense prevailed.  “Vera.”

Vera was homely, honest, had a mind like a razor’s edge and was
universally known as Vera the vigilant .  He smiled.

“Interesting choice, but may I suggest William?”

William was young, spotty, sure of himself and destined to lose
many customers their well earned fortunes. 

“You may, but I’ll stick to Vera.”

The phone rang and he snatched it up, nodded to the unseen
speaker and put the phone down.  “Ken says that the deed is
done and he’s put £20,400 in your tax account, £217,200 in your
savings account and taken £2400 as the bank’s fee.”

“He’s assuming a 40% tax rate?”

“That would be prudent.”

Mrs Bliss returned and gave me a copy of the redundancy form, I
fixed Mr Knott with a stare.

“Do you expect me to work today?”

He shook his head and I left to find Vera and have a good
chat.

 


           
Midday found me back at the plastic hotel, Bryony and Sourpuss were
already settled in a corner seat.  Today she was wearing a red
dress with a diagonal black stripe from her left shoulder to her
right knee like a road sign declaring ‘do not,’ do not what I
wasn’t quite sure.  I sat down and Sourpuss wordlessly slipped
a change of title document under my nose. 

“What’s this for?”

“House and paddock.”

There followed three more change of title documents, one for two
fields, one for one field and one for the fields each side of the
church.  This was followed by a letter prepared by them from
me that gave the Radio museum continuing permission to display the
seventeen radios; I gladly signed, I didn’t want them. 
Sourpuss neatly piled up the documents and gave a fair impression
of a genuine smile.

“Where do you want us to send the deeds?”

“They’d better go to my solicitors, “Newberry and James, they’re
at 203 the High Road, Eastburgh, IP67 9XX.”

Sourpuss stood up and proffered his hand.

“Good day Mr Holmes, our duties are now ended.”

I felt an element of ‘Don’t call us because we won’t answer’ in
his statement, but shook his hand all the same.  Bryony gave a
casual wave and they walked out of my life leaving behind The
Rectory and a haunting feeling that somewhere along the line they
were glad their task was over.  Not glad as in a job well
done, but glad as in no longer being responsible.

 


           
The next couple of days became a blur as I moved into the studio
flat above the garage, ensured that Vera had obtained a decent
house and contents insurance – I didn’t want the place burning down
with no recompense – and generally changed my life to live on the
edge of Eastburgh rather than in the centre of Felburgh.  By
Friday morning I had my first good chance to sit down and study the
contents of the box files.  As it was a reasonably fine day I
extracted the maps showing which fields I owned and had a traipse
around.  The four fields by the house were easy enough to
locate, but initially the two fields by the church proved
problematic mainly because there didn’t seem to be a church within
easy reach of the house.  Eventually I realised the topography
- house to paddock to field to church and attendant fields.  I
duly walked off in the direction of the church and never made it
for the simple reason that my field between paddock and church was
waterlogged.  So I had to revert to taking the car round the
long way and then studying the fields from the road.  One lay
up against the graveyard and the other to the East of the church,
neither were farmed and both looked used as car-parking space or
fête fodder.  I retreated home.

 


           
Once back at the flat I made a cup of coffee and opened the green
box file containing the estimates.  In retrospect I should
have poured myself a stiff brandy as the estimates seemed to come
from a different planet.  For instance for the window 
and door replacement, the cheapest quote was for just under £30,000
and nobody had quoted for floorboard replacement.  I rapidly
started doing some sums and quickly realised that I would be lucky
to get away with a total refurbishment cost of less than £100,000,
especially if I was going to have central heating and a burglar
alarm fitted.  I sat back to think and decided that a week ago
I hadn’t had two pennies to rub together, so spending half of my
cash on the house seemed reasonable, especially if it would enable
me to make a killing when I sold it.  I studied the quotes
carefully and chose the second cheapest in all cases; I didn’t want
the house to look ‘cheap’ when I put it on the market.  I sat
back and phoned the carpenter’s, the plumbers, the electrician’s
and a general builder plus a flooring expert (from Yellow pages)
and an interior designer.  My aim was to bring the Rectory up
to the standard of a million pound house; I knew it had the
potential and I intended to make sure I made as much money from its
sale as possible.










Chapter 4
Marking Time


Sunday morning found me wondering about churches.  When I
lived in Felburgh I had attended the local Methodist church, but
now I had moved house it was time to move on.  I studied the
local fact-sheet from the tourist office and had a tour around
looking at buildings; you can tell a lot about a church from the
outside.  Despite my grandmothers eternal guidance to me that
there was only one true church – the Welsh Methodists – I decided
to try the local Baptist congregation.  Before I entered I
resolved on two things; one I would not tell them I had moved into
the area and two I would not tell them I could play an organ. 
I had learnt from experience that to mention both facts would mean
that before I knew where I was I would be signed up for twenty
years of two services a day as organists were becoming a dying
breed.  The church proved warm and friendly and not for
me.  The hymns were out of a hymn book that should have been
put out to pasture twenty years ago and I could have given thirty
years to any member of the congregation and still been
younger.  I wanted to worship God, but I also wanted to
worship God with people of my own age.


 


           
Monday morning I had a series of visitors lined up.  First on
the list was a man from MotoMemorania Auctions who took away the
Studebaker, the Ariel and the Mobylette for auction.  I kept
the Land Rover as he wasn’t interested in it and I had begun to
suspect that I now probably lived miles from the nearest snow
plough.  Next up was the specialist carpenter who was going to
make a new set of window frames and shutters.  Turned out that
he had the obtained original designs from a local historian, so
apart from leaving him to measure a few items he was quite
happy.  My third visitor was the plumber, he spent ten minutes
with me and assured me that all the lead pipe work would be
replaced by the end of March along with the installation of the
central heating.  As he drove away I began to have a
premonition of despair, he had been my third choice as the other
two plumbers that had quoted were now ‘too busy’ to come and he had
said that he could start on Wednesday; so how come he was free?

 


           
I was stoking the fire in the lounge when my final visitor of the
day drove onto the drive in a van that what I can only describe as
a well-used.  In other works it wasn’t a wreck, but not far
off.  The side of the van proclaimed that this was D & Y
Cranstone Electrical and Burglar Alarm specialists.  I watched
the driver emerge from the vehicle dressed in a short-sleeved
lumberjack shirt and faded jeans, the physic was all sinew and
scrag and, when seen in profile, female.  She came up to the
front door and I opened it, her smile displayed a set of
beautifully white manicured teeth. 

“Hello Richard, I thought it might be you when I saw the
name.”

My brain went into overdrive and I studied the face
closely.  Smooth cheeks, not chubby, but not flabby
either.  Brown eyes with crow’s hood type eyelids and tiny
wrinkles at the corners.  Semi-pointed nose well positioned
between the eyes and mouth.  Black eyebrows that had been
plucked into submission.  Well proportioned lips that were
slightly moist and a fairly short haircut so that her raven black
hair hung just below her ear lobes hiding her ears.  She was
plainly the tomboy from next door in appearance, but where was next
door?  She grinned again.

“You don’t remember do you?  I’m Yolande I was two years
below you at school and for three years on the trot you played
piano to accompany my dreadful violin playing at the school
concert.”

Dreadful was an understatement; dire, appalling, hideous,
ghastly, gruesome, gut wrenchingly excruciating would have been a
better portrayal. 

“Oh it wasn’t that bad.”

She laughed, it sounded like a waterfall crossed with the hum of
a generator;

“Oh come on, even my father said it was awful.”

“Have you kept it up?”

“No fear, I know when I’m beaten.”

I remembered her rendering of ‘When You Go Down To The Woods
Today’ and mentally squirmed with embarrassment.  I opened the
door wider and she walked in, her eyes taking in the oversize
hall. 

“My father says that this is some place.”

“You haven’t been here?”

She shook her head and her hair hardly moved.

“These days dad does the estimates, I do the graft.”

“By yourself?”

My tone of voice must have conveyed my surprise for she turned
and winked.

“I’m a big girl now.”

She fished a piece of tatty paper out of her rear pocket.

“Dad says you want a burglar alarm too, what type?”

“One that goes off if there’s a burglar.”

Sometimes I was too quick for my own good.

She flashed a tolerant smile.

“I mean just wire up the windows and doors, or do you want
pressure pads in strategic areas, or motion detectors, or police
monitoring, or CCTV?”

I held up my hands in submission.

“I’ll take your recommendations.”

She nodded.

“Then I’d recommend a full treatment for the windows and doors
plus a couple of motion detectors and a big dog.”

I laughed politely and showed her around.  As we negotiated
the upper floors she dryly noted that at least she wouldn’t have to
lift the floorboards, frankly I couldn’t imagine her doing anything
practical.  We returned to the ground floor and she studied
her piece of dog-eared paper.

“Apparently the power distribution board is in the
basement.”

I took her down into the basement and she looked around, “Weird
place.”  She muttered.

“Apparently they’re air-raid tunnels left over from the
war.”

We rounded the stairs and she looked at the pottage of wires on
the wall. 

“So was this.”  She said sarcastically.

She studied the wires and I, for the first time, studied the
safe. I had imagines a small affair like a three-foot cube, this
beast was six foot tall on a four foot square base that was
obviously set on a concrete raft.  Yolande looked over my
shoulder.

“Do you want that wired too?”

“If possible.”

She gritted her teeth.

“All things are possible, but to be honest a motion detector
looking at it would be far cheaper and just as effective.”

She suddenly left me and followed a black cable round the wall
until it disappeared through the wall.  She returned looking
slightly dusty.

“How long has it been like this?”

I shrugged.

“Since I’ve been here; that’s all of six days.”

She tapped the meter.

“For some reason you’ve got a three phase supply and the meter
is on the blue phase along with the lighting fusebox and what I
think is the power feed to your first floor shower.  The rest
all comes off of the yellow and red phases.”

She’d lost me the minute she’d got to the word ‘three’.

“Is that bad?”

“It’s illegal, you’re only being charged for the lighting and
taking the rest for free.”

She turned and looked me in the eyes, straight in the eyes as we
were exactly the same height. 

“I take it you will want me to make the system legal?”

“Of course.”

We went back upstairs and she sniffed.

“Place is getting damp and I’m not working in here in February
in the freezing cold.”

I vaguely recalled that we’d put up with her masochistic violin
playing because she’d been off school for ages with pneumonia and
pleurisy. 

“I’m worried about that too, I’ve got that Steinway piano
upstairs and I don’t want it rotting – what would you suggest?”

She cast her eyes upwards as if seeking divine
inspiration. 

“I’ve got some old storage heaters, how about I temporarily
install one large one on the landing and one in the music room. We
only need to raise the temperature a few degrees, I don’t want it
to be too hot as I’ll be pulling cables or routing a lot of the
time.”

“Sounds OK to me.  When are you starting?”

She gave me a sideways glance.

“I’m here so I might as well start.”

Warning bells rang. 

“No other jobs?”

She tossed her head.

“Supposed to be doing a job at the prison, but they wouldn’t let
me and dad’s having to do it.”

“Isn’t that sexual discrimination?”

She glanced at me again.

“No it’s safety; the job is in the wing for thugs and terrorists
and they don’t want a female hostage situation.”

She became business like and all professional. 

“Is the water on?”

“Yes.”

“Am I to assume the central heating pump and control gear will
be in the enormous airing cupboard?”

“Yes.”

“Is there any gas?”

“Not that I’ve noticed, but…”

She waved her hand.

“I know, only been here six days.”

She resumed her list.

“Window frames are being replaced I believe – when?”

“April.”

She grimaced, but smoothly continued.

“Do you want me just to replace what’s there or add in extra
sockets as necessary? I would point out that you only have three
sockets in the kitchen and two in the study.”

“Add as you see fit.”

“What about outside lights?”

I had not considered outside lights, in fact I had not really
considered anything. 

“What would you recommend?”

“Front and back doors and a couple down each side, but not with
movement detectors, there’s enough wildlife around here to drive
the neighbours crazy.”

She’d lost me again.

“Pardon?”

“The neighbours will notice your lights continually going on and
off, house owners have been shot for less.”

I nodded and decided to add in some more details.

“Once I’m established in the house the garage and flat will need
rewiring as well.”

She pointed to the black cable she had followed earlier.

“You’ve got an armoured feed that’s obviously been replaced
recently so that’ll save you a few bucks.”

She pointed to the hall light which was suspended on a flex from
the ceiling two floors above.

“You content with that?”

“No, do something better.”

She tucked her piece of paper away.

“You’ll get a full itemised invoice once a month, payment is
within seven days if you please.”

A thought crossed my mind.

“How long?”

She made an inconsequential shuffling movement with her
shoulders.

“Depends how many call-outs I get, but a couple of months.”

“So before April?”

“Yes and no.  The wiring will be in, but I’ll have to come
back and fit the window switches, unless I can get them built into
the frames, who’s making the windows?”

“Freston’s”

She suddenly smiled as if to a private joke.

“Well they can fit the hidden switches OK, but if I was you I
wouldn’t bank on April.  If they run true to form think about
June.”

I studied her mildly attractive face and decided that she wasn’t
joking.  She wiped the palms of her hands on her back pockets,
“Who’s the plumber?”

“Kevin Lomas.”

She smiled her secret joke smile again.

“I bet he’s starting on Wednesday.”

This was becoming beyond a joke, “How do you know?”

“He always says he’ll start on Wednesday.”

I was beginning to get the picture;

“But he never does.”

“Correct.  Currently he’s engaged in re-plumbing the
ancient piping system under the Town Hall and the associated
slipper baths so I wouldn’t hold your breath.”

My best laid plans were already crumbling before my eyes.

“But you can definitely start now?”

“Definitely.”

“And you won’t disappear onto another job?” 

She shrugged her scrawny shoulders.

“Depends on call-outs, it is winter you know and we can’t leave
the elderly without power, but normally my dad deals with
call-outs.”

I vaguely remembered a brother. 

“What about your brother?”

Her face took on a stony look.

“He died.”

There was no easy reply to that so I changed tack.

“Would you like a key?”

“Would be nice.”

I motioned to the door and we started walking to the garage, she
surveyed the circular flower beds. 

“Someone liked lawn edging.”

“Well it’s certainly not me.”

She glanced back at the receding house and I could see the
question in her mind. 

“It was left to me, it’s a complicated story.”

She half nodded.

“So it’s renovate and flog time.”

“Something like that.”

She grinned mischievously and I remembered her sense of
humour.  At the last school concert she had walked on with a
violin with no strings, placed herself by the microphone, rested
her bow across the bare violin and given me the nod; I thought the
music mistress was going to have a heart attack.  She had the
same wicked glint in her eye now. 

“You could always move in yourself.”

“I think that I’d rather rattle around a bit.”

“Find yourself a wife and produce six kids.”

She must have seem the look on my face for she burst into
laughter.

“Is the prospect that bad?”

I decided that I’d rather have all my teeth out without
anaesthetic after a group root canal filling..

“I’m just not ready.”

She gave her wicked grin.

“Well you’re not getting any younger, if you’re not careful the
sea will soon be empty of fish.”

I decided on attack as the best defense, “I don’t see you
wearing a wedding ring?”

“Not been a man made who could tame me.”

We reached the garage and I opened the folding door and walked
in, she dutifully followed and stopped to gaze at the Land
Rover.  “Nice bit of machinery that.”

I deliberately gave a nonchalant shrug;

“Bit basic.”

She elbowed me in the ribs, it was like being struck by a steam
hammer.  “Don’t knock it, that’ll get you out of places more
modern machinery would balk at.”

We went upstairs with me trying not to hold my nearly broken
rib.  I hunted in the labelled set of keys for the appropriate
piece of shaped metal and she studied the flat’s electrics. 
She wandered back just as I found the key and took it off of it’s
ring.  She tapped the light switch, “I’ll rewire this place if
you want me to, but I reckon it was done a coupe of years ago,
where’s the fusebox?”

My face said it all and she rolled her eyes.

“Don’t tell me you’ve only been here six days.”

“Four in residence actually.”

She moved to go downstairs to the garage and I watched her
hip-swinging progress thinking that she’d make somebody a good
husband.  She returned a minute of two later.

“Brand new fusebox with a nice row of modern trips, you’d be
wasting your money.”

She took the key and turned to go before pausing.

“You do know that there’s a further armoured feed from here, I
suspect it goes off to the stables in the paddock.”

“I didn’t and thanks for being honest with me.”

She gave a lopsided grin.

“Payback for tolerating my violin playing.”

She left and I went to the window to watch her lope up the drive
back towards the house, from behind, apart from her swinging bony
hips I could not see one trace of femininity and the word
‘androgynous’ sprang unhindered into my mind.



 










Chapter 5
One Step Back


That evening I met Barney for a drink.  Every man needs a
bosom friend and Barney is mine.  We’d been to school
together, got drunk together and been on holiday together for
years; that is till last year when he got married to
Millicent.  Now I’ve got nothing against Millicent, in fact
she’s a decent girl and I’m sure that she both loves Barney and
will be a faithful wife to him.  However, marriage does
strange things to a man; it gives him responsibility for a
start.  Over the past two years I’d watch my free-wheeling
friend become encapsulated by Millicent and home life such that now
we had only one evening a week to drink together.  All the
same Barney had been the first person I had told about the
inheritance and as we supped ale in the local hostelry I filled him
in on progress so far.  After mutually bewailing the state of
the service industry in general I mentioned my encounter with
Yolande.  He raised his bushy eyebrows, “You mean the Yolande
of the dreadful violin?”


“Check.”

He chuckled.

“Well at least she didn’t try to make a living out of that.”

I sipped the ale and savoured the nutty taste. 

“Funny job for a woman though, electrician.”

He punched me in the ribs, directly on the sore spot caused by
Yolande’s elbow. 

“Now, now your prejudice is showing.”

I put my pot down.

“No prejudice, just saying it’s odd; but she certainly seems to
know her job.”

He eyed me over his glass.

“You do know the story?”

“What story?”

“Yolande’s brother.”

“No.”

He licked the froth off his top lip.

“Yolande was in Millicent’s year at school.  ‘Bout five
years after her brother left school he committed suicide.  He
took enough heroin to fell an elephant and left a suicide note
saying that he was having the happiest time of his life and wanted
to go out on a high – it was in all the local papers.”

He leant forward.

“His old man was devastated; he’d planned to pass the business
onto his son and now it was all for nothing.”

I pinched one of his crisps and said casually.

“So up steps Yolande and takes his place.”

Barney glanced around as if looking for the secret police.

“Never was a truer word spoken.  Millicent says that
Yolande was always the underdog to her dad and that David, that’s
her brother, was always the one on whom he heaped praise.  He
even changed the name of the company when he was born.”

I sat back and surveyed the two women in amazingly short gym
skirts drinking at the bar.

 “Fearsome; I always said that families are the most
curious things on earth.”

Barney took another swig.

“Funny thing is that Millicent reckons that Yolande became a
happier person.  Until her brother died she worked in a record
store – you know the one by the station – once she started on the
electrical stuff she apparently came to life.  Millicent used
to meet her at college.”

I tried to be clever.

“Didn’t know Millicent was an electrician.”

He poked me in the ribs again, I decided that I should start
wearing body armour;

“Millicent did history, as you well know.”

A thought crossed my mind.

“Hey, do you think you could get Millicent to research my
house?  I’ve got a outline history from the solicitors, but
it’s a bit vague.”

He shrugged.

“I’ll ask her.”

He finished his drink.

“Right then, just what sort of car are you going to buy?”

As usual he’d hit right on the spot of my thinking
process.  “Dunno, it’s funny really; give me a limited budget
and I’ll find a car, but now I’ve got an unlimited budget I haven’t
a clue.”

“Ferrari?”

“Too common.”

“Porsche?”

“Too suave.”

“Bentley?”

“Too regal.”

So we finished our time at the pub having a happy muse about
cars and moving me no further forward in my decision
whatsoever.

 


           
However, I had high hopes the following morning that I would move
forward on motoring front.  I’d been in touch with Norman’s
Classic Cars and found out that the car was ready.  I had high
hopes for this and had deliberately not asked what sort of car it
was to give me a little more time for anticipation, which I had
always found to be better than reality.  Norman’s Classic cars
turned out to be in Colchester so I took the train in anticipation
of a joyous ride home.  The actual firm hid behind a front of
glass and wood that housed a selection of cars to drool over; I
remember especially eyeing a silver Jensen Interceptor.  The
manager met me as I walked across the concourse.  I decided
that I would buy a second-hand car from this man, he just looked
both trustworthy and knowledgeable.  He held his hand out;

 “Mr Holmes I presume, Miss Carrington-Greeves said you’d
doubtless be in touch.”

I gave a weak smile, he continued.

“The cars out the back and I’ve got a cheque for you.”

I was surprised, I was expecting to pay him.  “A
cheque?”

“Mr Grant paid in advance, he always did.  He gave us
£10,000 and we’ve only spent eight.”

I licked my lips, what sort of car took £8,000 to restore? 
He led be out into a sort of barn like extension that had a clutch
of cars hiding under chamois leather covers.  He passed all
the large ones, the sleek ones and the long ones to come to rest by
a small squarish shape.  He whipped the cover off and my jaw
nearly hit the ground, I’d honestly never seen anything like
it.  He noted my face and grinned, obviously enjoying my total
amazement.

“It’s a 1961 Metropolitan 1500, they were made by Austin, but
never badged by them as originally they were intended for the
American market.”

I was trying to make up my mind whether or not it was a
four-wheeled boat or a motorised pram as he prattled on. 

“It’s as near original as we can manage, the only thing that is
definitely out of era is the seat-belts, but Mr Grant insisted that
we fit them in the original restoration.”

My ears pricked up;

“Original restoration?”

“In 1982, of course my father owned the place then, but he kept
good records.”

I looked at this two-tone barge on wheels, well barge is
overstating it as it was obviously a car designed for women having
a little pram hood and dinky seats.  Norman grinned at my
face;

“Originally it was designed as a second car for the American
market where it was sold by Nash and Hudson, but in its latter
years it proved popular over here too.  Three-speed box with
column shift, hydraulic brakes and 1500cc engine.”

I was still trying to get my head around two restorations with
the last costing £8000 - £8000 for this? 

“How come it was so expensive to restore?”

Norman made a face as if to say it was cheap.

“Had to get some body panels from American specialists,
basically it was a rust bucket with a solid engine, gearbox and
rear-axle.”

I remembered the huge garage.

“I don’t understand.”

Norman’s eyes took on a melancholic look.

“His wife and family were killed in a plane accident in
1985.  Apparently she parked the car, with the soft-top down,
on the drive when she left.  She was due to fly to Paris in a
private plane, drop the children off with her sister and return,
but they never made it across the channel.  Legend has it that
he couldn’t bear to touch the car and left it sitting on the drive;
then last year he rings up and gives us the restoration
job.” 

He swallowed hard.

“His instructions said that he wanted it finished before he died
as he didn’t want to have to explain to his wife that he’d let it
rot.”

I surveyed the car again, he murmured.

“We’ll deliver if you like.”

I nodded, still overwhelmed by the thought that someone would
spend £8000 on restoring a car because he thought his dead wife
would be mad if he didn’t.

 


           
Norman left me for a few minutes to get some paperwork and I had a
look around.  Under the covers were a classic car fiend’s
dreams; Jaguar E-Type, Ford Capri, Austin Cambridge, Jowett Javlin,
Humber Super Snipe, Amrstrong-Siddley Sapphire, Standard 8, Austin
16, Morgan Sports and so on.  I wandered back into the main
showroom and studied the Jensen, which to my chagrin had a
‘reserved’ sticker on it.  Then I raise my eyes to look at a
car in the corner and it looked back at me with it’s small
headlights and mini bull-bar front bumper that just seemed to
smile.  It was not what I was looking for, but I drifted over
to study it all the same.  I leant down and looked at the
leather seats and minimal dashboard.  It’s crazy, totally
crazy, but I felt an affinity with the machine and I’m sure that it
felt a propinquity with me.  Norman must have crept up behind
me for he whispered enticingly in my ear.

“It’s for sale if you want it.  Chap asked us to do some
restoration and bits and pieces and then went bankrupt so we kept
the car as part-payment for work done.”

I ran my finger round the beautifully folded soft-top. 

“Is it original?”

“Yes and no, the basic car is, but we took the roof off and
turned it into an open-top; it’s not quite a Barchetta, but we
reckon it’s quite good.”

I ran my hand over the stainless steel roll-over-hoop behind the
pair of beautifully crafted leather clad bucket seat and Norman
continued his seductive murmur. 

“We’ve put lightweight steel tube strengthening behind the front
and rear bumpers, within the door seals, across the floor and
around the seat belt mounting points to compensate for the loss of
the roof; given it those bucket style leather seats and it has a
slightly tweaked 594cc engine to cope with the extra weight and to
give it the same performance.”

He opened the door and I slipped into the driver’s seat. 
He pointed to a pair of knobs.

“There’s no ash-tray as we’ve put the radio controls there; good
news is that it has a radio/MP3/CD player and a fully approved
alarm, bad news is only half of the boot space is left.”

I moved the driver’s seat into the correct position for me and
played with the pedals, but in reality I was already
besotted. 

“Top speed?”

“It will get to 80 eventually.”

I studied the dashboard, there was only a speedometer. 

“Fuel gauge?”

“No, just a warning light that says when you’ve got about four
litres left – that’s probably enough for 35 miles.”

I knew that I was already bonding with the vehicle. 

“Any other mods?”

I could almost see him racking his memory.

“Basic car was a Fiat 500F, but the bumpers and front motif are
from a 500L and we replaced the metal fuel tank with a safer type,
you know the plastic bag within a deformable plastic
container.”

I sat in the seat letting the little machine enfold me in it’s
contentment.  Norman fingered the cheque he held in his hands,
he almost whispered, “how about you give me £4500 and I keep the
cheque?”

I responded swiftly.

“£2500 and the cheque.” 

“Cheque and £3000.”

“Done.”

So I left Norman’s classic cars in a battle-grey Fiat 500
open-top that I had decided to call Fiatimo, feeling like a king
and trying to remember to double de-clutch when changing gear as
the little beastie had no synchromesh.

 


           
When I pulled onto the drive I had to negotiate around a smart
Mercedes van with D & Y Cranstone Electrical and Burglar Alarm
specialists plastered down the side.  Yolande and an older man
were piling up what looked like bricks, both were wearing absurdly
large leather gloves.  She looked up and smiled, “Cute.”

I grinned inanely.

“The original compact car, wheel at each corner and plenty of
mpg.”

Her father tossed her a brick and she deftly caught it and added
it to the pile; I drove off and left her to it.

 


           
I spent an enjoyable afternoon reading through the car’s handbook,
tuning the radio into every station I could think of and generally
crawling all over the car.  I could do this with complete
enjoyment as isolated in the garage there were no prying eyes or
curious neighbours to disturb my meditations.  By the time I
got back to the flat it was nearly seven o’clock and my stomach
reminded me that I hadn’t eaten since my sandwich on the way
home.  I had not yet bothered to fill the flat’s tiny freezer
so I had no food to fall back on.  I commended myself for my
foresight and phoned the local pizza take-away.  I’d spotted
the take-away on my way home in a small parade of shops about a
mile away from the rectory.  It held all the shops that you’d
expect of a local shopping centre; newsagent, early to late general
store, fish ‘n’ chip/Chinese, ladies hairdressers, bakers and the
pizza shop.  I ordered a small pizza and tossed salad and
started on the black box file.  Twenty minutes later I heard
the buzz of a moped and my pizza arrived, I went downstairs to
collect it and the young boy smiled and cocked a thumb.

“You almost lost this to the lady in the house.” 

I turned to look at the house and noted that the upstairs lights
were on.  I duly paid him and he rode off leaving a trail of
disturbed gravel behind him.  The small pizza turned out to be
about 25cm in diameter and to large for one person, the salad on
the other hand was limp and pathetic.  I looked out of my flat
window and called up Yolande on her mobile phone and asked if she
wanted to share a pizza, she was at my door in under two
minutes.

 


           
Twenty minutes, one pizza, half a salad and two cans of beer later
I filled the kettle intending to make some coffee.  Yolande
folded the pizza box into four and stuffed it in the bin.  I
remember pointing to the rectory.

“You’re working late.”

“Want to get the heaters working before the promised cold snap
arrives.”

I plugged in the kettle, straightened up, banged the side of my
head on the edge of a cupboard and my world fell off the edge, my
conscious world that is.

 

I came round staring into the craggy face of a grey-haired man
with a green shirt.  The side of my head throbbed wildly and I
tried to move my head to ease the pain, blackness enfolded me and
thankfully the pain disappeared.

 

The second time I came around I was staring into the face of a
young blonde with pastel blue eyes and a green shirt.  She was
worth focusing on and I strove to stay conscious.  I heard a
disembodied man’s voice asking me if I knew where I was.  I
tried to reply that I was staring into the face of an angel, but
the effort was too much and I closed my eyes.

 

The third time I came round I managed to stay conscious and it
was Yolande’s face that came into view first.  I wondered
where my angel had gone and managed to croak “angel?” before a soft
Cornish voice asked me if I knew where I was.  I mentally
examined my fuzzy brain.

“In my flat.”

“What day is it?”

“Tuesday.” 

I groggily thought that I had a one in seven chance of being
right.

“Can you remember what happened?”

I wished the interrogation would stop and that they would go
away,

“I plugged in the kettle.”

I went to sit up and dropped off the edge of the world for a
second time.



 










Chapter 6
The Best Laid Plans...


I finally came round and stayed conscious in the A & E
department of the local hospital.  My head felt like a used
football and the side of my head felt both prickly and on
fire.  Not wanting to move my head I swivelled my eyes to find
that I was in a curtained off cubicle and sitting beside me,
reading an old Hello magazine, was Yolande.  She glance up and
locked eyes;


“So you’re awake again.”

“What time is it?”

“Nearly nine.”

“How long have I been here?”

She thought for a moment.

“Ambulance arrived about eight, got here about eight-thirty and
the doctor on duty examined you and then got a nurse to sew you up
– he said it would save on the anaesthetic.”

I thought about making a quip about the caring NHS, but decided
that it would sound ungrateful.  Yolande turned a page. “The
doctor seemed to know you.”

“I’ve been here before.”

“He did mutter that you didn’t seem able to stay away.”

I licked my dry lips;

“Any water?”

“Sorry, he said nil by mouth till he saw you again, said he’s
coming back about ten.”

I was prevented by answering by the appearance of a male nurse
who approached the trolley and towered over me. 

“So we’re awake now are we Mr Holmes?”

I didn’t bother to answer and he smiled that professional ‘We’re
looking after you now smile’ that I’m sure nurses are taught as
part of their basic training. 

“Can you tell me what day it is?”

“Tuesday.”

“And your mother’s maiden name?”

“Evans.”

“And the last time you visited us?”

“August last year when I sat on a rake.”

I watched him walk over to the wall and study an x-ray of a
head. 

“Is that mine?”

“Yes, you can tell by the thick skull.”

Yolande looked at me and raised an eyebrow, I managed a feeble
grin.  He came back, checked my pulse, examined my eyes and
left.  Yolande gave me a curious look.

“Bit abrupt isn’t he?”

“We went to school together, I knocked him out with a cricket
ball.”

“Shouldn’t he have ducked if he was batting?”

“He was the umpire, I tripped on the run up and thumped him on
the head, I didn’t even let go of the ball.”

She burst into a fit of giggles, it somehow didn’t fit in with
her normal demeanour.  I tried a little movement of my head
and instantly regretted it as there were steam hammers waiting to
pounce.  I tried a smile on Yolande.

“Thanks for staying, you didn’t have to.”

She shrugged.

“Beats pulling out old wiring.”

There was no answer to that and I closed my eyes, Yolande tapped
my arm. 

“None of that, the doctor said that you had to stay awake once
you came round.”

I groaned, I just wanted to sleep.  She put her magazine to
one side.

“Just how often have you been here?”

I tried to formulate a mental list.

“Ran into a barbed wire fence when I was two, broke an arm by
falling off a slide at four, drank floor cleaner when five, hit by
a milk float when seven, fell of bike when eight and so on.”

She gave a wicked smile.

“And sat on a rake last year?”

“How was I to know that it was hidden in the long grass?”

“And before that?”

Did I have to tell her my whole miserable record? 

“Shut my fingers in a car door – I didn’t close the door mind, a
mad cyclist rode into it.  Otherwise I had a two year break
after I put my foot down an open drain.”

She picked up her magazine.

“So basically you’re a disaster area.” 

I was trying to think of a smart retort when Dr Kinross entered
the cubicle.  He surveyed my notes.

“Someone let you out did they?”

“What’s the damage?”

“No lasting damage courtesy of a thick skull and prompt medical
attention by your girl-friend, otherwise you might have bled to
death.  I’ll keep you in overnight just to monitor for
concussion, but my sympathies are with the wall cupboard.”

“How many stitches?”

“Sixteen.”

“Sixteen!”

“You hit the corner of the work-top on the way down, that did
the real damage.”

He turned to Yolande.

“If things go according to plan you can pick him up at eleven
tomorrow, he’s booked in for a brain scan at nine, not that I think
we’ll find much.”

She gather her things and the doctor pulled back the curtain for
her.

“But if your going out with this mobile mishap I’d take an
advanced first-aid course and start negotiating for a car-park
season ticket now.”

She gave the merest flicker of a smile.

“Have you considered that he might have Munchausen's
syndrome.”

He burst out laughing, “Don’t insult Baron Munchausen.”

She left and he turned to me.

“When you get out of here she needs a big bunch of flowers, if
she hadn’t pressed a towel to your head until the medics arrived
you’d be pushing up daisies by now, you were leaking like a stuck
pig when you arrived downstairs.”

I made a mental note of that before I passed out.

 


           
At eleven the following morning, after a delightful tour up the
inside of a CAT scanner, I left with Yolande.  The doctors had
given me the all-clear, but I felt like I had the hangover of
hangovers vying for space in my brain with the migraine of
migraines.  As I plodded towards the car-park I had a dreadful
premonition.

“You didn’t come in your van did you?”

“Only transport I’ve got.”

Great!  A ride in a clapped out diesel van was all I
needed.  By the time we got back to my flat I would have
traded the whole rectory for a Buddhist monastery or any place of
tranquility and peace.  She saw me into my flat and then held
out her hand.

“Key please - I’m under strict instructions to monitor you every
hour.”

Somehow giving a girl your door-key should be a symbolic event
of trust and promised passion not a matter of doctor’s orders, but
I was in no state to argue, I just wanted my bed – alone and in
peace.

 


           
Yolande dutifully checked me every hour, least I assume she did as
I was only awake half the time.  Whether it was the sleep or
the multitude of analgesic tablets or my body’s healing powers –
they’d had plenty of practice – by six o’clock I was largely compos
mentis and hungry.  Yolande appeared five minutes later with a
pair of giant baked potatoes filled with chicken and
mushroom.  I gingerly sat up and she passed one to me. 
“How you feeling?”

“I now know how a nail feels after it’s been knocked into a
piece of wood.”

“Double vision?”

“No.”

This seemed to satisfy her and we ate in silence; I was glad
about that for even the crunching sounds in my mouth sounded like
Bonfire night in an empty bathroom.

 


           
When we’d finished she passed me a glass of apple juice with the
dry comment that coffee was too dangerous to make.  I didn’t
laugh, it was a funny comment, but laughter was too painful to
contemplate.  I surveyed the end wall.

“Who cleared up the blood?”

“I came back and did it last night, I used your keys.”

“Thanks but you didn’t have to.”

She shrugged.

“You gave yourself a hell of a bang, I wasn’t looking but I
actually felt the thump as you hit your head on the way down.”

I carefully moved back to rest against the wall.

“Doctor said I owed you a big thank-you.”

She shrugged, smiled impishly and chuckled all in one go.

“Send the flowers later.”

“I will.”

She gave me an intense look.

“If I leave you I can trust to find you alive and well in the
morning?”

“Promise.”

She got up to leave and placed a pile of envelopes on my bed,
“Your mail – it’s being delivered to the house, and you had two
callers, the local vicar and a wooden flooring specialist.  I
sent to vicar away and let the specialist measure up, he says he’ll
be back on Friday – OK?”

“Thanks.”

She left and I laid down to sleep badly dreaming of bleeding to
death in a pig-sty while the pigs played poker.

 


           
By Friday morning I was almost back to normal, back to normal that
is as long as I didn’t move my head too fast as it still felt
tender both inside and outside.  I took a walk into the garden
and immediately felt the difference in the weather for it was
appreciably colder.  I walked up to the house.  Yolande’s
van was outside and so was that of the carpenter, perhaps things
were looking up.  I entered the house to find a blazing row in
progress.  They were standing by a window and from the body
language I could tell that it was a stand-off.  Yolande tapped
the window frame and stated firmly.

“One switch per sliding window is no good, there’s got to be one
on each side of both sliding windows and at different heights.”

He put his hand on his hips, “And I’m saying that they can’t go
on the side of the windows because of the sashes.  In a
perfect world the sash rolls away as the window rises, but we don’t
have a perfect world and they sometimes stick and then whip –
they’d take the head clean off your precious switch.”

Yolande tossed her head.

“Well I don’t plan for bad workmanship, if you install the
window properly then the sash will work every time and all the
time.”

He changed tack.

“I tell you end pins are better.”

She crossed her arms and tapped her foot. 

“They’re too obvious and too easily defeated.”

I foolishly decided to intervene.

“Children children.”  I interjected.

The both looked at me and I realise that I was already
stuffed.  Whatever the argument I had to support Yolande,
after all if the doctor was right she’d just saved my
life. 

“I’ve not heard all the argument, but I would rather if we
install a burglar alarm it is not too easily defeated.”

The carpenter gave me a filthy look, I sought for a way
out.  “Does it have to be microswitches?”

Yolande puckered her lips.

“You could put a detection mechanism on the sash pulleys so that
if they rotate it sets the alarm off, but – and it is a big but –
if you leave the window open you would still be able to set the
alarm.”

The carpenter jumped in. “How about adding top and bottom
closure detection switches?”

She thought and then nodded.

“That’d work OK.”

He looked much relieved, she drummed her fingers on the window
sill and looked at me.

“Cost you an extra £25 per sash window.”

“Fine.”

The carpenter beat a hasty retreat and Yolande smiled,

“Think July for the windows, they’ve not even made the first one
yet, I caught him measuring up.”

“I thought that they had the original drawings.”

“They’re in imperial measure and he was checking his
conversions.”

I didn’t feel that I could condemn the guy for this and kept
quiet, she pointed upstairs.

“Your flooring man is on the top floor and did you know that
you’ve got a tin trunk in the loft.”

I was confused; not difficult given my current state. 

“You mean the under-eaves storage?”

She sighed heavily.

“I mean the loft, there’s an access hatch above the top landing
and it contains the water-tank so the central heating engineer will
need to put another water tank up there. These days we put a level
detector in it to turn the boiler off should it be empty.”

She studied my blank face.

“Did any of that go in?”

“Not really, I’m still a bit groggy.”

She took on a maternal expression, well I took it for a maternal
expression, it could have been compassion for the insane for all I
knew.

“Would you like me to deal with the flooring man?”

As if on cue there were several large thumps from upstairs, the
echoes in my head lasted longer and her offer suddenly sounded like
manna from heaven.

“If you don’t mind.”

“What are your instructions?”

Instructions?  I hadn’t a clue about
instructions. 

“Can he do the whole house.”

She grimaced, rolled her eyes and gave me a ‘do you know
anything look,’

“Do you intend to have fitted carpets in the bedrooms?”

“Of course.”  Silly question.

“Then why waste money on a posh floor that you’re going to cover
up?”

I realised that it was not such a silly question and tried to
get my aching brain into gear. 

“Not the bedrooms then.”

“Bathrooms – remember smooth floors and wet feet and your
propensity for accidents.”

I shuddered, “Not the bathrooms.”

She opened her mouth and I held up me hand, I’ve learnt to
accept defeat without staring it in the face. 

“Look, I’ll leave it to you – OK?”

She grinned and nodded.  I went to bed to see if I could
find some blissful pain free sleep.

 


           
I had just rolled out of bed at around 3pm when Yolande’s head
popped up from the staircase.

“So you’re awake.”

I put my hands under the cold tap and sluiced my face, only to
be greeted with a grim forcible whisper.

“Don’t you dare stand up straight.”

I took a step back and gave a weak smile;

“As if I would.”  The fact is I nearly did.

She pointed to the house.

“You’ve got a visitor, it’s the local vicar, he says that he
really must talk to you.  And some guy called Norman has
dropped of the dinkiest car you’ve ever seen.”

“You mean my Metropolitan 1500.”

“Is that what you call it?  It needs a much better name
than that, something like Miranda.”

I smiled at the concept of giving cars a name, “Where is
it?”

“Top of the drive.”

I could see the glint in her eyes, “Are the keys in it?”

She jangled them.  I just couldn’t face driving the thing.
“Would you mind putting it in the garage while I go and see this
vicar.”

“It will be a pleasure, but the chap warned me there wasn’t much
petrol in it.”

I could see exactly where she was coming from.

“Would you mind…”

“Of course not.”

We walked to the house together and when we got to the car I
showed her the column change sequence and reminded her that it she
needed to give it some lead replacement additive from the can in
the boot.  She drove off like a Cheshire car with a happiness
complex.

 

 


           
The vicar turned out to be a living replica of Julius Caesar, least
he looked like every statue I’d ever seen of Julius, I’d not met
him personally you understand.  He told me his name was the
Reverend Tommy Vines and we sat down at the kitchen table; there
was no-where else to sit as the rest of the house was a mess. 
While he fidgeted I glanced round the kitchen that now had a large
cardboard box of Pot-Noodle in one corner and two huge toolboxes in
another.  We chatted around inconsequential stuff for a couple
of minutes until he interlaced his fingers and gave a nervous
cough. I instinctively knew that the point of his visit was about
to be declared.  

“I’m afraid this is all rather embarrassing,” he started
hesitantly, “but I really must talk to you about a couple of
matters.”

Vicars always made me nervous and embarrassed vicars doubly
so. 

“Fire away.”

He took a deep breath, “Well firstly one of your fields is
directly adjacent to our churchyard and I’m rather afraid that
we’re running out of space.”

I could see what he wanted, but I decided to make him spell it
out. 

“Running out of space in the graveyard I presume?”

He nodded gracefully.

“Your predecessor gave us some of the field to use as a
graveyard extension, but on my current estimate I think we will
have filled it by the end of this year.”

“So you want to buy some of my field?”

He took on the look of a wounded deer and glanced away from
me.

“It is rather traditional that the ground is given as a sort of
offering.”

Since they were using the field as an unofficial car-park anyway
I doubted that I would miss the ground. 

“Any the other matter?”

He pulled an envelope out of his pocket as if were about to
explode at any minute. 

“You do own the field at the East end of the church?”

“Yes.”

“Then I have a bill for you for £199,768.”



 










Chapter 7
Going Swiftly Downhill


His statement certainly focused my mind and brought my
consciousness to a higher state. 


“Pardon?”

He fidgeted.

“With that field goes the ancient office of Lay
Chancellor.  Lay Chancellors are financially responsible for
the upkeep of the chancel and we’ve had serious trouble with
ours.  The transverse beams both had woodworm and death-watch
beetle, the buttresses were found to have been seriously weakened
by cracking due to frost damage and we had to have the whole roof
replaced as it almost fell in.”

I tried to digest that I was involved in this
catastrophe. 

“How long has all this taken and why didn’t you contact Mr
Grant?”

He shuffled his bottom on the stool, “We tried to, but he
wouldn’t answer our letters – in fact I don’t think he answered
anyone’s letters; Miss Carrington-Greeves said that they had a pile
of letters four years old and none of them had even been
opened.”

I crossed my arms.

“Then consider me not opening your letters.”

He looked down at the table and said softly.

“We’ve got to the stage of considering pursuing the money
through the courts.”

“And if I fight?”

He sighed as if I’d been asked him who married Cain.

“You’ll lose.  The whole matter of Lay Chancellors was
tested in the courts by the Parish of Aston Cantalow a few years
ago.  They went all the way to the House of Lords and
won.”

I began to see a nightmare unfolding.

“European Law?”

“Upheld the House of Lords decision in it’s entirety.”

I paused to gather my thoughts.

“Can’t you get the money from elsewhere?”

He shrugged.

“None of the normal channels will give us grants because we have
a Lay Chancellor and they say we must exhaust that avenue
first.” 

I’d be financially exhausted all right if what he said we
true!  I fingered the envelope.

“Is this the entirety of the repair costs?”

He trembled slightly.

“The chancel floor is tiled and I rather fear that they will all
have to be lifted and re-laid in the not too distant future.”

“And the estimated costs?”

He tried not to make eye contact;

“Not more than £20,000.”

Was I still dreaming, could all this be true? 

“£20,000 for a few loose floor tiles!”

I must have practically screamed because he jumped at the
intonation in my voice.  He licked his lips.

“They are dreadfully uneven because of subsidence of the floor
and it will all have to be dug-out and re-filled with concrete
before the tiles can be put back.  We can’t get mechanical
diggers into the church so it will all have to be done by hand;
that means people and people cost money.”

He sat opposite me looking highly uncomfortable, but I didn’t
take pity on him as he was after all of my liquid assets in one
foul swipe. 

“So you’re really asking for getting on for a quarter of a
million?”

He bowed his head.

“I’m afraid so.”

I stood up.

“I’ll obviously want to check all this out, so I’ll be in
touch.”

He stood up like a man condemned.

“My church council has said that it will have to start court
proceedings at the end of February if you don’t pay.”

“So you’re giving me a deadline?”

He shrugged and then gave me a haunted look.

“I’m not happy about this you know, it’s not what I went into
the ministry for.”

I must admit that I felt a certain amount of compassion for him,
but compassion is one thing, £219,768 was quite another.

 


           
I was still sitting at the kitchen table when Yolande re-appeared,
she looked like she had just won the lottery. 

“Car safety tucked away?”  I enquired.

She nodded and I tried for a different response.

“What’s it like?”

“Beautiful.”

I couldn’t see how anybody would think such a monstrosity
‘beautiful’, but held my tongue.  She looked at me as if for
the first time. 

“You look like you’ve found a penny and lost a ten quid.”

I tossed over the invoice that the vicar had brought and she
glanced at it; I thought her bony jaw was going to hit the
table.  She said in strangled awe.

“They have got to be kidding”

“Apparently not, vicar seemed sure of his ground.  I will
check it out, but I have that sinking feeling that the curse of
Richard Holmes has struck again.”

She sat down.

“Curse?”

“Not a curse really, but events do seem to conspire against
me.  At sixteen I won a car in a competition, only to be
disallowed the prize because I couldn’t drive it away.  At
nineteen I went on a package holiday to Spain and the tour operator
went broke, it wasn’t in ABTA and I had to thumb my way back across
the continent.  At twenty-two I landed a job in a West end
play and spent three strenuous months getting up to speed and
learning the part.  The theatre burnt down the day before the
opening night incinerating all the stage set and props.  The
following year I joined the bank only to have it robbed on my first
day.  I shan’t go on, I guess you’ve got the idea.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“You mean you’ve been expecting something like this?”

Actually I’d been expecting a ruddy great satellite to fall from
heaven and demolish the rectory, but I didn’t tell her
that. 

“Who knows?”

She passed back the keys to the Metropolitan, or should I think
of it as Miranda? 

“What will you do?”

To be honest I hadn’t a clue, but I felt that she might need
some reassurance that I wasn’t going to pull out of the
restoration. 

“I suppose I could always mortgage the place and use the
proceeds to do the restoration.”

She relaxed and changed the subject.

“Did I tell you I’d found some more tin trunks?”

I vaguely remembered that she had told me something.

“Really, where?”

“In the loft, they’re tucked away behind the hot water tank,
there are six of them all identical.”

“Are they empty?”

“I didn’t look, after all they’re not mine.”

I moved my head and the room moved in the opposite direction,
I’d had enough for the day. 

“I look at them another day, I’m going back to bed.”

So I went to bed and she went back to work and the invoice for
the chancel repairs haunted my dreams.

 


           
By Sunday I’d reached a turning point.  I’d experienced it
before: you feel ill for days and then all of a sudden at some
indefinable moment you feel better.  I carefully showered and
then drove Fiatimo to the nearest Methodist Church.  If the
Baptist church had been not quite my cup of tea the Methodist was
not even my cup of water.  I have to say that the pianist was
good, that the singing was excellent and the people friendly, but
the rambling forty minute sermon was definitely not my idea of
heaven.  The result was that in the evening I drove to my
former church in Ipswich for a spot of sanity.

 


           
Sunday night wasn’t so sane as I woke up at 2am because I heard
footfalls on the gravel drive.  I lay awake with my heart
pounding as whoever it was walking around the garage below.  I
envisaged brawny men in hooded masks searching for a way in and
waited for the sound of breaking glass.  After five fear-laden
minutes I risked a quick look out of the window, as I did so two
deer trotted round the front of the garage and stood still in the
moonlight for a few moments before trotting off across the
lawn.  I flopped back on my bed and sought to get myself under
control, but the fear persisted – supposing it had been thieves,
what then?

 


           
Monday morning I awoke with a mission on my mind.  I started
with my own solicitor and told him about the church invoice – she
said that she’d look into it.  I then rang Miss
Carrington-Greeves, that proved to be an illuminating
conversation.  I started with the office of Lay Chancellor;
she was unrepentant explaining that if I’d read what I’d signed I
would have noticed that the Lay Chancelorship was involved.  I
was not a happy bunny.

“You could have told me,” I bleated, “and explained what it
meant.”

She became huffy.

“I’m sorry you feel like that Mr Holmes, but our duties are only
to administer the estate while it is in our hands and to pass it on
to the person that our client specified; nothing more and nothing
less.”

I tried probing a little.

“Well would you mind telling me if there are any more skeletons
in the cupboard?”

This question was greeted with silence and the longer the
silence reigned the more apprehensive I got.  Eventually she
replied rather defensively.

“Well Mr Grant didn’t open any mail for three or four years,
fortunately he had standing orders for the utilities and the rates
and suchlike, but I have no real idea what else is lurking in the
mail.”

“Didn’t you open it?”

“No.”

“Have you got it?”

“Yes.”

I inwardly groaned.

“Then can you send it to me.  I assume that, technically
speaking, unopened mail is part of his estate?”

She suddenly became polite and I had that same eerie feeling
about being set up that I’d had with her before. 

“Of course Mr Holmes,” she purred, “I’ll have it sent right
away, is there anything else?”

Of course there was something else, just where did she think I
was going to get money to pay the church invoice and restore the
rectory?

 “No, not for now.”

She replied with some inanity and put the phone down.  I
began to wonder just how large a pile four years of mail would
make.

 


           
Next on my mental list was Motor Memorania, that was more
successful; the Studebaker, Ariel and Mobylette had been sold and
another £29,000 was winging it’s way towards my bank account. 
I toyed with the idea of selling the Metropolitan, but as yet I had
not found the registration documents.  I think I then spent
some time contemplating what to do next.  I reckoned that
after clearing my initial overdraft and buying Fiatimo I now had
some £230,000 in the bank of which I’d walled off £64,000 for Vera
to play with.  So I could pay off the church – at the expense
of calling off Vera the vigilant – and still have a small amount
left.  I considered the options of paying the church in
installments, mortgaging the rectory and leaving the country. 
In the end I decided to look round the rectory.

 


           
As soon as I entered the place I could feel that the air was warm,
not warm enough to live in, but warm enough to keep the building
dry.  Yolande’s van was outside, but she was nowhere to be
seen, so I explored the rectory for about an hour.  I
inspected the basement, and found a sump-pump that looked as rusty
as hell.  I inspected the kitchen, tried out the spiral
staircase and noted that the Aga was hot and had a kettle on
it.  I inspected the bathroom and decided that the huge enamel
bath was a luxury I would keep.  Finally I got to the music
room and inspected the piano; it really was magnificent.  I
opened up the lid, flexed my fingers and played the opening bars of
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, you know the da-da-da-dah
sequence.  I was just getting in my stride when Yolande ran
into the room looking like a disturbed pheasant.  She stopped
halfway across the room, “Oh,” she said in bewilderment, “it’s
you.”

I gave my smartest reply. 

“I do own the place you know.”

She blinked like an owl in sunlight. 

“It was just the surprise, one moment I’m listening to Radio 2
and the next it’s being drowned out by Beethoven at full volume, I
wasn’t expecting it.”

I decided not to apologise, “Nice piano isn’t it?”

“Well it’s certainly loud.”

I ignored the jib, “I’ve been looking around, what’s all the
funny wiring going down beside the spiral staircase.?”

She shrugged.

“Search me.  I think it’s some form of radio aerial, but
it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.  I reckon he used
bedroom five as a sort of workshop, there’s certainly enough
sockets in there to indicate that.”

I lost interest. “Where are these tin trunks then?”

She pointed upwards.  I shut the piano lid.

“Then lead on McDuff.”

She shook her head, “Not a chance, not while you’re dressed like
that.  You’ll need a boiler-suit and something to cover those
stitches in your skull.  It is remarkably dusty up there.”

I noted that she was wearing a rather fetching pale-green boiler
suit that hugged her curvy bits.  She looked me up and down,
“I’ve got a spare boiler suit in the van, it’ll probably fit
you.”

I smiled to myself, if it was hers then I stood no chance.

 


           
Ten minutes later I was somberly reflecting that I must be thinner
than her as the boiler suit not only fitted, it hung loose. 
She surveyed my sartorial elegance.

“You’re a bit smaller than my dad, but it’ll do.” 

She tossed me a bobble-hat.

“Put that on, it’s clean.”

I went to object and thought about me impending visit to the
doctor’s to have my stitches out.  It fitted quite nicely.

 


           
As soon as I looked into the loft I realised the need for the
attire.  She had a ladder from the landing to the loft-hatch,
but the head-height was restricted and the beams filthy.  I
heard her muffled voice from below and turned to look down the
loft-space that was over the piano room.  In proud isolation
there was a tin trunk about the size that the landed gentry used to
take aboard the transatlantic liners.  I called down.

“Where are the others?”

Her voice floated back.

“The other side of the water tank, you’ll have to crawl there;
go down the left had side – you can’t get through to the right
because of the pipe-work.”

I looked at the tiny gap beside the water tank and decided to
investigate the big trunk first.  I slithered into the loft
and crawled up to the trunk.  Yolande’s head popped up through
the hatch.

“At least it’s boarded and I’ve put up the temporary lights as I
don’t like crawling where I can’t see.”

I tried the lid, it was locked.  I made an executive
decision.

“Lets get it down before we open it.”

Yolande slithered up next to me.

“Won’t go through the hatch; I’ve measured it.  Must have
been put up here without the lid and then assembled.  Even
then it must have been a tight fit.”

I slithered alongside the trunk and looked at the hinges, they
were pop-riveted on.  I slithered back.

“Got a drill?”

She disappeared down the hatch and I had a look around. 
The loft was long and thin and dominated by the large water
tank.  There were small circular windows in the end walls, but
they didn’t look like they had been cleaned since the place was
built.  Yolande reappeared with a fearsome looking battery
powered drill and handed it to me.  I slithered behind the
trunk and tried to drill out the top rivet, but the drill kept
bucking in my hand and I got nowhere.  To me utter chagrin
Yolande came round the other side of the trunk, took the drill off
me and promptly started to effectively drill out the
rivets   She said something, but fortunately the words
were lost in the whine of the drill.  In a remarkable short
time the drilling stopped and we twisted the lid around to look
inside.



 










Chapter 8
Grief and Gifts


Yolande reached up and moved one of the temporary lights so we
could see better as we mutually peered down.  The trunk was
slightly less than half-full and whatever was inside was covered
with a large piece of what looked like grease-proof paper.  I
tentatively reached in and took the paper out to expose what was
underneath.  The trunk contained some clothes and a white
envelope with the simple word Naomi scrawled across it.  After
a moment’s hesitation I picked up the envelope to find that the
glue had dried out and the envelope flap was unstuck.  The
letter inside was from Mr Grant to his wife and was five pages
long.  I read the letter page by page and passed them to
Yolande.  It was a highly personal letter between man and wife
and I won’t reproduce it here in it’s entirety.  Basically it
stated that he loved her very much, wished that it was him who had
been on the plane and not her, and that the centre of his world had
dropped out.  However, he said that he wouldn’t commit suicide
for fear of not joining them in heaven.  After reading the
letter neither of us felt like speaking and to be honest I didn’t
feel like poking about in the trunk, it had become all personal to
the Grants and none of my business.  However, Yolande was made
of more curious genes and she reached inside and pulled out a pair
of low heeled blue shoes; they were exquisite and obviously hand
made.  She placed them on the grease-proof paper and extracted
a cashmere coat.  This was followed by a translucent blue
dress and a complete set of underwear.  Yolande murmured,
“This must be he favourite outfit,” as she extracted a small blue
leather handbag that contained a set of expensive make-up and a
small bottle of French perfume.  She looked at me.


“What happened to them?”

I did my best to shrug, but that’s difficult in such cramped
conditions. 

“I have the merest outline in one of my files.  They
intended to park their children with her brother in France and go
for a cruse together for a couple of weeks.  She was to take
them to the brother’s on a hired plane, but they never made it
across the channel and I believe the plane was seen crashing into
the sea, but no bodies were ever recovered.”

Yolande’s eyes filled with tears and she whispered. “So he could
never really say goodbye.  I think this trunk holds what he
would have dressed her in for her final journey.”

I began to feel like a grave robber and wanted to do nothing
more than crawl out of the loft with my tail between my legs. 
Yolande reached into the trunk and brought out one last item, a
foolscap size brown envelope.  We looked at each other and she
slid out the contents; one birth certificate, one baptism
certificate, one confirmation certificate, five school reports,
various examination certificates and a three bearer bonds each for
£10,000.  In the harsh light I examined the bonds, they were
twenty year bonds to mature in the year 2000 with fifteen of the
twenty detachable coupons still intact.  Yolande took one.

“What are they?”

“Bearer bonds issued by the DeMills private bank, these were
issued in 1980 and designed to mature in 2000.  You don’t get
automatic interest as such, you have to send off these little
detachable coupons once a year and they send the interest
back.”

She fingered the bond.

“And he ceased to claim after 1985.”

I inspected one of the other bonds.

“Coupons can be used after March in the year due, I guess the
planned holiday was in the summer.”

Yolande ran her finger over the embossed surface.

“Why would anyone use bearer bonds, don’t you risk loosing
them?”

I delved into my brain for my bank training.

“They’re outside the tax system.  The recipient of the
coupon interest is supposed to declare it on their tax form, but as
DeMills will have no register of who has the bonds they can’t
inform the tax authorities of who’s getting what.  They’re
also a handy form of currency for some people.”

Yolande sniffed.

“You mean it’s all about tax evasion.”

“Possibly.”

“So how much are these worth now?”

I did a swift calculation, something I was good at. 

“The original £10,000 plus a guaranteed minimum interest of
3%per year, that’s £300 per annum.  So at conservative
estimate each one of these is worth £14,500, possibly slightly
more.”

Yolande gazed down the loft towards the water tank and I knew
what she was thinking; six more trunks lay beyond and possibly six
more brown foolscap envelopes.

 


           
Three hours later we had the answer.  We had started by
re-packing the wife’s trunk and twisting the lid back to it’s
former resting place.  After that we took a break for lunch
and I scoffed half of Yolande’s sandwiches even though cucumber and
low fat cheese spread was not one of my favourite
combinations.  Then it was a crawl down the side of the water
tank to the little space beyond in which were six tin trunks the
size of milk-crates, each with a small external padlock.  Each
one was packed to the same formula; a letter, a set of clothes and
an envelope containing the relevant birth certificate and one
bearer bond.  We’d started with the nearest trunk that had
obviously been for his eldest son Peter and worked our way through
Paul, Danielle, Philip and Diana to Dulcie.  I have to say
that the further we went down the line the more harrowing it
became; it wasn’t the letters it was the size of the clothes. 
Yolande found the last trunk extremely difficult as the child must
have been no more than five and when Yolande pulled out a little
blue frilly dress she burst into tears.  For me it wasn’t the
clothes, but the toys; he’d packed a teddy-bear and one toy in each
trunk.  A football for Peter, make-up mirror and hair brushes
for Danielle, table tennis bats for Paul, die-cast model of the
Queen Mary for Philip, Barbie doll for Diana and a sort of felt
covered rag-dog for Dulcie.  The rag-dog  really churned
me up.

 


           
We ended up back at the kitchen table and Yolande made a mug of tea
while I inspected the bonds, I now had nine, each worth at least
£14,500, that was a total of £130,500.  Yolande sat down and
passed me a mug of tea, I passed her a bond. 

“Keep it, without you I wouldn’t have them.”

She fingered the paper and muttered.

“Dad says that I should never take presents from clients.”

I tried for a joke, but to be honest we were both emotionally
drained. 

“Call it a payment to persuade you never to go back to playing
the violin.”

She didn’t laugh, but pushed the bond back to me. 

“It’s an awful lot of money.”

“You’ve earned it.”

She took a large gulp of tea, it must have been
red-hot. 

“Will you keep it for me and cash it with the others?”

“Of course, we’ll put them in the safe for now until I can
contact DeMills.”

She looked me in the eyes.

“Are you sure?”

“Sure I’m sure.” 

I could afford to be generous as she had just eased my financial
problems at a stroke; without her I’d never have seen the trunks
and without her I would never have had the emotional courage to
empty them out and find the envelopes at the bottom.  We
reverted to silence as we each recalled the experience of looking
at other people’s grief.  Out of the blue she said
huskily.

“Do you think that people who commit suicide do go to hell?”

I nearly made a fanciful quip, but remembered her brother in
time to prevent any harm. 

“No, I think God is bigger than that.”

We lapsed into silence again.  When the drink was over, at
some wordless command, we went down into the basement and I
searched through my bunch of keys for the safe key. 
Eventually I unlocked the door and swung it open.  As Bryony
had promised there was nothing in it save a few adverts for bigger
and better safes, a box of candles and a funny looking blue china
vase with a fluted neck.  We locked the safe and went back
upstairs.  Yolande went home and I went to the studio
flat.  I was so emotionally churned up that I even put off my
weekly drink with Barney, something I hadn’t done for years.

 


           
At 2am I was woken from a deep sleep by the strident call of
Fiatimo’s car alarm from beneath my bed.  I tell you my heart
rate must have gone from a slow sleep rhythm to flat out in less
than a second.  I didn’t exactly panic, but I must have come
close.  I turned on all the lights and went down the stairs to
peer into the garage.  Fiatimo sat with its lights flashing,
but all else looked normal.  I reset the alarm and sat down on
the stairs with my head in my hands waiting for my heart rate to
come back to some semblance of normality and my legs to stop
trembling.  Two minutes later something touched my
shoulder.  I don’t know if you have ever experienced fear,
real fear, but I did so then.  I leapt off of the steps and
spun round; the culprit was a large fluffy white cat who looked at
me with startled eyes and upright tail.  I didn’t know whether
to scream with relief or die of shame at being scared by a
cat.  It sprang from the steps, bounced off Fiatimo and stood
by the garage door yowling.  I opened the door and let it out
into the dark night wondering for the second night in a row if I
was being wise in living here.

 


           
Contrary to popular belief that you can just walk into a bank
carrying a pile of bearer bonds and walk out with the money, it
took me two days to set up the exchange.  I had to e-mail
DeMills with the bond serial numbers and then with the serial
numbers of each of the coupons.  Not content with that, I had
to fax them with the same information plus details of to whom I
wanted the cheques to be made payable.  The result was that on
Thursday morning I sought out Yolande and found her running cables
under the floorboards of the lower landing.  She wiped her
hands on her jeans.

“Have you seen a white cat around?”

“Fluffy thing with a nick out of its left ear?”

“That’s the beast; damn thing scared the life out of me earlier
on by jumping on the kitchen table.”

I empathised with her experience, but refrained from saying
so.  “How’s it going?”

“Making progress, but don’t hold your breath, this is the easy
part.”

I glanced at the cluster of wires and decided that if this was
the easy part I’d never become an electrician. 

“I’ve got the bearer bond exchange set up for tomorrow morning,
fancy coming?”

She paused from pulling on a cable and looked at me.

“Can’t just take time off you know, time is money and my client
is a bit of a hard taskmaster.”

I ignored the jib.

“Doesn’t your father ever help you?”

“Of course, but he’s trying to finish off re-wiring the standby
generator at the hospital; it went up in smoke last week.”

I nodded to the cables.

“Can I help?” 

To tell the truth I was already getting bored with doing nothing
and also wanted the rectory to be sold as soon as possible. 
She stretched her sinewy arms upwards.

“Won’t get paid.”

“Yes I will, the job will get done faster and so I’ll pay
less.”

She made a face.

“Could do with some help with the cable pulling, but the
connecting up is down to me and me alone.”

“Fine.”

She stretched again.

“Good, then I’ll come..  When and where?”

“I’m leaving at nine.”

“Where is DeMills?”

“City of London, they say that they’ll have a parking place for
me.”

She nodded and looked me up and down.

“Boiler suit’s in the van, but I thought that you were having
your stitches out today?”

I made it to the nurse’s office just on time.

 


           
That night I had another scare, this time waking up to blue
flashing lights.  I pulled on a pair of trousers and a sweater
and went down to see what the police were up to.  By the time
I got outside the policeman and policewoman were standing outside
their car looking over the fields.  The policeman seemed
surprised to see me and told me that he thought the place was
empty.  I was dead curious, but tried to appear ultra
casual

“What you looking for?”

“Had reports of a big cat.” the policewoman said lazily.

“How big?”

She coughed in a disbelieving manner.

“Panther size.”

That’s all I needed, some ruddy great black cat lurking out in
the darkness.

“How many reports?”

“Eight in four days. But the first one was reported in the
paper, so you’re average black moggie on the skyline and a bit of
imagination is probably the answer.” The policeman said
nonchalantly.

He turned and looked at me.

“Sorry to disturb you sir, as I said we thought the place was
empty.”

The policewoman turned round and even in the dim light I could
see that she was a stunning beauty. 

“Anybody in the house?”

“Not yet, but I’m having it restored.”

She glanced down the drive.

“Are you having a burglar alarm fitted?”

“Of course.”

She scanned the grounds.

“Probably need a dog as well, better than alarms.  They
tell you in advance if there are nasties about.”

She nodded in the darkness and they climbed back into their car
and drove off leaving me standing in the cold enfolding darkness
wondering about rather large black cats that are known to pounce
out of the darkness.

 


           
The following morning winter had arrived with a vengeance and all
thoughts of driving to London disappeared from my mind as I
listened to the traffic reports on the radio.  Instead when
Yolande arrived I ushered her into the Land Rover and set off for
Ipswich Station.  I’d driven the Rover round the block a
couple of times and it had a certain mechanical charm, but it also
bucked like a bronco, had no power steering and enough torque to
spin the wheels on a dry surface let alone a slippery one. 
Nevertheless the trip to the station was uneventful and I wondered
if I should have used Fiatimo, except that I didn’t want to leave
it in a car-park.  I bought two first class tickets to London
(why not?) and soon we were thundering our way to the big city.

 


           
Yolande was strangely quiet and just sat looking out of the window
leaving her magazine untouched.  She was wearing a close
fitting red woollen sweater and faded red denim jeans cloaked by an
overcoat that even a tramp would have had second thoughts
over.  With the coat, her scrawny face and her short hair she
looked more like a young boy than ever.  Eventually I could
bear the silence no more and tried to strike up a conversation only
to receive monosyllabic replies.  Finally, after purchasing
some coffee from the trolley service, I asked her if she was
OK.  She nibbled her bottom lip.

“Last time I went to London by train was for David’s
funeral.”

“David?”

“My brother.”

“Oh.”  I strove for something to say. 

“Why was he buried in London?”

“He asked to be buried with his grandparents so that we wouldn’t
go maudlin around his grave.”

I realised that she was on the verge of tears.  To be
honest initially I was annoyed as I had brought her on this trip to
give her the money for the bearer bond and she was destroying my
happiness.  However, compassion prevailed and I tried to get
on her wavelength. 

“That must have been difficult.”

She looked out of the window to avoid my eyes.

“Bastard killed himself and then denied us a grave to
visit.”

There was no answer to that, so I stayed silent.  I
remember that we were silent from Marks Tey to Romford. 
Eventually she said, “You knew he committed suicide.”

“I’d heard.”

“He was always selfish.  He knew that he was dad’s golden
boy and he used the fact to get away with murder.  He’d never
share his toys, never play a game he didn’t want to, always wanted
his own way.  He never grew out of it and even at college he
had the reputation of being an arrogant pig.  Then in one week
he gets a double distinction in his exams, has his first sexual
encounter, a £1000 prize for most inventive student project and
boils his brains with heroin because he was on a roll.  Never
thought about the grief he’d leave behind, never considered us, it
was all about him; his high, his feelings, his choices.”

She couldn’t disguise the bitterness in her voice and I could
only imagine the shock it must have been.  Tears rolled down
her cheeks.

“And he never said goodbye.  He just got up that Tuesday
morning, had his breakfast, hogged the paper and went out without a
word.  Next thing is we find police on our doorstep and none
of us could believe it.”

She turned her wet eyes onto me.

“And do you know the final indignity?  He’d already given
all his personal possessions to the dog’s home charity shop and
didn’t leave us one thing.  Not one damn thing!  I had to
buy back his teddy bear so that mum had something of his to cling
to.”

Families I thought, who’d have them? 

“I expect your parents took it hard,” I mumbled.

She nodded as she wiped her eyes.

“I think dad would have gone under if I hadn’t said that I’d
join the business.”

“Not your first choice then?”

She shook her head.

“Wanted to be a teacher.  I’d taught in the Sunday school
and knew from when I was about thirteen that that was want I wanted
to be – PE and maths.”

I imagined here in a gymslip, whistle in mouth, roaring up and
down a hockey pitch, somehow the image seemed to fit. 

“Any regrets?”

She blew her nose.

“Not now.  College was fun – I was the only girl – and I
don’t live up to David’s image, of course, but I love it now. 
There’s a sort of satisfaction in a job well done.”

“How’s your dad now?”

She made a facial expression I couldn’t understand that involved
bony cheekbones and sucked in cheeks.

“OK.  I know that I’ll always be second best to him, but
I’m happy and he’s happy.”

She destroyed a tissue by twisting it to pieces.

“But I still miss David, funny isn’t it?  He nearly
destroyed our lives, but I still miss him.”

Once again I had absolutely nothing to say, thankfully she
didn’t seem to notice and rubbed her eyes with the back of her
hands.

“I suppose you come from a normal family,” she said flatly.

My family, normal?  I shrugged.

“If you call an elder brother that lives in a mobile hippie
commune, he’s somewhere in Italy at the moment; a step-mother who
can’t stand the sight of me and told me so on the day of my
father’s funeral and three step sisters who wouldn’t be out of
place in the opening scene of Macbeth.  If that’s all normal,
then yes I have a normal family.”

Thankfully she couldn’t ask any more questions for we pulled
into Liverpool Street station and had to disembark.



 










Chapter 9
Mini-Excursion


DeMills Bank proved to be in one of those little hidden squares
off of London Wall.  From the  outside it looked more
like an up-market solicitor’s practice than a bank, inside it was
all oak paneling, leather furniture and sober suits.  The
receptionist gave us a penetrating stare when we had the temerity
to enter and disturb her peace.  She glanced down at a list, a
hand-written list not a tawdry computer generated list, and looked
at me with fresh eyes. 


“Mr Holmes and Miss Cranstone?”

She made our names sound like an illicit liaison behind a cow
shed.  I nodded.  She flicked a finger towards some
chairs, “Please take a seat.”

It wasn’t a request, it was a command.  We hung our
topcoats on a traditional coat stand, Yolande’s woollen
three-quarter length top coat that looked like a cast-off from
Oxfam and my tatty parka, and sat down like obedient
schoolchildren, Yolande whispered to me.

“She reminds me of our school secretary, she could wither roses
with one look.”

A young woman in a royal blue two-piece suit entered and walked
over.  She had the deportment of a Swiss finishing school and
a face plastic surgeons would strive to reproduce. 

“Miss Cranstone and Mr Holmes?”

I noted the name reversal as I stood up.  She gave a
microcosm of a smile.

“Follow me please.”

We followed like lambs via two doors with digital security locks
and a state of the art metal detector which bleeped as soon as
Yolande walked through it.   From seemingly nowhere a
granite faced security guard was by Yolande’s side.  He held
out his hand for her shoulder bag and passed it back through the
detector, it didn’t respond.  Yolande held up her arms, “Frisk
me if you like.”

The guard didn’t hesitate and ran his hands up her sides and
under her arms, he murmured, “Have you any idea why…”

She said brusquely, “It’s personal.”

The guard didn’t bat an eyelid, he just smiled and handed her
back her shoulder bag.  We continued our journey until we were
shown into a small room that looked more like a lounge than a bank
interview room.  Yolande and I sat on the settee and the woman
left.  I looked at Yolande and raised an eyebrow. 

“Don’t ask,” she said to my unasked question, “Just don’t
ask.” 

So I didn’t.

 


           
We waited for ten minutes and I was beginning to get annoyed when
an old man aided by a thirty-something woman of curvaceous
proportions entered the room.  They were both wearing dark
blue suit, hers of the feminine variety of course, and were
obviously the people we were due to meet.  The man eased
himself down into a chair and wheezed an introduction in perfect
BBC English; he was politeness personified. 

“Good morning,” he intoned.  “I am sorry to have kept you
waiting, but I’m not as swift as I used to be.  Let me
introduce ourselves, I’m Mr Bruno DeMill and this is my
granddaughter Tasmine.  She really runs the shop now but
humours me from time to time by letting me see real
customers.” 

He gave a dry wheezing laugh and Tasmine smiled politely, I
guess she’d heard the joke a thousand times.  He held out his
hand.

“I believe that you have some bearer bonds.”

I passed over my small briefcase that I had been clutching, or
sitting on, since I’d left home.  He opened it and glanced at
the bonds and passed them to his granddaughter.  She smiled
professionally.

“I’d just like to go and check these under our spectrometer,
please enjoy your coffee.”

Her voice sounded like wind rustling gently through pine trees
on a summer’s day.  She left, coffee arrived and old Mr DeMill
peered at us over his glasses. 

“I don’t suppose that you’d humour an old man and tell me how
you came by these?”

Humour him!  I had the feeling that he had a mind like a
supercomputer. 

“I inherited them from a Mr Grant.”

He nodded, “Grant of Grant radios, I thought as much.”

Now it was my turn.

“Can I ask you a question.  I couldn’t help noticing that
the first and last of the bonds are twenty numbers apart, did he
buy a batch?”

He rolled his eyes, “Oh I couldn’t possibly answer that.”

Yolande suddenly sprang into life and gave him a smile good
enough to charm the birds from the trees. 

“May I ask why the interest?  I’m sure that you don’t take
such an interest in every transaction.”

He sat for a moment gentle drumming his fingers on the arm of
the chair. 

“I’ve been around a long time,” he mused. “And I thought that
I’d seen everything, but the day before I retired I had the most
peculiar transaction.”

He rolled his eyes up to look at the ceiling.

“Just giving you some tit-bits to pass the time you
understand.”

He resumed his story.

“I remember it clearly even now.  It was the last day of
February and we’d put out an communication saying that we were
going to offer some 3% twenty year bearer bonds and that the issue
was limited to 250.  We had to raise a two and a half million
in rather a hurry you understand.  Well this chap walks into
my office and asks for twenty bonds.  I told him quite clearly
that the issue couldn’t happen until March 1st, but he just opened
his briefcase and in it was £200,000 in sequentially numbered brand
new twenty pound notes.  He then told me that it was already
the first of March on the other side of the world and to consider
him living in the middle of the Pacific.”

Yolande smiled at him again and I could swear I could hear birds
hitting the ground. 

“What did you do?”

He smiled fondly.

“Checked out the notes of course and then sold him the
bonds.”

Yolande looked at him like a dewy eyed child.

“And have all the 250 bonds been redeemed?”

He gave a rasping laugh.

“You can check it out in our accounts, but as of the beginning
of the year only 130 had come back.  That’s the thing about
bearer bonds you see, the longer you make the term the less your
likely to get them all back.”

I was amazed

“But just under half the issue, that’s astonishing.”

He nodded.

“Hence my interest.”

He looked around the room again.

“I did hear mind you that 100 of the bonds were in the penthouse
suite of that Chinese tower block that caught fire in Hong
Kong.”

Yolande closed her eyes for a few seconds.

“That was in 1990, so did your coupon payments go down after
that?”

He rolled his eyes again. “

“That’s classified information young lady, but if you study our
accounts closely you will see that we’re holding around 1.3 million
pounds in reserve against bond redemption on that particular
issue.”

My mind started the whirr.

“How much is each bond worth now?”

He answered without hesitation, your bonds, including the coupon
interest are worth “£14,817.63; we had a number of good years where
we paid more than 3%”

I did a quick estimate.

“That’s probably enough for enough for 120 bonds.”

“Oh is it,” he said innocently as Tasmine re-entered the room
and came to sit down.  She poured out the coffee we hadn’t
touched yet and said to her grandfather.

“I hope you haven’t been boring our customers with tales of your
past.”

“Would I?!  He said innocently.

Tasmine turned to me.

“We’ve no doubt the bonds are genuine, can I tempt you in
another issue?”

“Not at the moment, but I’ll keep you in mind.”

She smiled, but her eyes said ‘thought so.’  She passed a
cup to Yolande.

“How would you like the money, we can give you a cheque or we
can transfer it directly into your accounts.”

Like a pair of automatons we passed over our bank details. 
She stood up.

“I’ll get £118,541.04p transferred to Mr Holmes account and
£14,817.63p transferred to Miss Cranstone’s account immediately, it
will be there by midnight you have our word on that.”

I felt like a heel, but I distinctly remember replying.

“Thank you for that, but I’d also like a record of the
transactions and a receipt for the  nine bonds.”

She gave me a tolerant professional smile, “Of course.”

 


           
An hour later we were sitting in a hamburger bar.  I had
calculated that I now had around £348,000 in my bank account and
Yolande was fingering her transaction receipt as if it were manna
from heaven.  I finished my burger.

“What do you want to do now, go shopping?”

She shook her head slowly.

“I want to think.”

“Any idea what you’ll do with it?”

She half shrugged.

“Give £1500 away and use the rest with care.”

My conscience suddenly screamed at me that I’d not even thought
about giving some of my money to charity.  I studiously
ignored the screams.  She wiped her tomato sauce ringed mouth
on a paper serviette and I wondered why she never wore
lipstick.  “Could we go to the Tate, it will be warm and
peaceful there.”

“You mean the Tate art gallery?”

“Yes.”

I could think of nothing worse and yet I didn’t want to be
parted from her.  Not because I felt some affinity to her or a
sense of protection, rather the reverse as it was me who needed the
reassurance.  You see I hate cities, they make me feel
vulnerable and insecure; so I stayed with Yolande to satisfy my own
insecurities and not for any other reason. 

 


           
Despite my misgivings the Tate proved to be a marvelous
place.  Cities might make me insecure, but this art gallery
made me feel safe.  I parked Yolande in front of an
oil-painting of a vase of flowers and went off to look at the
special exhibition of Danish painters.  Nearly two hours later
I returned and Yolande was still sitting in front of the same
picture as if superglued to the bench.  I sat next to her and
after a minute she smiled and looked at me.  I whispered.

“Have you seen anything else?”

“No, I’ve been quite happy here, I’ll save the rest for another
time.”

At this rate she’d take a hundred years to get round the
gallery.  When we left it was the rush hour and my
insecurities returned with a vengeance such that I held Yolande’s
hand all the way back to Liverpool Street Station.

 


           
As we hadn’t eaten we chose to have dinner on the train, an
experience I had never had before and am unlikely to repeat. 
It wasn’t the food, it was the motion; if I’m going to try and get
food into my mouth using a fork I’d rather everything was
stable.  As we passed Stratford Yolande looked up from her
soup – so far she hadn’t spilled so much as a pinhead of the stuff
– and made eye contact.

“You were telling me about your family.”

Oh no I wasn’t, I’d made an offhand quip about them in the
knowledge that she couldn’t follow it up. 

“Nothing to say really.”

“Are you in contact with your elder brother?”

I gave up on the soup, “On and off.  I have an e-mail
address and he sends me vague messages from time to time.  The
last one said that he was working in a vineyard to the south of
Rome.”

“And that’s all?”

I watched her delicately wipe her lips on a napkin.

“He also said that he was still with Effie.”

“Who’s Effie?”  She responded at the speed of
lightening.

“Effie is the reason he left home.  She comes from Glasgow,
has an incomprehensible accent and dad hated her.  He called
her brash, brassy, brainless and brazen amongst other things.”

“But your brother loves her?”

I shrugged, I really didn’t want to discuss my
brother. 

“To be honest I don’t know what he thinks, he never talked to me
much, always seemed to blame me for the death of our mother; she
died giving birth to me when he was six.”

Yolande opened her mouth for a follow-up question, but
fortunately the waiter arrived with our main course so for the next
few minutes we were absorbed in eating out meal.  Well Yolande
ate her meal, I tended to drop mine off of the fork.  When she
had nearly finish clearing her plate and I had the feeling that she
was about to restart her interrogation my mobile phone bleeped and
allowed me to become absorbed in a message from Barney.  This
allowed me to change the subject, I hoped forever as my family’s
machinations were definitely off-limits.  “That’s my friend
Barney, his wife has been delving into the history of the rectory,
apparently she wants to reveal all over Sunday lunch.”

Yolande delicately speared a pea that was rolling to freedom
across her plate.

“Sounds fascinating, places like that always have an interesting
past.”

“Why don’t you come along then, I’m sure Millicent won’t
mind.” 

I was sure that Millicent would mind; the trouble with recently
married women is that they think all single men should enter into
the same union.  I had been to Sunday lunch four times with
Millicent and Barney, each time she had provided a female to make
up a foursome and, she hoped, provide a match for me.  Taking
Yolande would both scupper that and provide me with a safe
lunch-time companion.  Yolande raised her eyebrows.

“You sure?”

“Sure I’m sure.”

I replied to Barney in the affirmative and told him that I’d
like to bring Yolande.  His reply was best not repeated to
Yolande, or Millicent for that matter.

 


           
As we drove out of Ipswich station car-park I said to Yolande, or
rather I half-shouted over the rattling engine noise, that the next
question was where were the other eleven bearer bonds.  She
laughed, “Well they’re not under the floorboards!”

“Well they must be somewhere,” I replied, “if you find any you
get 10%.”

She obviously felt mischievous, “25%.”

“15%.”

“20%.”

“Done.”

I could afford to be so generous as I was fairly certain that
the other bonds had gone down in the plane, why else would the
mother need to escort the children on such a simple journey?”

 


           
As soon as I got home I did some serious calculations regarding my
money and some equally serious thinking about the rectory.  I
was severely tempted to sell the rectory now, as it stood and not
even half finished.  By doing so I would drastically reduce my
responsibilities and increase my freedom.  Why didn’t I do
so?  It was that clause in the will about intending to
renovate the rectory; in other words my conscience wouldn’t let
me.  I often wonder what would have been the course of my life
had I pulled out then, but hindsight is always full of ifs and buts
and they are no help whatsoever.



 










Chapter 10
Happy Families




That night I had another disturbed sleep, I was beginning to jump
at every creak of the flat and every noise from outside.  This
time I woke up not knowing what was wrong, I could not hear
anything; Fiatimo was quiet and as I has seen the fluffy white cat
chasing a snowflake when I had arrive home I knew it was not in the
building.  I was just going to close my eyes when I realised
what was wrong; I could see.  Normally the flat was pitch
black at night, but I could see across the room and it wasn’t
moonlight.  I checked my alarm clock and groaned, it was
12:45am.  I knelt on the bed and peered out of the window
wondering if the police were still hunting their black cat, but
this wasn’t the police.  Round the back of the rectory was a
van with it’s headlights beamed onto the kitchen door.  I was
immediately sure that I had burglars, or thieves of some
sort.  As I watched the kitchen light popped on and a
silhouette of a person was highlighted in the kitchen door.  I
put down my mobile phone and stared in disbelief; I knew that
silhouette.

 


           
Five minutes later I was striding up the gravel path having pulled
on a sweater and some jeans.  By the time I got to the house
the van’s lights were out, but the kitchen light was still
on.  I strode into the kitchen intent on venting my spleen,
instead I came to a dead stop.  Yolande was sitting at the
kitchen table with her head in her hands and on the floor lay a
moth-eaten sleeping bag.  For a few seconds I was speechless,
then in a fit of inspiration I murmured.

“Problems?”

She turned her red-rimmed eyes on me.

“Of course I’ve got ruddy problems, do you think I’d be sitting
here if I was…”

She stopped her tirade and took a deep breath. 

“Sorry, it’s not your fault, but in a funny way it is.
 I’ve had an argument with my parents, well with my dad
actually, and it’s over you.”

“Me!” 

How could it be over me, I’d never met the chap?

She rubbed her eyes.

“Dad says that I should give the money back.  He says that
if a man gives a woman that amount of money he’s only after one
thing.  I asked him if he was calling me a trollop and he said
what other kind of woman would have accepted the money in the first
place?  Our conversation went downhill from there.”

The last few words were spoken in a sort of strained voice that
ended in a brief sob.  Clearly arguing with her parents was
difficult for Yolande; it had always been easy for me. 

“Did you tell him why I gave you the money?”

She shook her head causing water droplets to scatter in the not
too warm air.

“Didn’t get the chance, he just blew up when he found that I
hadn’t been working and that I’d been to London with you and that
you’d given me the money.”

Before I could reply another pair of headlight swung round the
back of the house and Yolande gave me a desperate glance.

“You didn’t did you?”

“Didn’t what?”

“Give me the money so you could have your wicked way with
me?”

I must admit that I found it hard to reply with a straight
face.  I was beginning to value Yolande’s friendship and her
companionship, but I can honestly say that thoughts of her as a sex
object had never crossed my mind. 

“I gave it to you as a token of thanks, no more, no less and I
rather think that had I suggested that it was payment for sex you
would have stuck a screwdriver in a part of my anatomy I’d find it
hard to forget.”

The kitchen door burst open and Yolande’s father stood in the
doorway, I couldn’t be sure if he was angry or concerned for her,
whatever it was I was in the way.  He took a step towards me
and snarled in an superbly intimidating manner.

“Just what sort of man are you?  Pervert my daughter would
you?”

Fortunately before he could hit me, and I fully believe he
intended to, Mrs Cranstone, a diminutive wrinkled sixty-something
with snow-white hair, squeezed through the doorway behind him and
rushed between us screaming at her husband to calm down.  I
should have reflected then that this is my lot; mayhem and
misunderstanding that is.  What other bloke ends up in his own
kitchen accused of trying to buy sex with a girl he doesn’t fancy
while her parents bawl at one another?  Yolande gave me a
desperate look, the sort of look that says, aren’t you gong to take
control?  Take control?  I’d rather try and feed raw meat
by hand to hungry huskies.  As Mr & Mrs Cranstone tried to
verbally berate one another I looked around for inspiration, in the
end I picked up a paper bag, blew air into it and slammed it
between my hands.  It made a satisfying bang.  In the
temporary silence that followed all eyes turned to me as if I was
mad.  I tried to keep my voice even.

“Shall we sit at the table, I don’t think that shouting at each
other will get us anywhere do you?”

Like lambs Mr & Mrs Cranstone sat down, but I wasn’t fooled,
he was fuming like a pot-boiler.  I looked him in the eye and
tried to ignore the sense of loathing disgust coming the other
way.  “Let me make one thing clear,” I stated as firmly as I
could. “Yolande uncovered a small number of bearer bonds that I
would not have discovered without her.  As a result of that I
am over £100,000 richer and my gift to her was by way of thanks for
that discovery, nothing more and nothing less.”

Mrs Cranstone’s grey eyebrows rose a considerable way towards
her receding hairline.

“Did you say over one hundred thousand?”

“Yes.”

Mr Cranstone went to open his mouth, but I jumped in first, “And
as for the visit to London, I made it clear to Yolande that she
could charge for the day on her monthly invoice, so there is no
loss to your company.”

Mrs Cranstone looked at her husband in that superior way that
wives adopt when they are right.

“There you are dear,” she crowed, “I said it was all perfectly
innocent.”

He gave me a look that said he understood my motives perfectly
well, and they were anything but innocent.  He growled a
consolatory reply, but his eyes sent an entirely different
message.

“So be it, but I think that it will be best in the future if
Yolande doesn’t work on this project, it’s a big one anyway, and I
will finish it off.”

Yolande looked up like a startled meerkat,.

“I’m quite happy with what I’m doing, I’ve drawn up all the
plans.”  She indicated a folder on the kitchen worktop by her
box of Pot-Noodles.

He crossed his arms.

“All the same I’ll finish it off.”

I could see that Yolande was already worn down by her previous
argument with her father and had little energy to argue, so I
intervened. 

“Actually,” I said as nonchalantly as I could, “I’d rather
Yolande completed the job if you don’t mind.”

He swivelled his eyes onto me, and replied in what I can only
call a warning voice with hissed menacing undertones. 

“Your contract is with the company, and we decided who does what
if you don’t mind.”

I began to get angry, he was sitting in my kitchen, talking
about my job and treating me like a piece of cattle dung.  I
stared back at him.

“The contract is with your company as long as Yolande works on
the job, if you decide that your company doesn’t want the work then
so be it, but if you want the work I want to have Yolande do
it.”

Perhaps the ending phraseology was unfortunate, perhaps he was
looking for a point to argue over, who knows; whatever the motive
he ceased on my words. 

“Oh you want to have her alright…”

Yolande’s eyes opened wide and she yelled.

“Dad!  Don’t you dare discuss me like a piece of meat.”

Mrs Cranstone  interrupted on a different tack.

“Yacob,” she said forcibly, “she’s not a child anymore.”

In the face of this verbal pincer movement Mr Cranstone 
retreated into a glowering silence.  Yolande rubbed her bare
sinewy arms and I realised that she must be cold.  She fixed
her dad with a brown-eyed mournful stare, like a deer cornered by a
lion, and said quietly;

“If you pull out of this job I’ll set up on my own.  I
don’t want to set up on my own, but if you force the issue I
will.”

She might as well have kicked him in the groin and after a look
of absolute pain crossed his face he opened his mouth to speak; Mrs
Cranstone beat him to the verbal output by hissing fiercely, “Don’t
you dare!  Do you really think you could run the business by
yourself?  You say one word – just one word – and I’ll never
type a letter for you again.”

A good soldier knows all about strategic retreat and he turned
to face me.

“I take it you won’t object if I come and work on the project
with her?”

“Of course not, I just want the job done.”

He stood up and walked out, to be followed by a scurrying
wife.  Yolande and I sat in silence as the van drove
away.  Eventually she said in a low tired voice.

“Thanks for that.”

I shrugged, to be honest I was glad I’d escaped
intact. 

“What’ll you do now?”

She stood up, “Go home.”

For some bizarre reason I felt guilty, goodness knows
why. 

“I’m sorry if I got you into trouble.”

She gave a fleeting smile.

“It had to come sometime, I can’t be junior partner
forever.”

She paused in the doorway.

“Sorry if I brought my troubles here, I had nowhere else to
go.”

I did my macho bit, I rather think I’m good at doing macho
bits.

“No problem.” 

No problem?  I’d been terrified by his huge hands and had
pictured then several times during the conversation – normally
round my throat!

She left and I went back to the flat to discover a fluffy white
cat fast asleep on my bed.

 


           
The following morning, being a Saturday, I knew the rectory would
be empty and I set out on a mission.  An eleven bearer bond
£162,993.93p mission.  I started at the top of the house
intending to work my way down and I started with the piano. 
Any good pianist knows how to take the covering off a concert grand
and if I say so myself I am a good pianist.  By the time I had
finished I could guarantee that there wasn’t even a postage stamp
hidden in the piano, let alone eleven bearer bonds.  After
that it was a crawl through the under-eaves storage and a minute
examination of every room.  It took me five hours and I didn’t
stop for lunch.  I finished up in the kitchen taking up the
bases of the oak kitchen units, apart from some fearsome spiders I
found nothing.  I retreated to my flat and did the same and
then repeated the process in the garage.  By early evening I
was both tired and convinced that the bearer bonds were never to be
found.  Halfway through a tepid shower I realised I had not
been to the basement.

 


           
I almost decided not to bother, but in the end something about
doing a job thoroughly made me go back.  I armed myself with
Yolande’s giant torch and went down into the basement.  I must
admit that it felt so damp and eerie that I almost gave up before I
started.  First on my agenda was those concrete tunnels. 
They were basically and inverted U shaped concrete tunnel and the
floor was just bare and none too dry earth.  Each one was
about twelve feet long, eight feet wide and five feet high. 
To my surprise I found that at the ends they were joined by a small
intersecting tunnel and that the one nearest the front of the house
had an escape hatch into the front garden under the lounge
window.  Otherwise I found nothing in them save too many
cobwebs and one old children’s shoe.  After the tunnels I
checked out the rest of the basement, which as I said wasn’t too
large really.  I recall that I even fished about in the
drainage sump to no effect.  Finally I looked at the safe, but
as I’d already looked in it I almost walked away.  I suppose
there was that last spark of thoroughness in me that made me open
it.  After assuring myself that it was bare and that even the
old blue vase was empty, I went to close the door and paused in the
act.  The safe was basically one huge lump of metal and inside
there were little pegs sticking out of the sides on which slid the
shelves.  The shelves themselves were made of pressed steed
and rather like giant inverted baking trays.  What had made me
pause was that there were pegs for three shelves, but only two sets
were used.  The lowest set sat like ugly protruding teeth
while the middle set had not only its own shelf but another slid on
top of it.  Because of the shape of the shelves I realised
that this would create a thin hollow between the shelves and my
pulse began to race.  I carefully eased the shelves apart to
be rewarded by the sight of no less than four brown foolscap
envelopes.  My heart did a somersault and my greedy brain
screamed ‘success!.’  I shut the safe and took the envelopes
back to the kitchen.  The first envelope contained nothing as
all.  The second held a group picture of the Grant
family.  The third another photograph, but this time of Mr
Grant with an attractive woman.  The fourth had one old
fashioned large white five pound note.  To say I was
disappointed would be an understatement.

 


           
Once my initial disappointment was over I went back to the safe to
make sure that nothing was taped to the underside of any of the
shelves; there was nothing, absolutely nothing.  I shut up the
rectory and took my not-to-welcome finds back to my flat.  As
I ate my microwaved ‘shepherd’s pie for one’ I idly studied the
photographs and considered the Grant family.  The group
photograph, if the date on the reverse was correct, had been taken
in the May prior to the demise of the wife and children.  It
wasn’t a particularly good photograph and had obviously been staged
in some studio or other.  Rather than linking me with the
Grants in made me uneasy; it was the smiles that made me
uneasy.  The photograph had two types of smile; Mr Grant with
his relaxed ‘I am enjoying this’ smile and the rest of the family
with their forced ‘cheesy’ lets get this over with smiles.  It
did not reassure me that they were one large happy family. 
The other photograph was of Mr Grant and a beautiful woman that was
not his wife walking hand in hand beside a huge yacht.  The
woman was one of those people who had obviously worked at their
beauty by having the best clothes, the best make up and assuming
the best ‘natural’ position to look good.  Unlike the other
photograph the smiles in this one were real and if I had not known
of his family I would have naturally assumed they were lovers on an
evening stroll.  I returned to the first photograph and
studied it more closely.  Mr Grant looked casual and relaxed ,
but Mrs Grant, even with the cheesy smile and younger years, looked
battle-weary and exhausted.  However, what really disconcerted
me was that the oldest of the three girls had a smile on her lips
and fear written all over the rest of her face.










Chapter 11 A
Look Back in Time


Sunday morning I set out with three things on my
mind.  The first was my continuing hunt to find a local church
that I could settle in.  To this end I decided to try St
James, after all I was living in their ex-rectory.  As the
fields were frozen solid I walked to the church and to be honest
half expected a dismal service as I have never been a fan of
Anglican liturgy.  They say that if your expectations are low
they are sure to be fulfilled and my expectations were fulfilled,
and some.  The service turned out to be a sung Eucharist, but
sung to a backdrop of modern hymns that I knew well.  The
congregation was much larger, and younger, than I expected and, to
my utter surprise, my Julius Caesar priest preached a blistering
sermon that left one both wanting more and having enough to chew on
for the rest of the week.  As I chatted to a young couple over
coffee I suddenly realised that I had come home, come to a
spiritual home that is.  This is an indefinable state; you can
visit excellent churches with all the trappings of what you need
and not feel at home, or at one with the congregation.  On the
other hand you can visit the most dismal chapel and know that this
is the place for you.  I was fortunate as I both found a
modern minded congregation and a church I knew would be OK as my
spiritual home.   The church also held two other
surprises, firstly they already had three organists and secondly
Yolande was in the choir.  After coffee I tackled my second
task for the day and sought out the Reverend Tommy Vines – my
Julius Caesar – and handed him an envelope.  He raised an
eyebrow and looked into my eyes, I tried for a smile, but giving
away so much money is painful.


“I heard from my solicitor, he said pay up and don’t waste money
trying to fight because I would lose.”

He held the envelope like it was a new born baby.

“Is it the full amount?”

“£199,768.”

He looked both highly uncomfortable and ecstatic at the same
time, I decided to make his day. 

“I’ve also decided about your graveyard extension, you can tell
your church council that if they want I’ll give them both
fields.”

He smiled from ear to ear, “that really is most genero…”

The full impact of what I had said hit him.

“You mean the field with the Lay Chancellor’s position
attached?”

I said quietly and I hoped forcefully.

“Let me put it this way, the church has had its pound of flesh,
if the church owns the fields it will have to stand on its own feet
and not rely of reluctant charity.  On the other hand it will
also put you in a position to approach other grant giving
bodies.”

He nodded.

“I’ll put it to them.”

I smiled, but I hoped he saw the no-nonsense light in my
eyes.

“Before you start on the chancel floor I hope.”

He grinned.

“Of course, we have a meeting next week and I’ll put it to them
then.” 

He paused almost lost for words and ended up whispering.

“And thank you for this you have no idea what burden you have
lifted by giving us this.”

I left him standing by the vestry door, he had no idea what a
wrench it had been for me to part with the money, on the other hand
it had absorbed all my charity giving in one go, or so I thought at
the time.

 


           
Yolande met me by the church door, if she’d seen a yeti she could
hardly have looked more surprised.  I decided to give a
minimal explanation.

“Church hunting, thought I’d come here this week.”

She grinned and waved a scrawny arm.

“Nice church isn’t it.”

I remembered her (feigned) surprise at the church’s demand for
my money and decided to test her betrayal.

“You never said you came here.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t, I go to St Marks, were doing choir swaps with St
James, St Thomas’ and St Peters this year.  It’s all part of a
church initiative to help choirs broaden their repertoire.”

So no betrayal and no feigned surprise; in fact I even felt
slightly guilty that I had mistrusted her.

 


           
Before I go any further I must say a word about Millicent. 
Barney is of laid-back freewheeling Afro-Caribbean descent and very
little phases Barney; sometimes I think that even mañana is rather
a too hurried approach for him to grasp.  Millicent has no
concept of mañana either, but in her case if something needs to do
done it should be done now, not tomorrow, not in the next hour or
minute, but now as in this second.  This is probably due to
her constitution.  She was born and bred in a small North
Suffolk village so she speaks like a native of a hayfield and
dresses like an advert for young farmer’s clubs, but she is Latin –
pure unadulterated Latin.  Her mother is Spanish and her
father Italian, giving her the looks and build of a flamenco dancer
plus an energetic drive and volatile temperament that has to be
seen to be believed.  She can go from sleepy conversation to
volcanic eruption in less than a microsecond; Barney seems immune
to it, but it sure scares the hell out of me.

 


           
Yolande and I arrived at Barney’s and he showed us in, the smell of
boiling tomatoes and incense greeted our nostrils; I didn’t ask and
Barney didn’t tell.  He took Yolande’s Oxfam coat from her and
for a moment I was totally throw off my guard.  Yolande was
wearing a pillar-box red dress that was obviously the twin of the
white dress she had worn to Church.  In the white dress she
had looked like someone who had reluctantly put on a dress for a
special occasion and was ill at ease wearing it, in the red dress
she looked stunning.  It seemed to emphasise her tennis-ball
breasts, hug her narrow waist and make her bony hips look
sexy.  Yolande had never seemed particularly feminine in
anything she wore, in this she could not be mistaken for anything
else other than 100% woman.  It also occurred to me that for
the first time I was seeing her with make-up on and her face had
lost its normal insipid look for something much more
attractive.  I only hoped that her father didn’t know that she
was dressed up like this for an excursion with me or I feared that
I might not live to the end of the day.

 


           
Lunch was a home-made pizza and salad.  That was fine in
itself, but somewhere along the line Millicent had lost the
contents of a couple of spice bottles in the pizza topping and it
was like eating a clutch of boiling hot red ants.  The desert
was far better, that is better as in not indigestible, not better
as in palatable.  By the end of the lunch I was beginning to
wonder why I ever tolerated such an assault on my digestive system
and decided that it was out of both friendship with Barney and fear
of Millicent.

 


           
After lunch Millicent poured us some super-thick glutinous mix that
passed for coffee and pulled out some notes.  Millicent might
be a lousy cook, but she was an excellent historian.  She
looked at me.

“Ready?”

Actually my comment about the rectory’s history to Barney had
been off-hand as I expected to sell the place, so what did I
care?  But if Millicent had beavered away I could not be
impolite.

“Ready.”

She licked her lips as if anticipating a scrumptious
feast. 

“The story starts in 1899 when a Victorian Building Engineer
called Albert Clarke, who had made his money from building canal
bridges, decided to build himself a mansion.  Your rectory was
his idea of a mansion, although it didn’t have the kitchen
extension or the conservatory then, they came later.  It took
him three years to build and according to the county archive he had
the roof taken off and re-built as he was unhappy with the quality
of wood used in the roof-beams.  Apparently he was something
of a sticker for Victorian sturdiness, in other words if a
two-by-two was strong enough you put in a three-by-three just in
case.  You might like to know than none of his bridges have
fallen down and most of them are still in use; so I wouldn’t worry
about the build quality of your house if I was you.  However,
the poor chap never really enjoyed his mansion, he staffed it and
put his family in it, but went out to India for a job with the
Indian railway and got shot for his pains.”

She took a sip of coffee and added a spoonful of
sugar. 

“I’m not sure what happened to his immediate family yet, but the
house was commandeered by the British Army in 1914 and apparently
used as a convalescent home for injured officers.  The army
returned the house in 1919, but by then Albert’s three sons had
been killed in the war so according to the caveat to the deeds his
daughter Felicity took the house on behalf of Albert’s
estate.  I have no idea what happened to his wife, but there
is a Harriet Clarke buried in St James churchyard and she was
buried in 1917.”

She took another sip of coffee, obviously relishing her centre
stage role. 

“A year later the house was purchased by the church and became
the rectory for St James, the old rectory was demolished and the
remains now lie in the field behind the church, but there’s not
much left.  The church refurbished the place and installed the
Reverend Thomas, his wife and their three children plus a
housekeeper and a maid; they lived differently in those days. 
He was replaced in 1933 by the Reverend Edward Evans, who was a
grand-uncle to your Aunt Georgina.  He wasn’t married, but his
sister and her two daughters lived with him.  According to the
local paper the rectory became quite a social centre for the
village, especially for young eligible men!”

To be honest I was already losing interest and I let Millicent
prattle on about a long dead family waiting for her to get to the
Grants, it was them I was really interested in.  However, I
started re-listening when she got to 1939.

“… So the house became home to some special operations unit of
the Royal Navy.  They dug out the basement and annoyed the
locals by dumping the spoil three miles away on top of a pill-box;
apparently the locals wanted it for topsoil.  Whatever they
did here is still secret, along with the rectory over at Felburgh
that was commandeered by the same lot.  What is certain though
is that they returned the rectory in a sorry state, so much so that
the stable block they had used for barracks had to be
demolished.  Next up Lord Felburgh renovates the place at his
own expense for the church and it’s then that the kitchen annex was
added and mains drainage connected.  At the same time he built
the stables in the far paddock.  It all must have cost him a
fortune, but the estate wouldn’t let me look at the records for
that period.”

She took another sip of coffee.

“Reverend Higgins moved in July 1947 with his wife Dilly, but be
1953 they realised that…”

I let my mind wander as Millicent prattled on about the Higgin’s
orphanage and it wandered to Yolande.  She was sitting in the
armchair opposite me and listening to every word of the rectory’s
history.  Sitting there in that dress she could have been a
secretary, a tax inspector or a photographer, you would never have
guessed that she was an electrician.  I reflected on the
sobering thought that had I been in a pub with Barney with a couple
of pints inside me and seen her dressed like that I might have been
tempted to…  My mind suddenly switched back to Millicent.

“Pardon?”

She gave me a patient look and I realised that I had just used
up my quote of Millicent’s patience for the day.

 “I said in 1962 the Reverend Higgins retired and the
church sold the house to Dunstan Jones of Stolen Excess.”

I smiled and risked an eruption from Millicent, “I think you
mean Stollen Excess, they were an all German rock group and he was
their drummer; didn’t he die about that time?”

She amended her notes, Millicent was always thorough. 

“Quite right, he had the garage and flat built and there were
plans for a studio in the basement, but he died in a car accident
eighteen months after buying the house.”

Yolande murmured, “How tragic,” and I remembered the photographs
of his Porsche; he’d gone clean off a hairpin bend at speed in the
Alps.

Millicent refilled her cup from the coffee jug and offered it
around, only Barney had a second cup; even in sips her coffee was
deadly.

“It seems that after that there was some wrangling about the
estate and some squatters moved in, apparently it took six years to
get rid of them as no-one was sure which of Dunstan’s relatives
owned the house.  Eventually they left, there was rumours of a
no-strings payment, and a builder bought the house to convert it
into flats.  However, the local historical society and local
authority managed to get the rectory listed status and the builder
sold it to a Religious community.  They apparently did a
do-it-yourself renovation, but decided to move to Norfolk in 1975
and sold it to Mr John Grant – your benefactor.”

I was now all ears.  Millicent paused to drink some more
coffee.

“As far as I can make out your Mr Grant was already a
millionaire by the time he bought the rectory.  He made his
money from those little transistor radios we all remember and those
huge loudspeakers that get stacked up at open air concerts. 
He had the house totally renovated, according to the papers he tore
out all the work the religious community had done and had the place
gutted.  He also, despite the listed status and lack of
planning permission, had the conservatory built on the back.”

The conservatory!  One place I hadn’t searched was the
conservatory!  I composed myself and continued
listening. 

“He had the place furnished and decorated by a London firm of
interior designers and he and his family moved there in July
1978.  He then infuriated the planners even more by buying the
paddock and adding to the stables.  You should see the minutes
of the planning committee!”

I was more interested in the man than the planning
committee.

“Did he win?”

Millicent looked up from her notes.

“Only years later and after his wife had died.  It had
become a matter of winning at any cost by then.  Seems that
was a trait of his anyway, he had a fearsome business reputation as
a hard-nosed autocrat.  He fought the planning committee all
the way through the courts and when it seemed like he was going to
lose he out manoeuvred them.  He suddenly let the disabled
riding school use the stables and paddock at no cost, threatening
the planning committee that if he lost he'd make sure that the
local paper knew who’d thrown the children out.  It was an
election year and the committee backed down.  Still I suppose
some good did come out of it as the club has used it ever
since.”

I internally grimaced, bang went any chance of getting rent for
the paddock; being a local landowner was proving to be an expensive
occupation.  Millicent went back to her notes, clearly I had
broken her thought pattern. 

“As you know his wife died in 1985 and after that he seems to
have become increasingly eccentric.  At first he was just
slightly reluctant to be sociable, by the end he was a total
recluse; do you know that he probably didn't leave his house at all
for the last eight years?  The only person he’d apparently let
in was the local vicar, that’s where your Aunt comes in as she was
vicar of St James from 1995 to when she died in 2002”

She leant back in her chair, clearly near the end of her
story;  “Sad thing is he never enjoyed his money.  He
spent all that effort building up a fortune and then let it slip
away.”

Yolande said quietly.

“He must have loved her very much, I guess his world came to an
end.”

 


           
We sat in silence for a minute  and I decided that it was time
I exploded a myth.  I produced my brown envelope with a
flourish and laid out the two photographs. 

“I found these in the house,” I said.

Yolande raised an eyebrow and I explained that they had been in
the safe between two shelves.  I went back to my myth
destruction. 

“This photograph is of the Grant family a few months before they
died in the plane crash.  It’s dated on the back.  This
second photograph of Mr Grant and some expensive female was taken
six months later.  That’s a mere three months after his
families death.”

I had expected silence and awe, what I got was Yolande and
Millicent saying as one, “That's Mari Mathu!”

Clearly I had missed something.

“Mari Mathu,” said Yolande patiently, “Only daughter of Gerry
Price.”

The penny almost dropped, “Gerry Price the actor?”.

“Got it in one.”

Trouble is I hadn’t got it, I wasn’t even close.  Yolande
read my face and tapped the photograph. 

“In the late eighties she was the woman to watch; she was known
as the socialite’s socialite.  She went to all  the right
places, wore all the right clothes and was tipped to be woman of
the decade.”

I felt there was more,

“So what happened?”

Millicent took up the story.

“She dropped out.  Went home one night as Mari Mathu and
left by the back door as Mary Matti.  No one noticed for a few
days, then people who were expecting Mari Mathu at their parties
were disappointed.  A socialite magazine followed up why she
wasn’t around as there were rumours of a pregnancy.  They
found out that she had just walked out.  Her solicitor
confirmed that she was taking a ‘rest,’ but wouldn’t say where or
how.  It was a seven day wonder at the time.”

Yolande leant forward.

“She turned up again several years later living with a
boat-builder in Vietnam.  She had two children and seemed
sublimely happy.  She just told reporters that one night she
had realised that she was living a false life with false people
doing false things and not enjoying a minute of it.”

Barney muttered something about the fact that he’d be happy with
her sort of money living in Vietnam and Yolande wagged a finger at
him. 

“You’ve missed the point, she gave the bulk of her fortune away,
she just randomly picked an obscure French charity that provided
education for the poor girls in India and gave them the bulk of her
money.”

Millicent jumped to her feet and left the room, I hoped that she
was not going for cake, I’d suffered Millicent’s cake before. 
Barney picked up the photograph of Mr Grant and Mari Mathu and
studied it. 

“They sure do look like they’re more than just friends,” he
drawled.

Millicent reappeared clutching a book. 

“There you are, that’s her and her children in Vietnam.”

Yolande looked at the photograph in the book and then at the
photographs I had brought.  She took the book from Millicent
and read the text under the photograph, we all waited
patiently.  Eventually she looked up and straight at me.

“Take a look,” she said softly, “Mr Grant has an unusual nose,
sort of squat.  Just look at the older child in this
photograph and study his nose.  What’s more according to this
book this photograph was taken in 1993 the boy was seven.”

The implication was not lost on me and I grabbed the book. 
An older Mari Mathu stared out of me and yes there was no doubt
that she was happy.  I studied the boy in question and like
Yolande I had no doubts, especially when I looked at the sister who
had totally different facial characteristics, those of the
Australian standing next to Mari and grinning like a startled
kangaroo.  I passed the book back to Millicent and her and
Barney went through the same process.  In the end we were all
convinced the my Mr Grant had another son and heir, perhaps one he
didn’t even know about.  And a son and heir that might just
have a legitimate claim should he ever decide to contest the
will.



 










Chapter 12
When in Doubt - Work




I managed to ensure that we left Millicent’s clutches before it was
time for tea, unfortunately this gave Barney the impression that I
wanted to be alone with Yolande and I knew that I was opening up
myself for ribbing from Barney the following night.  Still
when it’s a choice between Barney’s jokes and Millicent’s cooking
I’ll go for Barney every time; jokes never kill you.  As we
left Barney’s house and Yolande tried to breath life into the Land
Rover’s heater by waggling the lever up and down I muttered about
living to tell the tale.  Yolande was not impressed with my
comments on Millicent’s food, probably something in the female
genes and solidarity for the sisterhood.  She tossed her
head.

“I think she does rather well considering.”

“Considering what?”

She gave me a sideways glance.

“Barney’s never said?”

“No.”

She looked out of her door window.

“Then I won’t either.”

We drove on in silence with me wondering what to be considering
and what had I missed when Yolande said slowly;

“I know you shouldn’t think ill of the dead, but have you ever
thought that he might have bumped them off?”

I almost forgot to turn round a bend, but she was right, I
hadn’t considered it. 

“What about the tin trunks?”

“Be a good smoke-screen, can you imagine the police finding that
lot?”

I drove towards Eastburgh and then wondered what I was doing, I
pulled into a lay-by and slithered to a stop.  I turned to
face her.

“Can’t believe it somehow, what sort of man would kill his own
children?”

She shrugged.

“One who was besotted with Mari Mathu?”

I had no answer to that so I changed tack.

“Fancy a cream tea?  I always have a cream tea after dinner
with Millicent.”

She made a face.

“Not really, I think the cream would really be the last straw
for my stomach, wouldn’t mind something like scrambled egg on
toast.”

My stomach rumbled in agreement and I headed off to the
Captain’s Table on the Felburgh Promenade.  In winter this
café has a wonderful advantage, you can sit in sublime comfort
while watching people being blow along the promenade and showered
with salt laden spray, it somehow makes the meals that much more
enjoyable.

 


           
Now I’m a man of the world and I’ve taken out quite a few girls in
my time.  The liaisons have been at various places, clubs,
pubs, cinemas and restaurants, and I’ve never felt at ease. 
It’s always been a case of ‘am I impressing her’ and ‘is this the
right thing.’  So it was almost inevitable that the liaisons
never came to anything.  Roberta was the only one who came
close; we went out for five months until I inadvertently fell into
the middle of her families dining table that was already spread
with Sunday lunch; somehow that was unforgivable.  But eating
with Yolande was different, I wasn’t setting out to impress and I
could not see any female claws trying to get me into their
clutches, so it was a relaxed easygoing affair.  By the time
we’d cleaned out plates we’d exhausted our conversation about Mr
Grant and I broached another subject, one closer to home. 

“How’s your father, still gunning for my blood?”

She smiled in her calm way.

“He was a lot quieter when I left home, I’m not surprised you
should have heard mum tear into him when we got home; I’ve never
seen her so mad.”

I watched a pair of teenage lovers walk hand in hand through a
shower of spray and seem unconcerned about the whole thing. 
“I really am sorry about the trouble I caused you, if I’d known I’d
have found some other way of giving you the money.”

She shook her head.

“It was my choice to tell my parents about the money, I knew how
dad would react, I just didn’t expect it to make him that
angry.”

I waited, I knew there was more to come.  Eventually, after
sipping her tea she said softly.

“It had to happen sometime.  We’ve got our own vans, but
it’s always been father and daughter.  You know, father knows
best and daughter does what she’s told.  Funny thing is I’m
better qualified these days than he is, but he’s never acknowledged
the fact.  Perhaps it was the devil in me telling him
something I knew he wouldn’t like to prove that I’m an adult and
worthy of being listened to.”

I remembered my father and step mother and wished that they had
cared; perhaps they did, but I had never noticed. 

“He seems awfully protective.”

“He is and he isn’t.  It’s woe betide for any customer that
makes a pass at me, but he’d have been happy to let me do the
prison job.”

I digested this and decided that parents lived on another
planet.  She turned her brown eyes on me and caught me off
guard.

“What about your father, was he protective?”

Normally I’d have run a million miles from talking about my
family, but I was relaxed, I was with Yolande not a girl I was
trying to impress; so I told her about my family.  I fear I
rather gave her the full run-down; the step-mother who thought I
was a waste of space, the brother who thought I was to blame for
his mother’s death, the father for whom I was a burden to be rid of
as soon as practicable and my three step-siblings who knew I was
out of favour with their mum and played on the fact at every
opportunity.  I left no stone unturned and no part of the
sordid tale unsaid.  Yolande just listened, she didn’t make
sarcastic comments, didn’t interrupt and didn’t look disgusted; she
just listened.  It was rather cathartic and I wished I’d
talked to someone like that before.

 


           
We went from the Captain’s Table to St Marks as Yolande had to sing
evensong in the choir.  I’ve never been one for evensong, but
that evening, in that church I felt at peace.  However, peace
was not on my mind as I went to drop Yolande off at home.  She
sat poised to slide out of the vehicle and said the words I had
been dreading since we’d left church. 

“Want to come in for coffee?”

Did I want to put my head in a noose, or in the lion’s mouth, or
under a guillotine or perhaps all three at the same time?  I
think not.  I tried for a way out, a coward’s way out.

“Will your parents mind, I mean…”

“You’ll have to face them sometime, why not now.”

Of course I never asked why I had to face them sometime, but
then joined up thinking that didn’t involve numbers was never my
strong-point.

 


           
Her parents proved to be as docile as domesticated mice and after a
brief welcome they ushered me into their tiny lounge while Yolande
went to make the coffee.  I was just letting my heart-rate
subside when her father strode into the room and closed the
door.  Sitting in the armchair I realised what a big man he
was as he blocked the entire doorway with his shoulders.  He
didn’t say anything for a few heart-stopping seconds and then, much
to my surprise talked like a man condemned. 

“Look,” he said huskily, “I rather think that Friday night I was
out of order.  Yolande is an adult and I’ve no right to try
and control her life anymore.  It just came as a bit of a
shock; getting that much money from someone I thought was a
complete stranger.”

I realise, with horror, that he was apologising, I tried to be
magnanimous.

“Think nothing of it, you were just concerned that’s all.”

He held out his hand an I shook it.  He murmured
softly.

“And I’d better not come to the rectory unless Yolande asks for
help.”

I tried not to laugh and decided that Mrs Cranstone must have a
hell of a tongue. 

“I understand.” I said solemnly.

He went to open the door and added as he left.

“I do hope that we can put this little incident behind us and
that it won’t spoil our relationship,” and he was gone.

I was still trying to figure out what relationship when Yolande
returned with coffee and home-baked biscuits.

 


           
Monday morning I was just considering dusting down Fiatimo when
Yolande rang to tell me that the mail had arrived.  She didn’t
normally bother to tell me when my few pieces of mail came and I
could hear an overtone to her voice that I didn’t recognise; it was
almost like suppressed hysteria, hysteria of the funny kind that
is.  To humour her I walked up to the rectory and entered via
the kitchen door, she called out from somewhere to say that it was
in the lounge.  I walked in and found six overstuffed mailbags
sitting in the middle of the floor and three normal letters. 
Yolande appeared, as if by magic.

“Fan-mail?”  She enquired.

I looked at the sacks.

“No the Sword of Damocles.”

She raised an eyebrow towards her blue woolen bobble-hat 
and I patted a sack. 

“You know me by now, somewhere in here is a letter that will
whisk away my new found wealth and make me a penniless beggar.”

She rubbed her nose on the back of her gloved hand.

“Well don’t find it till you’ve paid me.”

I looked at her attire, she looked like an Eskimo on a winter’s
day. 

“What are you doing?”

“Re-wiring your sump-pump; they say it’s going to snow and then
rain, last thing I want is a flooded basement.”

Now that was joined up
thinking.     

 


           
For the next fortnight we slipped into a routine.  In the
mornings I open the mail and tried to sort it out into an ever
growing set of piles spread around the floor.  In the
afternoons I pulled in cables for Yolande and pulled out the old
cables for Yolande.  She insisted on that as she said that old
cables both lead to confusion and temptation when you needed that
little bit extra and there was no new cable available to tap
into.  By the end of the fortnight she had the burglar alarm
installed on the downstairs doors and movement detectors in the
downstairs rooms and basement.  She had also finished the
upstairs lighting and installed a couple of strip-lights in the
loft.  To say that I was impressed would be an
understatement.  Then, on the Friday afternoon, she broke the
routine.  I’d just finished the fifth mailbag when she looked
round the lounge door. 

“Can I tempt you to some fish ‘n’ chips and take you to an
antique shop.”

I became suspicious.

“Where?”

“Aldeburgh.”

I looked out of the window.

“In this weather?”

She gave me a winning smile.

“He-Man has Land Rover.”

So we locked the rectory with Yolande teaching me for the
umpteenth time how to set the burglar alarm and we set out for
Aldeburgh.  Now there is no direct route from Eastburgh to
Aldeburgh because of the river Alde, in fact there is really only
one decent route into the place.  So I had to drive to the A12
trunk road to turn North and then a few miles later leave it to
make my way East and back towards the coast.  Fortunately on
the way there is an excellent Fish ‘n’ Chip shop and we ate and
enjoyable meal of haddock and chips in the Rover.  As we
started to approach Aldeburgh it began to snow hard, but
fortunately it wasn’t settling.  However, it did make the Land
Rover interesting to drive as the tiny windscreen wipers only had
one speed and only left a tiny piece of bare glass in front of me
to see through.  Aldeburgh in the summer is a fine place,
Aldeburgh in the winter is like a ghost town.  As we pulled up
outside a antique shop I turned to Yolande slightly mystified.

“What are we looking at?”

“A chandelier, if it is as good as they say it is it will look
marvelous in your hallway.”

I could hardly believe my ears, she’d had me drive for miles
through blinding snow to look at a light fitting!  However,
before I could make a suitable retort she’d slipped out of the
Rover and fought her way against the near horizontal snow into the
antique shop.  Once inside I felt glum; these are the sort of
places I absolutely loath.  Give me something new every time
not somebody else’s cast offs.  We made our way through the
shop and out into a sort of store-room behind, tucked away in a
corner was the chandelier hanging from the top of a four-poster
crate.  That is a crate with the sides missing, but the corner
posts still in place.  The chandelier was about two feet in
diameter and I must admit that even in the dismal light of the back
room it looked impressive.  Yolande murmured that she thought
that I had better see it before she added it to her monthly
invoice.  I nearly asked her if she wanted to show me all the
light-bulbs she was going to buy as well.  In the end I think
I gave some sort of shrug.

“Why’s that?”

“Because it costs £8000.  You said you wanted something
special for the hall.”

Something special yes, something like a giant light bulb or a
set of hanging spotlights, but an £8000 chandelier?  Was she
insane? 

“Seems a bit extravagant for one light fitting doesn’t
it?”  I remarked carefully.

She gave her bird-charming smile.

“You want to sell the place when we’ve finished don’t you? 
Think of the impression this would make.  It speaks of no
penny spared, of a job well down, of a regal palace of… ”

I held up my hands in surrender.

“OK, OK, it’s only money.”

Like magic a shop owner appeared, Yolande smiled at him and I
swear I saw his pulse rate increase.

“How much?”

I’ll never understand women, she knew how much as she’d just
told me.  The shop owner smiled.

“£8000 and worth every penny.”

“No it isn’t,” replied Yolande, “The hook in the centre that it
hangs on is cracking and opening up, see.”

She pointed to the unfortunate hook and the shop owner raised an
eyebrow.

“Well it’s an antique, you have to accept some wear and
tear.”

She shrugged.

“Makes it unusable, in fact you’ll be lucky if it doesn’t spread
itself all over the floor one dark night.”

He peered at the offending hook, doubt now in his eyes.

“I guess it can be replaced.”

She nodded.

“But at a price.  Tell you what I’ll give you £5000.”

Now this I was beginning to enjoy as the expression on the
owner’s face was a mixture of disbelief and effrontery.  He
shook his head.

“I’d be making a loss, I might be persuaded to take £7500.”

Yolande pushed the chandelier gently and the whole thing swayed
and tinkled. 

“How long do you think you’ll have to store it before it goes,
chandeliers this size don’t fit into the average home. 

“£5,250”

He shook his head harder.

“Couldn’t possibly. £7000.”

Yolande gave a slight shrug and for a moment I thought she was
about to walk away.  She gave a sort of sway from side to side
with her head and puckered her cheeks. 

“Tell you what, my colleague here will give you a cheque now for
£5500 take it or leave it.”

He knew how to accept defeat gracefully and took the cheque from
me like a man who had lost the battle, but won the war.  After
she had taken the receipt from him she gave him a piece of
paper.

“Have it delivered here please.”

His eyebrows shot up.

“But we don’t normally…”

But Yolande wasn’t listening, she was already on her way out of
the shop.

 


           
Back in the Rover I shook my head in disbelief.

“You just knocked him down by £2500.”

“That’s because he’d overpriced it.”

“How would you know?  Is there a catalogue somewhere for
used chandeliers?”

She laughed.

“No, it was up for auction last week at some mansion in Norfolk
and I was going to put in a telephone bid, but this chappie bought
it for £5000 before it went under the hammer.  He pinched it
from right under my nose.”

I began to get suspicious.

“And is the hook faulty?”

“Oh yes, it definitely needs replacing.”

I almost groaned at the expense to come. 

“How much?”

She grinned.

“About £5 if you want the job done properly.”

We both burst out laughing and I turned the Rover round and
headed for home.  Not that we got anywhere near that far as
just after we had passed the golf course on the way out a policeman
flagged us down.  I opened the window enough to talk to him,
he already looked like a polar bear. 

“Sorry sir,” he said politely, “roads closed.”

“Closed?  We only came down it less than an hour ago.”

He gave a patient sigh that was audible above the wind.

“I’m afraid that the driver of a snow-plough has managed to
break his propshaft and it’s stranded in the middle of the road; as
you can imagine in this weather it will take us some time to
recover the vehicle.”

I imagined the local geography in my head. 

“Is the road to Aldringham open?”

Not this week, they’re repairing the bridge over the river.”

“How about the coast road to Thorpeness?”

He plainly thought I was batty.

“You might make Thorpeness, but I wouldn’t rate your chances on
the road towards Leiston, not in these conditions.  If I was
you I’d go back into Aldeburgh and spend a comfortable night in a
hotel, we’ll have it fixed by morning.”

Yolande and I looked out and the near blizzard conditions and I
could see the sense in his advice, but that blizzard and that
advice started nudging my life in a different, and unexpected,
direction.










Chapter 13
Musical Interlude




I booked us into the large hotel at the end of the promenade. 
This has always been a favourite of mine as the restaurant area
sits directly on the edge of the beach.  According to the
receptionist we were lucky to get in, especially as I wanted two
single rooms; in the end we had to settle for two twin-bedded
rooms.  After we had booked in Yolande disappeared muttering
something about toothbrushes and I wandered around the place ending
up in the large function room.  It was all laid out for some
sort of concert and the piano had a small pile of music sitting on
top of it.  At this point I’d better explain about me and
pianos.  Some people speak a second language like French and
can switch effortlessly between one and the other; well my second
language is piano.  It all started when I was about four and
my grandma used to help me pick out one fingered tunes on her old
upright.  That led to me having private piano tuition every
week from the age of six to the age of fifteen, by then I was also
teaching the piano and had no more of the usual grades to
take.  At sixteen the church organist persuaded me to have a
go on the church organ and I became hooked, so my third language is
pipe organ.  Don’t be fooled about pianos and organs, they
both have keyboards, but the playing technique is entirely
different.  Anyway the upshot is that I can both sight-read
music and play by ear; give me a tune and I can, almost without
thinking, reproduce it on the piano.  Once I’d ceased my
fruitless foray into the thespian world and settled at the bank, I
also settled into a local mini-orchestra and we had backed
everything from Annie get your gun to virtually the whole of the
Gilbert & Sullivan repertoire.   That is until the
local council closed down the only hireable hall with a sufficient
number of seats to make such shows worthwhile.  Anyway, show
me a piece of music and a piano and I’ll start playing. 
 So I thumbed through the music, sat down and commenced to
play One enchanted evening and sing along.  Now my singing is
nowhere near as good as my playing, but it is acceptable. 
When I finished there was a clapping sound from behind and Yolande
joined me at the piano. 

“Didn’t know you could sing as well,”  she drawled in a
mock Texan accent.

She thumbed through the pile of music and handed me the score
for the Connie Francis standard Love Letters.  I’ve always
liked this piece as it not only has a good vocal score but a piano
accompaniment that enhances the words and mood.  Without
really thinking I set off on the opening bars to be astonished when
Yolande started singing exactly on cue and exactly in pitch, well
almost.  She was a hairsbreadth off on the first two notes,
but so close that most people wouldn’t notice, then she locked in
on the pitch perfectly.  When we finished I just couldn’t help
myself.

“Well, that’s certainly better than your violin playing.”

She grinned.

“They don’t call me the karaoke kid for nothing.”

I tapped the music with my finger.

“Karaoke kids don’t usually read music.”

She giggled.

“Twenty years a choir-girl and after you left I did music GCSE
and chose my voice as my instrument.”

We looked through the music and pulled out Mark Knopfler’s Don’t
Worry.  I played and she sang, like before.  This time
she took three notes to lock in to the piano; I was to learn that
this is a characteristic of hers, no matter how many times she
sings a song she always takes two or three notes to settle
down.  Next up we had a go at the old Max Bygrave’s favourite
of Tulips in Amsterdam, we sang that as a duet.  When we had
finished a voice from behind startled us, I swung round on the
piano stool.

“Pardon?”  I blurted out.

“I said I’m glad you’ve arrived, I was beginning to have my
doubts.”

The speaker was obviously either the hotel manager or an
assistant manager.  I did my best smile as I hate being
interrupted when I’m playing. 

“Sorry to disappoint you, but we’re just guests tinkering about,
who were you expecting?”

His face fall, “Betty and Reginald Banthrope, they are due to
entertain the holiday guests this evening.”

Yolande laughed.

“Holiday guests, in this weather?” 

She vocalised my thoughts exactly.  He shrugged and smiled
at the same time.

“You’d be surprised, we’ve got three coach parties all on winter
holidays and all expecting an evening of light music.”

Just then the door opened and a short man entered and dripped
gently on the carpet, he smiled at the manager.

“Hi, I’m Sam the sound engineer, have Betty and Reg
arrived?”

Sam took his coat off and I almost expected him to be wearing
Gaucho trousers as his sad brown eyes, droopy grey mustache and
tiny bow legs that supported a fairly plump torso made him look
every inch a Latin American cowboy.

He shook his head and Sam rolled his eyes.

“I’ve told them to come via Thorpeness, but the roads horrid
between there and here and when I spoke to them an hour ago they
were passing Norwich.”

For some reason we all looked out of the window and
instinctively knew that they would never make it.  The manager
looked at us, desperation in his eyes.

“I don’t suppose…”

“Oh no,” said Yolande, “No no no no no.”

I turned to Yolande.

“Why not, you’re very good.”

“We’ve not practiced anything.” 

I knew her well enough by now to know that she’d given an
excuse, not a reason..

“I’m sure we’ll cope, especially if we tell the guests that
we’re just stand-ins.”

She looked dubious and the manager said softly.

“They would be most grateful, it is a rotten night and you do
sound marvelous.”

She shook her head.

“I’ve got nothing to wear.”

I almost made a quip that she looked attractive in dungarees,
but realise, just in time, that it was this that was stopping her
from singing.  The manager smiled suavely.

“That is sortable madam, there is a dress shop nearby
and,”  he fixed me with a stare, “they also hire wedding
suits.”

I grimaced at the thought.

“I take it we’d get paid.”

Uncertainty flicked across the manager’s face, I crossed my
arms, “I guess you’d have paid the Banthropes.”

He held his hands up, “OK, you’ll get paid £200 a night each, I
can’t do fairer than that.”

I felt like digging my heels in, but Sam muttered something like
‘Take it mate,’  so I did.

Yolande left with the manager and Sam looked at me.

“Just the two of you?”

“Yes.”

He nodded.

“Then I’ll give you each a radio mike and mike the piano as
well.  Do you want fold-back?”

I sometimes wonder about sound engineers and their propensity to
cover everything with wires and microphones. 

“No, I’m sitting quite close to the piano so we won’t need
foldback and is it really necessary to mike us up?”

He nodded seriously.

“I’m laying in a temporary inductive loop, some of the old dears
usually have hearing aids.  He looked at the piano and then
turned to me.

“You sure about the fold-back?  Your singer will be
standing some ten feet from the piano sounding board that’s about a
hundredth of a second in sound terms.”

I said dryly that I thought we could cope with that, he didn’t
seem convinced and I knew that he hadn’t yet given up on the
idea.

 


           
By eight o’clock Yolande and I were dressed-up and ready.  She
had a off the shoulder ball gown in a pale red that made her look a
million dollars and I had a gull-winged shirt and grey tails that
made me feel like a puffin.  The room seemed to be full of
little grey haired old ladies with a mere smattering of elderly
men.  The manager took the microphone. 

“Ladies and gentlemen first the bad news.  Betty and
Reginald Banthrope haven’t made it through the snow.  Then the
good news, we’re pleased to have in their place Yolande and Richard
Holmes who have stepped in at the last moment.”  He paused,
“Our sound engineer for the evening is Sam and he assures me that
if you have a hearing aid you will hear better if you switch over
to the T position.”

About a quarter of the audience fiddled with their ears.  I
gave Yolande the nod and we started on out first piece.  We
had agreed on ‘I don’t know why I love him’ as our starting piece
and I played the introduction only for Yolande to miss her cue, I
smiled at her and vamped a little and then repeated the
introduction; this time she came in on cue and, after three notes,
in perfect key.  The after-song applause gave her confidence
and she sang another pair of show songs to equal approbation. 
I then gave her a rest by playing a medley, I like playing medleys:
in fact I’m good at playing medleys.  I started with the
opening chords of The Warsaw Concerto and melded them into
Greensleeves which underwent metamorphosis into a Scott Joplin rag
which became It’s a long way to Tipperary and so on.  I think
I played for about eight minutes and did around six
transforms.  The funny thing is sit me in a studio and I
couldn’t do it, put me in front of a live audience and the buzz of
playing allows me to invent wondrous chord changes.  After the
applause had died down Yolande sang ‘Love Letters,’ ‘Walking back
to happiness’ and ‘Lipstick on your collar.’  I noticed that
the audience were beginning to join in the songs, so I decided to
have some fun.  I stood up.

“Who knows the Gilbert & Sullivan pattersong ‘I am a very
model of a modern major general?”’

I dozen hands shot up and I called the ladies out and arranged
them in a chorus, from somewhere Sam produced a radio-microphone
and placed it in front of them.  I both played the piece and
sang the major part with the old ladies coming in on the chorus, it
went down a real treat.  After that Yolande, who was gaining
confidence all the time, led a sing along with songs chosen from
the audience.  I intended to close by playing Goodnight
Sweetheart, but Yolande had other ideas.  Once the applause
from that had died down she asked me for the first bar of The old
rugged cross, after the first bar she sang unaccompanied; it
brought the house down.

 


           
The manager, who by now had a smile as wide as Watford Gap, thanked
us profusely and asked us if we’d do it again the following
night.  I recollect laughing and saying that it was for one
night only, he smiled tolerantly and said it was still
snowing.  Sam the sound engineer removed our radio mikes and
muttered something about needing a few more microphones if we were
going to get ad-hoc choruses.  Yolande handed him her mike
with the immortal words;

“I never realised it would be so hard to hear the piano with
everyone singing along.”

He shot me a glance that proclaimed ‘I told you so.’ And we went
to bed.

 


           
We actually stayed for two more days.  We were snowed into
Aldeburgh and had no choice really.  So Yolande and I had a
whale of a time.  In the mornings we practiced a few pieces
and in the evenings led the concert; this time with her wearing
ear-pieces fed by some sort of radio fold-back of the piano via the
sound-desk.  It actually made no difference to her slightly
off first few notes, but at least she could both walk about and
hear me playing when everyone was singing.  As the hotel had a
somewhat limited selection of music on the Saturday we did a music
from the 40s and 50s singalong with Yolande only singing five songs
and me playing two medleys.  On the Sunday we had a hymn
singing evening with Yolande rounding off singing the piece ‘There
were three wooden crosses on the hillside’ unaccompanied.

 


           
Monday morning the radio told us that the road out of Aldeburgh had
finally been cleared so as we ate breakfast we contemplated the end
to our temporary fame.  Sam disturbed out meditations by
joining us.  He looked slightly embarrassed.

“Thought you ought to know that I taped your
concerts.” 

He pushed over a small pile of discs that Yolande scooped into
her shoulder bag.  She followed this act by pushing a piece of
toast into her mouth, it was rather like watching a mouse swallow
an ostrich egg. 

“I wouldn’t waste your discs if I was you.” she remarked
casually.

He fiddled with a napkin.

“Actually there’s quite a market for this type of music, call it
the grey market if you like, but albums of such material sell
well.”

I wondered what he meant by well and he answered me before I
could ask. 

“Last CD that the Banthropes put out sold over four million.” He
said enticingly

Yolande buttered another piece of toast, “In this country?”

“Yep.”

She shook her head, “Never heard of them.”

He laughed, “You’re way too young.  They advertise their
albums in magazines for the over sixties.”

I was getting curious.

“Why you telling us this?”

He took a deep breath.

 “Reckon I might be able to market this, if you
wanted.”

Personally I didn’t think he stood a snowflakes chance in hell
of selling the recordings. 

“Won’t Betty and Reginald be annoyed if you market our
stuff?”

He grinned,

“I’m just a local sound engineer, they’re out of my league.”

Yolande and I looked at each other and both nodded. 

“OK, “ I said, “what cut are you after?”

“20%.”

I reflected that 20% of nothing was still nothing and Yolande
and I agreed.  He smiled, well his moustache twitched  in
the right direction.

“I guess we’ll have to draw up a contract.”

Frankly I didn’t want the hassle. 

“Did I hear you say you did some work at the Greenbelt Christian
festival?”

“Yes, every year.”

“You a Christian then?”

“Of course.”

I held out my hand;

“Then no contract needed.  Whatever profit there is you get
a 20% cut.”

His eyebrows rose as if I was mad.

“On a handshake?”

“On a handshake, we’ll do it on trust.”

He hesitated for a moment and then shook my hand followed by
Yolande’s hand.  He poured himself a coffee.

“What do I call you?”

“Richard and Yolande,” I said.

“Yolande and Richard,” she said.

A pleasant discussion ensued on how we would be listed on
non-existent CD cover that neither Yolande or I believed would ever
be printed.

 


           
The drive home was not pleasant, least not as far as the weather
was concerned.  The roads were open, but only just; even the
A12 was dodgy in places.  Yolande opted to be taken home and I
promised to pick her up the following day as her van was still at
the rectory, in the event it was a week.  She rang me up that
afternoon saying that her dad had booked himself on a four-day
course to update himself on modern alarm systems, but had now
picked up an urgent job at the prison so she was going in his
place.  I wished her well and spent the afternoon dusting and
polishing Fiatimo.

 


           
Three things happened during the next four days.  I finished
sorting the mail, knew where my Sword of Damocles was coming from
and I realised that I missed Yolande, in fact I missed her very
much. 










Chapter 14
Missing Pieces




Even though there was thick snow on the ground Barney and I managed
to meet for a drink and a yarn.  I decided halfway through the
evening to try some lateral questioning, I opened with a simple
starter.

“How’s Millicent, she must have worked really hard on that
history.”

He laughed and took a pull of his lager.

“Still working on it; now she knows that Mari Mathu is involved
she probably won’t let it go until she’s squeezed out the last drop
of information.”

“Not too much for her is it?”  I asked nonchalantly.

He gave me a funny look.

“No, why should it be?”

“Doing it on top of everything else,” I ventured.

Barney didn’t take the bait.

“She loves it.”

I gave up, but Barney took my questioning from an entirely
different angle. 

“Getting concerned about women are we?  So how is young
Yolande?”

I replied as indifferently as I could.

“Don’t know, she’s off on a course.”

He laughed and nudged me in the ribs, which was a shame as the
bruise there was beginning to heal nicely. 

“Come on!  You spend three days snowed into a hotel with
her and you don’t know?”

“I told you earlier, we spent the time singing.”

He rolled his eyes.

“Oh yeah, pull the other one.”

“I’m serious, we had separate bedrooms.”

He laughed his dirty laugh, in fact it was his abominably dirty
laugh.

“So that just gives you two places to have an intimate get
together, if you know what I mean.” 

This statement was accompanied by another bone bending dig in
the rigs.  I put my drink down, I was actually annoyed. 
Annoyed that he’d think that of me, but more annoyed that he’d
think it of Yolande.  I replied with enough coldness to put
frost on a glass of warm beer.

“I rather think that after all these years you’d have know me
better by now and I would certainly not sleep with Yolande before
marriage and I can assure you that she’s not that kind of girl
anyway.”

Barney took on the expression of a startled gazelle.

“Sorry mate, I didn’t mean anything shady.”

I nodded and we drank our beer in silence while I reflected how
women came between male friendships.  He suddenly put his
glass down.

“So do you intend to marry her.  Millicent says that you’d
be good for one another and I think she might be right.”

Now I could have laughed off this statement, instead I turned to
Barney for help, believe me I needed help.

“How would I know?”

He rubbed his nose.

“How would you know what?”

“If Yolande feels anything for me.”

He shook his head and sighed the sigh of a despairing man.

“Wrong question mate.  First up: do you feel anything for
her?”

I must have seemed like a hedgehog caught in the headlights of a
Robin Reliant for Barney gave me a look of total exasperation.

“You haven’t even thought about it have you?  Typical
Richard, just roll along with the breeze and if an attractive woman
gets blown into your path you never stop to think.”

I was at a total loss, this was not numbers or musical notations
on a page, this was emotions. 

“Just what should I think?”

“How about how would you feel if the breeze blew her out of your
path?”

I pondered on the question and decided to park it for a
while.

“You still haven’t answered my question, even if I feel
something for here, how can I know if she feels for me?”

Barney patted my arm.

“Try talking to her mate, or even better try and give her a
kiss.”

 


           
I remember that night well.  It stands out in my memory
because for the first time ever I had to really consider my
feelings towards a woman.  I lay in bed turning over in my
mind questions concerning Yolande.  Currently we saw a lot of
each other because of her task in the rectory, but what would
happen when the job was over?  I knew that I valued her
company, and her opinion, but did I love her – could I love
her?  What was love anyway?  Dare I risk turning the
friendship into anything more; especially after my debacle with
Roberta and before her with Amelia.  I was well aware that
most things I touched turned to dust or had a way of biting back at
me; would Yolande fall into the same category?  Eventually I
fell into a fitful sleep dreaming of Yolande in her ball-gown
pulling in cables under my floorboards and singing sea-shanties
while I played a harmonica.

 


           
To my surprise Yolande’s father turned up at the rectory on Tuesday
morning and found me delving into the depths of the last
mailbag.  He looked so tense that I made him a mug of tea and
tried for normal conversation, especially as he made me extremely
nervous by his politeness. 

“Yolande said you were doing a job at the prison.”

“Lot of fuss over nothing,” he said huffily.

“So you missed the course for nothing?”

He gave a sly grin.

“Yes and no.  I hate courses and our burglar alarm supplier
insists that an employee of every installation firm attends the
course.  The only way I could prise Yolande from this place is
to book a course and then be unavailable.”

I laughed and he relaxed. 

“Where’s she got to?” He asked.

I shrugged.

“I think she was going to finish off the downstairs lighting
today and then start on the ring mains, I think she said there’s
one on every floor and one for the kitchen.”

He nodded and muttered.

“I dare say she did, it does sound logical, but if I interfere
in that she’ll brain me.”

He looked around the kitchen.

“Has she routed out the sockets?”

“Pardon?”

He went over to the explain-in-one-syllable mode.

 “Has she cut the holes in the plaster where the mains
sockets are going?”

He was taxing the limits of my technical knowledge.

“I don’t think so, but she has put marks on the wall where the
sockets are going to go.”

He smiled and supped his tea.

“Now there’s a job I can do, she hates routing because of the
dust and noise.”

He sipped his tea and I got the sinking feeling that he hadn’t
really come to do anything electrical.  In the end h he looked
at me over his tea and said quietly.

“I suppose you think that this is a peculiar job for a
girl.”

I wasn’t sure where he was going; fathers of women I knew always
made me nervous, especially after Roberta’s father had thrown me
out of the house and called me a brainless pratt; Amelia’s father
had been little better and Frankie’s father was best forgotten.

“She seems to know what she’s doing.”

He nodded sagely.

“But there aren’t many female electricians around.”

I wasn’t in the mood for playing verbal games.

“What are you trying to say?”

He put his mug down and his eyes took on the expression of a
woeful hound.

“She’s told you about her brother I suppose?”

“Yes.”  I was giving nothing away.

He suddenly looked even more glum.

“She was pretty mixed up after he died, all hysterical
like.  One moment she’d by OK and the next she’d be ranting
and raving.  Joining me in the business seemed to stabilise
her and I know that she’s happy, you can always tell when Yolande
is unhappy.”

“How.”

“She shuts down and goes into herself.”

I realised what he was trying to say, but goodness knows why he
was saying it to me;

“And you’re worried that I might try and persuade her to give it
up as it’s not a feminine occupation?”

He nodded and I said softly.

“I’m not sure that it’s any business of mine, but I’d never do
that.  This is her chosen profession and she can stick to it
as far as I’m concerned.”

He visibly relaxed and I pondered the reality of the
situation.  He said that she needed to take the job in the
business for her sanity and she said that she joined the business
for his sanity.  I decided that reality probably lay somewhere
in-between.

 


           
A couple of minutes, and some non-consequential conversation, later
he stretched his arms up towards the ceiling, “Well I’ll just pop
home and get my router, I haven’t got it on the van.”

“Has Yolande got one?”

“Of course.”  He seemed surprised that I thought she might
not have one.

“Well her van’s round the back, why don’t you use hers and save
yourself a journey in the snow.”

He looked at me for a few seconds with that sort of look that is
a cross between ‘You’ve got to be joking,’ or ‘please tell me that
what you’ve just said isn’t true.’ 

“What’s it doing there?”

What did it matter anyway where the van was parked? 

“We went to Aldeburgh and got snowed in and when we eventually
got back I dropped her off at home.” 

He buried his head in his hands and I said kindly.

“Problems?”

He looked up, angst written in every pore of his face.

“Her van had a water pump leak so I changed the water pump gland
on Wednesday evening, but I didn’t have any anti-freeze so I just
topped up the system with pure water, I meant to add some
antifreeze on Thursday, but I must have forgotten after I got
called out to the hospital again.”

Both our eyes swivelled to the back of the kitchen.  Now
I’m no mechanic, but even I know that to leave an engine without
anti-freeze in a back-garden in sub-zero conditions is not
prudent.  We trooped outside and he lifted the bonnet and felt
the bottom radiator hose.  He grunted like an ape in
despair.

“Rock solid.”

“So now what?”

He put his hands on his hips.

“It might be recoverable, I’ll warm it up with a hot-air
gun.”

I thumped the bumper.

“Bit of a wreck anyway isn’t it, why hasn’t she got one like
yours?”

He rolled his eyes.

“Because she won’t let me.  We could buy one and write it
off against tax, but will she have a new one – no!  She just
says that the planet’s resources are limited and she doesn’t want
to take part in a throwaway society when it is perfectly adequate
transport.”

We both looked at the engine and simultaneously thought that it
might not be perfectly adequate transport for much longer.  I
left him rigging up an extension lead out to the van and went back
to mail sorting.

 


           
The mail sorting had been occupying my mind in the mornings for a
good few days and I was beginning to make sense of what I was
finding.  The problem was that the letters were in the
mailbags in no particular order, so to get a full picture of what
the letters signified I had to work through the lot.  So far I
had kept myself to twenty-seven piles on the floor by throwing out
the dross.  The problem was that Mr Grant may have been a
physical recluse, but he had not cut himself off from the world,
rather the opposite as he seemed to have written letters of comment
or complaint to just about everyone.  The hitch being, of
course, that he never bothered to read their replies.  Thus
the bags were full of one-off replies that I had to eliminate from
my search before I could follow through the major themes, but they
were beginning to emerge.  After about an hour I looked up
from the letter I was reading to watch a grey mist roll across the
garden.  It must have taken me ten seconds to realise that it
was not a mist, but smoke.  I ran to the window to observe
flames licking out from the crack between the wings and bonnet of
Yolande’s van.  I then broke the world record for running
upstairs, grabbing her father and running back down and out to the
van.  He grabbed the van’s powder fire extinguisher and
squirted it through the flaming crack and then, using a
screwdriver, threw the bonnet back allowing me to throw bucketfuls
of snow into the engine bay.  After five or six minutes of
strenuous effort and the complete contents of the fire extinguisher
of his van, the fire was out, but the engine bay was a sorry
sight.  I remarked casually that the engine was warm enough
now to be rewarded with a desperate look. 

“She’ll kill me,” he said, “she’ll bloody well kill me. 
This van is her pride and joy.”

“Even though it’s a wreck.”

“Because it’s a wreck,” he exclaimed in total desperation. 
To her it proves that she’s saving the environment from another
rotting van in a scrap-yard and from the use of non-renewable
materials; least that’s what she’s always telling me.”

I must admit that I felt for him. 

“Is it repairable?”

He coughed, “I shouldn’t think so, wiring looms gone, electrics
are mangled, front tyres are burnt to hell, goodness knows if it
has any hydraulics left.”

I threw a snowball onto a sizzling plastic mass where the
fusebox had been.

“Well then, your challenge for the week is to replace the van in
three days.”

“Four,” he said absent-mindedly, “she’s not back till Saturday
morning, I told her to stay in Ipswich and not try and go back and
forth in this weather.”

I tossed in another snowball as the plastic mass still
threatened to burst into flame.

“Why not get her one like yours?”

He shook his head.

“She’d blow her top, I can hear her now,” he mimicked her voice,
“Too expensive, too large, too uneconomic and too environmentally
unfriendly.”

He had her voice and mannerisms so perfect that I had to
smile.  “Well why not get her one of those diesel-electric
vans that won that award recently.”

He blinked at me and I thought he didn’t understand.

“You know, they have a large battery under the floor and the
diesel engine charges them, or adds extra power, but the main
motive power comers from an electric motor on each wheel and for
mainly short easy journeys an overnight charge will…”

He suddenly grabbed me, kissed me on the forehead and made for
his van, only stopping at the corner of the house to tell me to
fill up the engine bay with snow.  I hoped that kissing other
men was not normally on his agenda.

 


           
The rest of the afternoon I continued working through the mail, by
five o’clock I’d had enough.  I thought I knew where it was
all leading, but there was still  a quarter of a bag to go, so
I knew that on Wednesday I would know enough to be certain of where
my sword of Damocles was aimed, I already feared that was at the
heart of my bank accounts.

 


           
That evening I watched a decent film and went to bed, but I wished
that I’d watched the film with Yolande and took a long time to get
to sleep.  However, my sleep was broken at 1am when I tried to
turn over and found that my feet were pinned to the bed courtesy of
a white fluffy cat with a nick in his left ear.

 


           
Robbie Burns said something about the best laid plans of mice and
men going astray and he was right.  Wednesday morning I had
just finished breakfast when my Julius Caesar look-alike vicar
turned up on my doorstep.  I ushered him into my flat and sat
him down, he declined tea; it’s always a bad sign when a vicar
declines tea.  As usual he didn’t beat about the bush. 
“Thought you’d like to know,” he said miserably, “that the Church
Council said that they’d take the kind offer of the field next to
the graveyard, but declined your offer to give them the field by
the chancel; you can guess why.”

I shook my head and wagged my finger.

“Oh no, they come as a pair.  If they want one they have to
take both.”

He sat looking glum and I realised that he’d probably already
said that to the council. 

“They can’t seriously think that I’d give one without the other
can they?”

He shrugged and sucked in his cheeks.

“Sometimes the reality of a situation passes them by, it did
take them five years to accept that they might have to take Mr
Grant to court.”

I thought for a moment.

“Well tell your council that if they won’t take the fields from
me, and remember we are talking about a free gift here, then they
can’t use them.  So from this tomorrow they can’t use the
chancel-field as a car-park and to forget the idea of using the
other field for a summer fête or any other kind of fête.”

He looked startled.

“But the Church Lane is too narrow to park in safely and you
have to do a two-mile loop if you can’t turn round!”

I shrugged as if I didn’t care.

“I was being amenable.”

“But we’ve laid concrete matting in the chancel field so we can
park in it, Mr Grant said he didn’t mind.”

“Well I do mind, you can get into the field to recover your
concrete blocks, but that is all.”

He sat still for a moment and then a long slow smile spread
across his face.

“But your offer of giving us the fields is still on the
table?”

“Of course.” 

He’d got the message, he’d now have a lever to beat his council
with.  He stood up.

“Well I suppose that I’d better call an emergency meeting of the
council.”

He turned to go and then hovered.  Eventually he
muttered.

“I hear on the grapevine that you play the organ.”

“That must be some grapevine.”

He smiled.

“Vicars do talk to each other you know, your previous minister
says that you can make a pipe organ or a piano do miracles.”

I shrugged, I knew what was coming. 

“I need an organist for Sunday evenings.”  He muttered.

“Not every evening,” he added hastily, “just…”

I helped him out, I’d been though this routine before.

“Just most.”

He nodded.  I thought for all of a microsecond.

“I don’t think that would be wise at the moment do you?  It
wouldn’t be right, playing the organ while the church council are
lusting for my blood because I’ve shut the fields.”

He tried for a way out. 

“They might accept the fields now.”

“Then they’d be lusting for my blood because I’d forced the Lay
Chancellor upon them.”

He nodded glumly so I added a caveat, after all I did enjoy
playing the organ. 

“Look, I’ll probably be worshipping with you so lets see how
things pan out.”

He brightened up.

“That sounds wise.”

He left and I watched him traipse up the drive.  I actually
really felt for him; he’d followed a vocation to be a priest, a
shepherd of the sheep, and ended up spending a fair amount of his
time on church affairs that he obviously disliked.

 


           
When I eventually got to the house Yolande’s father was routing out
the cavities for the mains socket in the lounge and the noise was
unbearable, so I retreated to the local supermarket, I was getting
low on microwave meals in any case.  By chance at the
supermarket I met Freddy and we decided to have lunch and catch up
on old times.  By the time I got home it was too late to start
sorting the mail; at least that was my excuse as I knew very well I
didn’t want to face what I almost knew it was going to reveal.

 


           
That evening I watched the early evening news and then sat staring
at my telephone.  I wanted to telephone Yolande, but to say
what?  That I missed her, that her father had destroyed her
van, that I wanted her advice?  Believe it or not it took me
ninety minute to pick up that phone and dial her mobile
phone.  The moment she answered I knew that she was in a pub,
it’s the background noise, pub sounds are unmistakable.  My
throat went dry and I croaked, “Yolande?”

She must have looked at her mobile’s screen to see who was
calling as she knew it was me.

“Is that Richard?”

“Yes, I thought…”

“Hang on,” she yelled, “I’ll go outside.”

The background noise diminished and I imagined her standing in a
snowy street. 

“That’s better,” she said in a normal voice, “are you still
there?”

“Yes, sounds like you’re in a pub.”

“Yes, I’m staying here, it’s cheap clean and near the
college.”

“Which pub is it?” 

Who cares which pub it is, I just wanted to keep the
conversation going.

“The Dolphin and Ferret.”

“Pardon?”

She giggled and the sound made my spine tingle.

“Apparently it used to be called The Gay Lad, but they changed
the name for obvious reasons.”

I knew the pub and pictured it’s large bow window and her
standing by it.  “Yeah, I know it; never been in it though,
what’s it like?”

“As I said it’s clean and cheap and it has a wicked karaoke
machine otherwise it’s just a pub.”

I almost ran out of conversation, but she started on a new, and
difficult, conversation. 

“Is my van still round the back of the house?”

“Yes, don’t worry, I’m keeping an eye on it.  What’s the
course like?”

We chatted about the course for a couple of minutes then she
asked casually.

“Did you have a reason for ringing?”

This was the moment I knew I had to grab, I knew that if I said
the wrong words it could be disastrous and disaster was normally my
constant companion. 

“No, I just wanted to hear the sound of your voice.”

She didn’t reply and I feared the worst, so I gabbled
on. 

“I’ve missed you.”

To tell the truth I wanted to leap into my Land Rover and tear
into Ipswich, just the sound of her voice made me feel
lonely.  There was a few seconds of silence and then she
replied, “Really?” 

I could not discern the tone of voice she was using, it was half
natural, half inquisitive and half cold.  I decided to tell
the truth.

“Really.”  I said with as much conviction as I could
muster.

“Is that missed as in ‘can’t find a comfortable pair of
slippers’ or missed as in ‘I wish you were here?’

I closed my eyes, the next few words were crucial,

“It’s missed as I long to be with you?”

“Why?”

The simple question threw me into a spin.  I’d already
spent a restless night pondering the answer and come to no definite
conclusion. 

“I can’t describe why, I just miss you.”

There was more silence and I burst out in desperation. 

“Look I’m not good at this.  I miss you, I’m jealous of
anybody you’re in the pub with and just the sound of your voice is
giving me goose-bumps, does that answer your question?”

She replied quietly and evenly.

“Actually I miss you to, but I was beginning to think that you
didn’t care.”

“Well I do care, I might not be good at showing it, but I do
care.”

There was more silence and she once again replied softly and in
a neutral even tone.  But it was not Yolande the happy
electrician or Yolande the companion that replied, it was Yolande
the woman, in fact it was Yolande the careful woman; careful not to
be hurt that is. 

“Do you really want to go down this road Richard?  Go down
it with me that is, or would any woman do?”

I felt that it was all slipping away, this was not the
conversation I had intended.  I began to panic and strove to
keep my voice even.

“No any woman would definitely not do.  And I do want to go
down this road, I know that we could be good friends, but that’s
not enough.”

“You sure?”

I almost exploded with frustration.

“Yes.  Yes.  Yes.”

I paused to regain at least some composure.

“How about you?”

“You’ve rather caught me by surprise, after our weekend together
I assumed that you weren’t interested.”

Did I hear the sound of nails being pounded into
coffins? 

“But it was wonderful, you looked stunning, sang like an angel
and just being with you was marvelous.  It was one of the best
times of my life.”

“But you never said.”

I realised that what she said was true and it hurt.  I
decided on the truth.

“Sometimes I’m a bit of a Wally and I’m saying it now and
wishing I’d said it then, but I’m not good at the romantic
bit.”

There was more silence and I wondered about the absence of
background noise.  Eventually she spoke.

“You really thought I looked good?”

“Supermodels would have been envious.”

I almost heard her smile.

“Well a girl likes to be told.”

I had to know, I just had to know. 

“So will you?”

“Will I what?”

“Think about moving on from being just friends?”

“Of course, I thought you’d never ask.”

The relief was palpable and my heart rate began to descend to
something akin to normal.

“Wonderful.”

There was a bit of static and she muttered something. 

“Pardon?”

“My batteries going flat, thanks for ringing.  I’ve missed
you to.”

“Can I call…”

But I was greeted with a ring tone.

 


           
I went to bed a happy man, but not before I’d found an on-line
florist in Ipswich and placed an order for a bunch of red roses to
be delivered to the pub first thing the following morning.










Chapter 15
Not Quite as Expected


Thursday morning I finished sorting the mail and used the last
mailbag as a rubbish bin for sixteen of the twenty seven
piles.  I then walked back and called up my bank account on
the Internet.  It said that I had around £150,000 in the
account, that meant if I left Vera her £64,000 to play with I was
down to just under ninety thousand; I pondered on the fact that I
could already be dead in the water.  My depressing thoughts
were interrupted by the vicar, who once again entered like a man
condemned.  When he was seated I took a guess.

“They don’t believe me.”

He looked like a sad bulldog who was about to lose his bone.

“As I said, sometimes the reality of a situation passes them
by.”

“So.”

“They say that we’ll manage without your fields and that we’ll
start on the floor of the chancel next week.”

That’s all I needed, another load of people trying for a slice
of my already meagre cake. 

“Tell them to read up on Lay Chancellors.  Not only do I
have to pay the bill, but I have to agree to the work being carried
out unless it is of structural importance to the church rather than
cosmetic.”

He looked up.

“I suppose you do.”

“Is it structural?”

“Not strictly.”

“Then I’m not authorising the work.  Tell them that if they
go ahead I won’t pay.  I’ll put it in writing before you
leave.”

He licked his lips clearly caught between a rock and a hard
place.  While he pondered the situation I sat down and wrote
out a short letter saying that I was not authorising any work on
the chancel to be paid for from my funds and handed it to
him. 

“Your move.”

He looked even glummer.

“Not my move, their move.  For what it’s worth I’ve been
advising them that we ought to take the fields and be thankful that
you paid up for the previous work.”

I was suddenly hit by an inspiration.

“What sort of organ have you got?”

He regarded me as if I was mad.

“Triple decker by William Hill and Sons.”

Am I right in saying that you’ve recently had it restored?”

He sighed.

“Too true, cost us £35,000; fortunately we got a grant for over
half of it.”

“Tell them that if they take the fields and stop mucking about
I’ll join the congregation and that as long as I’m a church member
I will pay for the upkeep of the organ.”

I already knew what sort of organ it was and my fingers were
itching to play it.  He looked amazed.

“Are you sure?”

“Definitely, but it’s a limited offer.”

“How limited.”

“Tell them not to wait for too long.”

He left slightly happier and I pondered on the fact that I was
promising to spend money I probably wouldn’t have.  Still if I
had to leave the rectory I’d leave the area and wouldn’t be a
member of his church, so I had nothing to lose; did I?

 


           
Looking back I have absolutely no idea what I did that afternoon
and evening.  It’s a blank, but Friday morning brought hard
graft.  Yolande’s father turned up with a brand spanking new
van and we had to transfer all Yolande’s goods and chattels from
one van to the other.  Then, by careful manoeuvring in my
garage and parking Fiatimo practically on top of the lawn-mower, we
managed to squeeze it into my garage; I reckon that it had less
than an inch clearance under the door lintel.  Yolande’s
father, obviously deciding to do the job well, then insisted on
towing the old van to the local scrapyard.  Of course I had to
steer the thing and only had a handbrake to get it to stop, by the
time we got to the yard I was sweating despite the cold.

 


           
We ended up back at my flat drinking coffee as I tried to sit on a
radiator and thaw out.  As he still made me nervous I tried
for a neutral conversation. 

“What’s it like to drive?”

“Weird.  There’s almost no noise at all.”

“Have you tried it with the diesel running?”

“That’s even weirder.  It feels too responsive for a diesel
and there is no apparent relationship between the noise the engine
is making and the speed your travelling.”

We finished our coffee and I showed him out, as we passed the
van I stopped dead and he grinned like a man with nine pints inside
him.  The cause of our behaviour was the sign on side of the
van; instead of proclaiming ‘D & Y Cranstone Electrical and
Burglar Alarm specialists’  like the old van, it displayed
‘Yolande Cranstone Electrician and Alarm specialist, part of the
Cranstone Electrical Partnership.’  He managed to take part of
the grin off of his face.

“Having my van re-signed tomorrow,  thought it was about
time.”

“Have you told her?”

He shrugged.

“Don’t know how.  Wifey is right, I couldn’t do without her
and I’ve played the top-dog too long.”

I let him leave and went upstairs to lie down; I was
knackered.

 


           
Later my mobile phone trilled in my ear later, much later in
fact.  I sleepily checked the clock as I reached for the
phone, it was nearly 9pm.  When I answered the phone I was
greeted to the joys of some drunken woman singing down the phone at
me to the sound of much hilarity in the background.  It took
me a few seconds to realise that it was Yolande, even then I had to
do a reality check, after all I knew that Yolande never drank; I’d
been with her in a hotel for three days remember. 

“Yolande, is that you?”  I said in an inspired piece of
linguistic articulation.

I got an incomprehensible slurred reply and I realised that not
only was she drunk, she was in trouble.  The hilarity in the
background held all the warning signs, she was not getting drunk
with friends, she was being made drunk for people to laugh
at.  I tell you, it was snowing hard, the roads were more than
just plain icy and it was that sort of darkness where the
headlights don’t penetrate, but I made it to the Dolphin and Ferret
in record time.  I ran into the pub to find a small group of
young men all chanting at her to take the stage and sing a sexy
song.  She was resisting, but obviously quite drunk and
lolling about all over the place.  I was charged up with
adrenaline and stormed my way into the centre of the group and
scooped up Yolande.  A nasty thin face youth with a hair cut
so short it looked like a paint-pad barred my path to the door and
told me to leave her alone; well he actually slurred the statement,
but I knew what he meant.  I can’t remember my reply, but he
went to take a swing at me; fortunately he was so drunk he
staggered backwards and fell over a table behind to much drunken
swearing.  I half carried Yolande to the bar and snarled at
the barman.

“Which room is she in?”

He gave me a suave smile that was quite out of character with
the pub.

“Sorry sir we don’t allow guests in bedrooms.”

“But you do allow punters to spike the drinks of young
ladies.”

He shrugged as if it didn’t matter.

“They were only having fun.”

“Do you think it is fun for her?  And when would you have
intervened?  Or would you have let them take her outside and
finish her off?”

He had the grace to turn a slight shade of pink.  There was
the sound of breaking glass behind me as Yolande’s group and the
smashed table group got ready for a fracas.  He went to move
for the phone and I grabbed his shirt.

“Her door keys first.”

There was more noise behind and lots of drunken swearing, his
eyes watched the scene behind me, frankly I didn’t care. 
After a few seconds he said.

 “Room six, no keys the code is 6563.”

Somehow I got Yolande up the stairs and into her room; I made
sure I locked the door as the noise from below was beginning to
approach bedlam.  Yolande suddenly sprang into life and flung
her arms around me slurring sexily.

“My knight has come to rescue me, the roses are wonderful,
missed you.”

She puckered her lips and aimed for my mouth, she tasted of
orange juice.  I realised with a start that if I wanted she
would sleep with me; her body language said it all.  Now I’d
waited all my life for a woman to throw herself at me and make love
with wanton abandonment, but not with Yolande and not with her in
that state.  Though I must admit that I held onto her and
enjoyed her inebriated embrace and intermittent slushy
kisses.  As we embraced the curtains became back-lit with blue
flashing lights and the noise in the bar below moved towards a
crescendo and then petered out.  After a little while I
realised that she was running out of energy and I laid her on her
bed taking care to roll her onto her side.  I collected an old
wash-basin from the hallway table and waited for her to be
sick.  I was always  sick, so I expected her to be
sick.  I was not disappointed and almost without warning she
made a burping noise and vomited, the result was nothing but orange
juice and vodka; the bastards had even fed her spiked drinks on an
empty stomach.  Somehow I managed to get her to drink a couple
of glasses of water and she flopped back on the bed.  I
decided to watch her till morning.

 


           
I woke up at the passing of a diesel lorry at five in the
morning.  I checked Yolande and then left the hotel to move my
land Rover into the pub car-park.  Even though there was
plenty of room in the car-park I managed to run into a giant flower
pot containing a hideous bush, but I didn’t care; as far as I was
concerned this place could burn down, once we had left it of
course.  Back in the room Yolande hadn’t stirred and I settled
down into the armchair again.

 


           
It was a groan from Yolande that roused me later.  She was in
the en-suite bathroom on her knees in front of the WC bowl.  I
could have told her that she might feel mighty sick, but she
wouldn’t be sick.  She rolled over and sat with her back to
the wall and I must say that she looked absolutely dreadful. 
Her skin was the colour of parchment, her eyes half closed and her
face had that haggard look that only a really top quality hangover
can induce.  I went and sat next to her; she leaned against me
and I put my arm around her shoulders; she smelt awful, a mixture
of bile and stale sweat mingled with potting compost.  No
words were necessary, I knew how she felt and she didn’t have the
energy to speak.  When you have a first class hangover you
don’t live you exist; every movement is an effort and every effort
induces pain.  When I thought she could take it I whispered,
“Have you got any Aspirin?”

She managed to gasp a reply concerning her handbag. 
Somehow I managed to get her to swallow three Aspirin and drink a
full glass of water; we then resumed our back to the wall leaning
against me position.  I was just beginning to get cramp when
she started crying.  There were no sobs or sounds, she just
wept with tears rolling down her cheeks from her screwed up
eyes.  I forget how long she wept, but I would have sat there
holding her forever.

 


           
Finally the Aspirin started to do its job and the pain in her head
must have shifted from abysmal to tolerable because she tried to
stand up; someone should have warned her about rotating rooms for
she almost fell against the wall.  By stages I coaxed her into
a form of life, yet I felt for her suffering.  Eventually she
managed to sit in the armchair with her head up and her eyes open,
but she still wouldn’t let me open the curtains.  I asked her
in a whisper how she was feeling to receive a reply of “Bloody
awful,” through clenched teeth.

I made her drink another glass of water, put her back to bed and
went downstairs for breakfast.  The bar was a total mess and
an older man was standing in the middle while the hapless barman
tried to put a leg back on a table.  Anger overwhelmed me and
I went up to him.

“How much did they pay you?”

I’d been asleep in a chair all night and must have looked
dreadful, he looked at me with fear in his eyes. 

“Dunno what you mean.”

I went half a step closer. 

“How much did those snots pay you to spike her drinks?”

He mumbled something and I snarled.

“What?”

“£20.”

I turned to the older chap.

“You the boss?”

“Landlord.”

I poked the barman.

“This toad spiked the drinks of a young woman until she was
totally stoned.  He could see that she was being intimidated
by a group of young man, but he still spiked her drinks.  I’m
going to report that and seek to have your licence revoked.”

The Landlord shrugged.

“It happens, it’s no big deal.”

I almost totally lost my temper and if it wasn’t for fear of
waking Yolande I am sure I would have yelled the house down. 
Instead I said calmly.

“Suppose it was your daughter.”

The Landlord considered the thought and turned to the
barman.

“Get your coat, you’re out of here,” he said in a no nonsense
manner.

As he left I turned to the Landlord.

“She’s sleeping it off.  I’ll take her home as soon as I
can and I don’t expect her to pay for the room.  And my cars
in your car park next to the MG.”

I walked out and down the road to a transport café for breakfast
wondering why I was so angry.

 


           
Two hours, one breakfast and most of a Saturday broadsheet later
Yolande woke up and swivelled to sit on the side of her bed. 
Her skin had returned to almost it’s normal colour and she no
longer looked on the verge of death.  I said gently, “How are
you now?”

“What was I last time you asked?”

“Bloody awful”

“Then make it plain awful.”

She disappeared into the bathroom and I heard the sound of a
shower.  She came back with wet hair and a sallow
complexion.  “Still feel sick?” I enquired.

“I’d rather not talk about it,” she replied, so I didn’t.

 


           
Eventually we made our way into the car-park and headed for the
Rover.  As I had told the Landlord I was parked next to an MG;
on the other side of the MG was a well-tended Ford XR3, well tended
that is except for the beer cask sitting in the middle of a smashed
windscreen.  Yolande eyed it suspiciously.

“Did you do that?”

“No, why would I?”

“It’s Nigel’s car, he’s the chap who bought me the drinks last
night.”

“Then I wish I had.”

I wondered how she was going to cope with the journey
home,  bouncy diesel driven leaf-sprung four wheel-drive
automobiles are not the best remedy for hangovers, but Yolande
stoically sat it out and apart from her increasingly fragile
complexion you would not have known how she was suffering.  As
I turned into her road she sharply told me to stop.  Once we
had come to a halt and the Rover had stopped rocking she turned to
me.

“Last night, I don’t remember much.”

“There’s nothing to remember.”

“I remember being in the bar and you entering like a wild bull,
but little else.”

“As I said there’s nothing to remember.”

She sat still looking like a lost Cinderella.

“Did I make a fool of myself?”

“I rather feel that you were made a fool of, it doesn’t
matter.”

She bit her bottom lip, always a bad sign.

“I mean did I make a fool of myself with you; with you in the
bedroom.”

“No.”

I obviously hadn’t convinced her as she sat nibbling her bottom
lip, so I tried again.

“You did give me a hug, but that is all.”

She nibbled some more, eventually she said in a quiet tone that
was barely audible above the rumble of the diesel engine.

“And you slept in the armchair all night?”

I touched her hand and then held it.

“All night, I promise that I didn’t take advantage of
you.”  Although I was rather miffed that she thought I
might.

She patted my hand.

“I wasn’t worried about you, I was worried about me; I tend to
lose it when I’m drunk.”

“You were exemplary.”

She picked up her roses and went to slip out of the cab and I
held her hand, leant over and kissed her cheek. I must have a funny
effect on women for she started crying again and just mouthed
‘thank you’ before she got out and closed the door; quietly.

I watched her walk up her front garden path and studied the
swing of her buttocks.  I resolved that I might lose the
rectory, become a penniless tramp and have to part with Fiatimo,
but I would not willingly lose Yolande. 










Chapter 16
Have I Told You Lately That...




I did walk across the fields on Sunday morning, but decided not to
go to St James.  The lane by the church was narrow at the best
of times, but the snow had made it even more slender and in the
short time I watched from across the fields I saw at least two
minor accidents and I knew that more would ensue.  I decided
that I might not be welcome and retreated to drive to St Marks in
the hope of hearing Yolande in the choir, but she was not
there.

 


           
Monday morning  I watched as Yolande’s father drove her up to
the garage.  I had left the door open and let him show her the
van, after all he had paid for it so he could get the joy of giving
it to her.  I heard the squeal of delight in my flat and
taking that as a cue went downstairs to the garage.  She was
hugged her father before looking at me.

“Dad says that you were in on this.”

“Only shifting the stuff, the rest is down to him.”

We spent a delightful half and hour watching her examine the van
before her father left for whatever job he was doing.  Yolande
and I walked up to the rectory together and all the way I was
trying to compose what I was going to say.  We entered the
warm kitchen and I wasted a bit of time topping up the Aga, in the
end I had to talk to her.  She made two mugs of tea, as usual,
and I took the opportunity to go and gather some papers from the
lounge.  In the end we were seated at the kitchen table and I
had little choice but to spill the beans.  She glanced at the
papers and I took a deep breath, this was not going to be
easy. 

“Remember I told you that fate has a way of biting back at me,
well it’s taking out huge chunks, or trying to.  This little
lot is declaring my doom”

The depressed tone in my voice made her sit up and take
notice.

“Problems?”

I said quietly.

“I don’t think I’m going to have enough money to pay for the
re-wiring, or the plumbing or anything.”

She looked at me through the steaming vapours of her tea and to
her credit she didn’t bat an eyelid. 

“What’s happened?”

“I’ve sorted the mail.  Our man Grant was in the middle of
a patent litigation with Bradley’s Radios of Oregon.  He
accused them of using  something he called a pseudo-heterodyne
and sued them for a million dollars.  He lost and the court
awarded costs against him, at current exchange rates that comes out
at just under £200,000.”

Yolande sipped her tea.

“And you haven’t got the money?”

“Not to hand, I suppose I could mortgage the rectory or try and
sell some fields, but there’s worse to come.”.

“What can be worse that that?” 

She still hadn’t cottoned on, everything I turned to crumbled
into dust and there were no exceptions; except that I hoped that
she was an exception.  There must, at some time, be an
exception.  I licked my lips.

“There’s a chance that I don’t even own any of it.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“None of it?”

“Not a sou.”

I wondered what she was thinking and knew that I’d have to test
the waters in a minute or two.  I tossed over a letter from
Bitten and Jay solicitors and will-makers of Eastburgh.

“It says that they confirm that his new will has been stored in
their vault and that it is dated January 2003; the will I inherited
this house under is dated June 1999.”

She let out a deep sigh.

“Oh Richard, what will you do?”

“Go down and see them, I’m due there at two this afternoon, I
made an appointment before you arrived.”

She looked at me with sad brown eyes and I had to
know. 

“Tell me, if I don’t own this lot do you still want to think
about moving our relationship on from friendship?”

“Is this a test?”  She snapped back at the speed of
light.

“This is reality.  The chap your considering seeking a
relationship with may just be an unemployed bank cashier.”

She said huskily.

“I’m surprised you have to ask.”

I studiously studied my mug of tea and said gloomily;

“With my track record it’s what I expect.  As soon as I
have something good it gets taken away from me.  You’re the
best thing to happen in my life and I know it just won’t last.”

Her expression softened.

“Better than this lot?”

“It doesn’t even compare.”

She reached out and held my hand.

“If it all works out and we do find out that we love one another
I would be happy to be your wife no matter what you own or what you
do.”

I’m ashamed to say that I burst into tears, so much in my life
had turned to dross it was overwhelming to find that Yolande
wouldn’t desert me as well.

 


           
Just before two o’clock Yolande and I walked hand in hand into the
tiny offices of Bitten and Jay, she insisted on coming and I wanted
her there anyway.  There was no receptionist and tall thin man
in a grey suit got up from a desk.    He managed
what passed for a smile.

“Hello, I’m Gerry Jay you must be Richard Holmes and this
is?”  He looked at Yolande as if she were a piece of
furniture.

“Yolande Cranstone.”

He indicated some seats and we sat down, I was glad about that
as I was worried that my knees would give way; it’s one thing to be
given a wealthy estate, it’s quite another to have it taken
away.  He fastened his blue-grey eyes onto me.

“Did you bring a passport?”

I past it over and he checked me with the photograph at the back
and returned it.  He ran his tongue round the inside of his
cheeks. 

“I don’t usually read wills to people that walk in off the
street, but I guess your situation is slightly unusual.  In
any case we’re the executors so if he is dead I can read you the
will.”

I passed him over a certified copy of the death certificate and
he nodded sagely and picked up a triple folded piece of
paper.  I held my breath as he started to speak.  “I’ll
cut out all the bilge at the top of the will and go right into the
nub of the matter.  ‘… so after a bequest of £33,333.33p to
Preston philatelic society I wish all my estate (minus my personal
effects which are to be given to any reasonable charity shop or
selection of shops) to be given to the nearest living relative of
the Revd Georgina Evans who is under 35 at the time of my
death.  I also wish to make it perfectly clear that I do not
wish for any member of my family, or my wife’s family, to get a
single penny of my estate as I do not wish to pass my hard earned
money onto a bunch of old fogies or to my precious relatives who
have never bothered to visit me.’”

He looked up, “The will goes on to say what happens if there is
no nearest relative to Georgina Evans who is under 35, but it’s a
waste of time to read that since you are here.”

I finally let out my breath; so it was still mine.  Yolande
tapped the will.

“What’s the chances of their being another one?”

“Slim, we wrote about eight wills for him between July 2000 and
January 2003. The only substantial difference in them being where
the £33,333.33p was bequeathed.”

I felt like shouting from the rooftops, turning cartwheels in
the street and screaming my inheritance to the world. 

“So what happens now? Bladdel and Knutt thought that they had
the definitive will and acted as executors.”

He smiled a knowing smile.

“Since you called this morning I’ve spoken to a…”  He
consulted his notes, “A Miss Bryony Carrington-Greeves and they
seem to have done all that was necessary.  We agreed that if
you gave me a cheque for £33,333,33p made out to the Preston
Philatelic Society plus 25p for the stamp we would assume that the
estate had been settled.”

I must say that I’ve never been so glad to write out a cheque
for £33,333.33p in all my life.  I had come in expecting to
leave with nothing so being a mere £33,333.33p lighter was a
joy.  Looking back I realise now that Yolande paid over the
25p for the postage stamp and I have never paid her back for that,
what a heel I sometimes am.

 


           
Afterwards we went to a local restaurant for a nerve steadying cup
of coffee.  We talked about the will for a while until Yolande
steered the conversation around to a different subject. 

“I hope you don’t think that I make a habit of getting
plastered.” She said tentatively while trying to open a reluctant
sachet of sugar.

“Never crossed my mind.  As I said before you didn’t get
plastered they plastered you.”

She looked out of the window and I could tell that something was
on her mind. 

“I used to get plastered,” she said simply. “After David
died.”

She stirred her coffee and said almost absent-mindedly.

“I used to get plastered rather a lot actually.”

She suddenly fixed me with her brown eyes.

“When I started coming out of the hangover and found myself with
you in the bathroom I was terrified that I’d started again, that
I’d ceased to cope, that I’d taken to alcohol as a prop and would
be dependant upon it for ever.”

I reached over the table and held her hand.

“It was nothing like that and you know it.”

She held me steady in her gaze.

“Will you promise that you’ll never let me get into that state
again?”

“Of course.  Would you rather we didn’t drink at all?”

She shook her head.

“No I want to control it, not have it control me, but I am
frightened of being drunk and of being drunk and out of
control.”

“Not while I am on watch.”

She relaxed and I belatedly realised that she had found it hard
to tell me about that part of her past.  I caressed her
hand.

“Thanks for telling me and trusting me.”

She smiled inanely and then switched to efficient
female. 

“So, what’s the next problem?”

 


           
At Yolande’s insistence once we had got back to the rectory I rang
Bladdel and Knutt and spoke to the ever competent Miss Bryony
Carrington-Greeves.  I explained what I had found in the mail
and to my surprise she laughed. 

“We know all about that and you don’t have to worry.”

“Don’t have to worry?”  Was she on a different planet?

“The costs have already been settled.  He was testing the
patent waters on behalf of the Institute of Radio Manufacturers and
they picked up the tab.”

I could have screamed with delight.  However, Bryony was
obviously in a loquacious mood and she continued talking. 

“He won in the end though, seems that was a trait of his. 
He lodged his patent in Japan, Malaysia, Hong Kong and the
Philippines and that meant that Bradleys could not manufacture
their radios in those countries and their sales suffered to such an
extent they went bankrupt.  All in all our Mr Grant was not a
man to cross.”

I thanked her profusely for the information and put the phone
down.  I looked at Yolande and yelled gleefully.

“It’s already been paid by someone else, so I’m not
bankrupt!”

Yolande gave me a big grin and then pointed to one of the piles
of mail I had left. 

“What’s this?”

“Some gobbledegook from the County Council Planning Department,
it’s of no consequence.”

I was still on a high and frankly couldn’t have cared what she
was looking at.  She furrowed her brow and read aloud.

“…so it is the Council’s duty to inform you that if the said
development goes ahead they will purchase your house under the
relevant compulsory purchase legislation at a price to be
determined by the housing sub-committee who will take into account
both the current value of the property and it’s value as saleable
rubble.”

She could have hit me with a baseball bat and I would have been
less stunned.

“What development?”

“It doesn’t say, it’s just in with all these other letters
regarding the listed status and the state of the woodwork in the
window frames.”

“What’s the date?”

“Six months ago.”

I went weak at the knees and sat down, one minute the place was
mine, then next someone wanted to take it away from me; how long
could this roller-coaster continue?

Yolande flicked the letter with her finger.

“There’s a reference number on this do you want me to give them
a ring and find out?”

I rather the world left me alone to live my life in peace, but I
gave her a nod

 


           
I went and made some tea while she was on her mobile phone; I just
could not bear to listen.  She walked in five minutes later
and carefully laid her phone down on the table. 

“Do you want the good news or the bad news?”

“Lets have something good.”

“The development they are talking about is another regional
airport for East Anglia, the lane outside would be turned into a
duel carriageway and this house is apparently sitting where a spur
would have to come off.  The good news is that this is a
thirty year plan and the project wouldn’t even by started until
2030 and may not even come to fruition as there are two other
options that use existing RAF bases that may be released for public
use.”

“But I thought it was green-belt land and untouchable.”

“It is for local planning needs, but not national planning
needs.”

If that was the good news I was in trouble;

“And the bad news.”

“Just having the plan on the books probably makes this place
unsellable at a reasonable market price.  I tried to push them
on what a compulsory purchase price would be; the only answer the
guy would give is that the council has never paid more than
£250,000 for a property and probably never would.”

She licked her lips.

“Do you want the really bad news?”

Really bad news?  Wasn’t that bad enough? 

“Go on.”

“The government has said it won’t make a decision until 2020,
even then it might not go down to only one option.”

I felt like pounding the table, screaming at the top of my voice
and putting my head in the gas oven all at once.  I looked at
Yolande.

“Convinced now that knowing me would lead you into a life of ups
and downs with rather more downs than ups?”

She grinned.

“At least it wouldn’t be boring.”

She picked up her tea.

“Who do we know in the planning department of the council?”

We both mentally ran through our schools friends.  East
Suffolk is a reasonably sparsely populated place by urban standards
and we both had school fiends in all sorts of places, but not the
planning department.  Suddenly Yolande made a face like she
had swallowed a curried lemon.

“There’s always slimy Sid.”

Slimy Sid was Sidney Timpkins, at school he had been in the year
between us and he was a crawling snake.  He used to suck up to
the teachers, cheat when he could, steal ideas as his own; all in
all he was a cretinous toad.  Needless to say he had become a
politician and was now a County Councillor and well on his way
towards becoming an MP.  I sniffed my tea.

“I’m not that desperate and we couldn’t trust what he told us
anyway.”

Yolande nodded glumly and then brightened up.

“And there’s Mr Fellows.”

Now Mr Fellows had been a teacher and left the year after me to
become something in the environmental department of the County
Council. 

“Well you’d better ring, he always thought I was a pratt after I
managed to give my French exchange student food poisoning by
undercooking a boiled egg.”

Yolande went to make the call on the kitchen phone and I went to
trail through the remaining papers, just in case I had missed
anything else.

 


           
I was just checking the papers that I had thrown away when Yolande
appeared and squatted on the floor next to me.  “Off the
record he says that the project doesn’t stand a cat’s chance in
hell as there are too many problems with it.  It’s too far
from the A12 and although the planes would take off over the sea
the airport would be situated in the middle of a military flying
area and the low-level training ground for Army helicopters.”

I felt that I was drowning.

“Then why is it on the books?”

“The Government wanted three options so a certain ambitious
County Councillor pushed for an option here talking about
generating jobs etc. etc.”

I slapped my hand against me forehead.

“Slimy Sid.”

“He wouldn’t say his name, only that I would know him and that
he wanted to ingratiate himself with the Government in the hope of
getting a chance at becoming an MP in the next elections.”

She paused, “The good news is that there are so many problems
that this option will almost certainly be dropped before2020.”

It didn’t matter when the plan was going to be dropped, my
restore and sell for a fortune plans for the rectory were now total
tatters. 










Chapter 17
Plan B




Now I was used to setbacks, after all I suffered from them all my
life, but this one really knocked me for six.  Yolande must
have realised that I was overwhelmed and bewildered for she came
round the table and sat next to me.

“Come on Richard, you’re not exactly bankrupt.”

I picked the letter from the Planning Department up and turned
it over and started scribbling on the back.; Yolande watched the
list of figures grow , she hiccupped.

“Can you afford all that?”

“No, I’ve got about £120,000 in the bank, but I want to keep
about half of that for Vera to play with.”

“Who’s Vera?”

“An ex-colleague whose a wizard with the currency market. 
If I can leave the money with her for a year she could make my
£64,000 into a £100,000.”

Yolande’s eyebrows rose, “That’s a hell of an increase.”

“That’s because it’s high risk, I’ve just told her to go for it
and take risks she normally wouldn’t be allowed to.”

Yolande started to giggle.

“You mean with your track record you’ve gone into high risk
speculation?”

I could see where she was coming from and started to giggle as
well.  They say that laughter is a good medicine, well I can
recommend it and say that it’s even better when taken with a
friend.

 


           
Eventually we calmed down and looked at the list.  Yolande
took the pen from me.

“Let’s go over to plan B for a moment.”

Plan B?  What was she rabbiting about now?

“Plan B – fall back to the essentials.”  She
elucidated. 

She started crossing out numbers.

 “Do without the Interior Designer, the posh floorboards
and the painters.”

She paused with pencil hovering above the list.

“Why the builder?”

“Kitchen re-fitting.”

She crossed builder off the list.  Her pencil hovered over
‘Plumber,’ “have you heard from Kevin?”

“No.”

She crossed him off the list.

“According to dad he’s taken on the plumbing job for the
re-furbished prison wing, you won’t see him in a month of
Sundays.”

My fancy list now just comprised of Electrician and Carpenter,
“But what about the central heating and getting rid of the lead
piping?”

Yolande just grinned, it was infuriating.

“Fancy taking a risk?”

Minutes ago we had been laughing at the absurdity of me taking
risks. 

“What sort of risk?”

“When I was at the college last week I got talking to the
lectures, seems at the end of the plumbing course, that’s the two
year course by the way, they like to give their students a live
project to finish on.  They were going to install the plumbing
in that new complex of flatlets for the disadvantaged, but the
building is behind schedule.”

She gave me that bird-charming smile of hers.

So they are project-less and you have a very large house in need
of plumbing.”

I was all ears.

What’s the deal?”

“You pay for the materials and lunchtime sandwiches and as much
tea as they can drink and they do the rest, except…”

My suspicion antenna were on full alert. 

“Except what?” 

“Except they like something out of the ordinary.”

I laughed.

What can they possibly do here that’s out of the ordinary?”

She chuckled.

“How about a Jacuzzi in the first floor bathroom, a fully tiled
wheelchair shower in the downstairs WC and some solar power panels
on the roof.”

My suspicions grew

“You’ve been thinking about this in advance.”

She shrugged.

“Seemed such a good opportunity.  Look, if you’re worried
the whole thing will be overseen by the lectures and as the
students final marks are dependant upon the project they will all
work like stink.”

I thought about my diminishing, bank account.

OK.”

Yolande grinned and made a phone call, when she put the phone
down she gave me her winning smile.

“Lecturers will come tomorrow to size up the project and the
students arrive next Monday with and advance guard this
Thursday.”

“Can you keep working with them around?”

“Of course, I’m used to working on building sites.”

I kissed her on the cheek and she didn’t stop me.  Little
did I realise that it would be two weeks before I was once again
alone in the rectory with her.

 


           
By Friday I was wondering if I needed another cheque book. 
Part of the project was to get the best quality materials at the
lowest prices, this resulted in pipes from one supplied and
radiators from another and so on.  All in all I wrote out no
less that thirty-five cheques in two days, plus one, in advance, to
a mobile sandwich van that promised to call at 11:30am every day;
judging by the size of that cheque the owner expected the students
to have healthy appetites.

 


           
I had just written out my twenty-seventh cheque when my Julius
Caesar vicar appeared, this time he seemed a happy chappie and his
normal melancholic face was all smiles. 

“The Church Council had a special meeting yesterday and decided
to accept your kind offer of the fields.” 

“Seem sense have they?”

He coughed.

“Both churchwardens and three members of the congregation
sustained dents to their cars and one of our most vocal members of
the congregation had to walk over half a mile through the snow from
where he had to park.”

“Well I hope they’re not thinking about sending me the
bill.”

He became all diplomatic.

“Of course not, but they were wondering if you would possibly be
kind enough to let them use the fields before the actual transfer
takes place?”

I wondered about rubbing their noses in it a bit more and
decided that it wouldn’t be Christian. 

“Of course, you can use them from now and I’ll get my solicitors
to get straight on with the transfer of land.”

He stood up.

“I didn’t mention your kind offer of organ maintenance as there
was no need.  Shall we leave that for now as an act of
generosity to come?”

He could have worked for the diplomatic service; what he meant
we he didn’t have to use the idea as a lever to get the council to
accept the fields. 

“Sounds a good idea to me.”

Suddenly I had an inspiring thought.

“Before you leave can I ask a favour?”

He turned away from facing the door and raised an eyebrow. 
I tried for a tactful start. 

“I had a look in your graveyard the other day and I noticed that
Mr Grant seemed to be occupying a rather large plot.”

He became cautious.

“I’m told that he bought a plot big enough for eight when he
became Lay Chancellor.”

“But he is the only occupant?”

“Apart from a number of moles, yes.”

“While looking round this place I found seven tin trunks in them
is what I suspect were the clothes Mr Grant wanted to have his
family buried in, however I believe that no bodies were ever
recovered.”

He gazed at me and I hoped he would make the connection; he
didn’t. 

“So,” he asked.

“So I’d like to have them buried in that grave.”

He sighed.

“To what point?  Their remains are not in the trunks are
they?  He is not around to appreciate the act is he?  So
I don’t see the purpose.”

Obviously my £199,768 for the chancel and the gift of two fields
gave me no influence with him.

“Should I just throw them on the tip?”

He shrugged.

“I’m sorry, but there would be no religious significance in
their burial and in any case you can’t go burying any old junk in a
graveyard.”

He paused and said in an abstract manner.

“Of course if such items were interred in a field before it
became part of a consecrated graveyard I would recommend that they
were not disturbed.”

I decided that this vicar should definitely join the diplomatic
corps. 

“So if I had them buried in my field before I give it to you
there would not be a problem?”

“Not for me.”

I decided to push him a little.

“And would you say a prayer over such an interment?”

“I would be happy to pray for the souls of the departed.”

He consulted a small electronic diary.

“You may like to know that we have a burial in the graveyard on
Tuesday and the churchwarden has hired a small digger to dig the
grave as the ground is a little hard for hand digging.  Would
you like me to get him to test the digger in your field first?”

“That would be fine.”

He left and began to wonder about the other three fields and if
there was there any way of raising money through them.

 


           
The next ten days were sheer bedlam.  No less than seventeen
students and three lecturers turned up and started hammering,
soldering and generally scattering themselves throughout the
house.  Just to add to the chaos once the radiators had been
installed Yolande announced that they were too low to get a vacuum
cleaner under and had then raised.  The lecturers enjoyed the
moment, but I rather fear that half the students could have torn
her limb from limb.  To compound the chaos four carpenters
turned up with a lorry load of timber and solid period doors, I
have a suspicion that they were lured by the prospect of free grub,
nevertheless they were a welcome sight.  It is almost
impossible to describe the organised chaos that comprised that
short period of time, but two events stand out in my memory. 
The first was Tuesday afternoon.  It was bitterly cold,
sleeting with a vengeance and the allotted time to bury the tin
trunks.  With Yolande’s help and the assistance of a gangly
youth called Myron (Who on earth would name their child after a 5th
century long forgotten sculptor?) we had managed to extract the
trunks from the loft and take them to the field.  The
interment was a short affair lest we all die of hypothermia, but I
was satisfied that I had done all I could to fulfill Mr Grant’s
wishes.  The other event was the first time I really took
Yolande out on a date.  Oh I know that we’d spent hours
together in the rectory and three days in the Aldeburgh hotel, but
the date sticks in my mind as our first real romantically inclined
liaison.  For a start I was surprised at my own nervousness as
I drove the Rover to pick her up for the evening.  I would
rather have used Fiatimo, but common sense told me that the Rover
was safer and of course it also had the equivalent of a bench seat
with three cushions across the front rather than bucket
seats.  We had decided to go to the cinema and have a meal
afterwards in a fairly exclusive restaurant.  I honestly don’t
remember the film at all except that it had something to do with
pigeons and postmen.  I do remember that I slipped my arm
around Yolande’s shoulders feeling like a naughty schoolboy and
that we had a tub of chocolate popcorn between us.  However,
it is the after-cinema meal that sticks in the mind.

 


           
I had wanted to give Yolande something special so I had booked us a
table at the Giselle French Restaurant that nestled at the end of
Felixstowe High Street.  It proved to be an episode of highs
and lows.  The first low was that as we approached the garçon
to say that we had a booking he turned up his nose and stated, in a
rather superior manner, that men had to wear ties.  To be
honest I was rather thrown off-guard, but Yolande was super-quick
off the mark.

“That’s rather sexist isn’t it?”

The waiter, unused to being challenged so obtusely, merely
raised his nose slightly higher.

“Pardon madam?”

“Do you expect woman to wear ties?”

He showed slight surprise at the question.

“Of course not.”

“Then you can’t expect it of men, so where is our table
please?”

Fortunately it escaped his mind to retort that men didn’t have
to wear a dress as he just decided to escort us to our table and
took away, rather begrudgingly I thought, my dripping parka and
Yolande’s soggy charity shop overcoat.  We eventually ordered
our starters and opted for mineral water instead of wine.  The
food turned out to be of a high standard and was exquisitely
cooked, which I totally expected as believe me it was not the cheap
sort.  As we chatted about goodness knows what my nervousness
retreated and I decided that, given the right conditions, Yolande
could look stunning.  But being Richard Holmes disaster is
always a hairsbreadth away and my disaster came in two stages
separated by a notable conversation.  Just after the main
course had been laid before us the glass of mineral water slipped
out of my hand due to a combination of condensation and
carelessness.  On seeing the glass descending towards my
crutch I did what any man would do, I lurched backwards and stood
up.  Unfortunately for me our superior waiter was passing
behind me at the time with an armful of French onion soup.  I
shan’t describe the resulting mess except to say that due to
inertia and Newton’s laws I did not get a single drop of soup on
me, however the waiter and the customers at the table behind me did
not fare so well.  Once we had settled down and Yolande had
regained her composure - I must say I did not see what was so funny
- we got onto the subject of children, goodness knows how. 
Yolande picked at her fish omelette and after a few mouthfuls asked
me if I’d ever wondered what sort of parent I would make.  I
remember being startled at the question as the subject had never
crossed my mind. 

“Dunno, guess I’d have to be careful that I didn’t make the same
mistakes as my parents.”

“Which were?” 

She asked as she started to eat the omelette in
earnest. 

“Not to favour one child over the other, not to treat them as
object to be disposed of as soon as possible and not to fail to
communicate with them.”

She poised with flabby omelette between plate and lips.

“Is that what happened to you?”

I nodded.

“Mark was always dad’s favourite until he brought Effie home,
then it switched to Stella, my youngest step-sister.  As for
my step-mum she never spoke to me, we used to go for weeks without
speaking.  I kept a record once and managed nine weeks before
she spoke to me at the dinner table and that was only because my
father was away and she wanted the salt.”

Yolande hadn’t moved. 

“That’s dreadful.”

“That’s families.  It’s all rather complicated, but I
believe that she felt that Mark and I would inherit from dad and
that she and the three girls would be left penniless.”

Yolande finally ate the last piece of omelette.

“Is that true?”

“It’s what dad told her in an argument, never happened of
course, when he died she got the lot, it was Mark and I that were
left out in the cold.  It’s the old old story, he married in
haste as he wasn’t coping with two young boys and a job, and she
married in error.  I don’t think they loved one another and
they certainly didn’t grow into love, in fact I doubt that they
even respected each other.”

I then proceeded to tell her all about my family and my
childhood; tell her things that I had never told anyone else. 
By the time we had ordered our deserts I realised that I could be
boring her to death. 

“What about you; what sort of parent do you think you’d
make?”

She didn’t answer instead she looked across the restaurant at a
middle aged couple wordlessly eating their dinner. 

“I’d certainly want to talk to my children, I don’t mean about
everyday things I mean communicate.  My mums good at talking,
but my dad finds it hard.  He can talk about current-trips and
fuse-boxes all right, but not about emotions or feelings.  Do
you know last week when he gave me the van it was the first time
since David died that he told me he loved me.  I knew he loved
me of course, but it’s nice to be told.”

I neatly folded my serviette into four and remembered a previous
conversation.

“Did you ever think otherwise?”

She took on a bleak look and studied her glass, she said in
almost a whisper.

“When David was alive I did wonder sometimes.  He was the
wonder-boy and I was just the girl, but one day David told me that
he felt unloved as well and I realised that it was just dad’s
way.”

“That doesn’t make it any easier.”

She smiled a shy sort of smile.

“David’s death brought us closer as a family; it could have
blown us apart, but it made us closer.  It’s about the only
good thing to come out of his death.”

She then talked about her family and as I listened to every word
I began to realise that what was important to her was important to
me and I knew that we were on the right track..  Then, as
usual, the Holmes curse struck.  I decided between desert and
coffee to go to the toilet and found that the restaurant was
ultra-modern and had a unisex toilet with separate cubicles. 
All went well until I tried to get out of the cubicle and snapped
off the lock toggle in my hand by trying to turn it in the
direction.  Unlike most toilet cubicles I had met these had
outward opening doors and hence the actual lock was on the outside
under a robust plastic cover.  I guess I should have waited
for someone to come in and bleated my predicament to them, but I
was impatient to get back to Yolande, at least that is my
excuse.  I stood on the WC bowl and peered over the top of the
cubicle intending to climb out, but as I transferred my weight onto
one foot it slipped off of the back of the WC bowl.  The
ultimate result was that I ended up flat on my back on the cubicle
floor with my foot firmly trapped under WC bowl outlet; unbeknown
to be I also opened up the wound in my skull that had been healing
very nicely.  Not only did I have to suffer the indignity of
calling for help, I also had to suffer the indignity of being
released by the fire brigade (they smashed the WC pan with a
mallet) and the ultimate indignity of a trip to the A&E
department.  All in all what was turning out to be a smashing
evening ended in total disaster.  At least I did get a kiss
from Yolande as I lay in the A&E waiting room trying not to
bleed too much over their floor.










Chapter 18
Surprise Surprise


By the time the plumbing crew left with a promise to return in
the summer and install the solar heating I was able to hobble
fairly well and my ankle was not keeping me awake at night. 
However, it had put paid to any romantic evenings out with Yolande
and we had been confined to watching videos in my flat or just
chatting.  Now I never had been one for just chatting, but
with Yolande I found that it had it’s virtues.  Thus on the
Sunday morning I was in the flat alone as I did not want to risk my
healing ankle hobbling to church and Yolande’s choir had a
choir-swap with St Thomas’. 

 


           
I was just considering hobbling up to the house to practice on the
piano when I noticed a pair of women walking towards the flat from
the house.  They were wrapped up well in expensive overcoats
and heading for my flat like a pair of guided missiles, albeit slow
ones.  I went down and opened the garage door not knowing what
to expect.  As soon as they entered I knew I had the totally
unexpected.  She was older now and the girl more mature, but
there was no mistaking Mrs Grant and her eldest daughter.  She
smiled and displayed a set of expensively maintained
teeth. 

“My my young man you’ve gone a nice shade of white,” she intoned
in a sort of feminine cracked voice.

I was surprised that I hadn’t passed out.

“Mrs Grant?” I asked tentatively.

She brushed the comment aside like swatting a fly.

“Not any more, call me Mrs Du Pres.”

I tried the young woman, “And are you Danielle?”

“Not any more, call me Jennifer.”

Mrs Du Pres tapped the wing of the Rover.

“Well young man must we talk in a cold garage?”  My heart
rate must have been keeping me warm for I felt not a chill, not a
temperature chill that is, I certainly felt the chill of the
unexpected.  I went to take them upstairs and she wagged a
finger at me.

“I’d rather talk in the house.”

So I hobbled up the drive with a million questions in my head,
not the least of which was concerning my inheritance, or lack of
it.  Once in the kitchen they took off their expensive coats
and tossed them onto some cardboard boxes as if they were made of
cheap plastic.

She settled herself on a kitchen stool and I put the kettle on
as Jennifer wandered off.  Mrs Du Pres stretched out her
legs.

“At least the place is warm.”

“I’ve had central heating installed and we’re trying it out; I
believe it’s called a soak test.”

She gave a sly smile.

“The old skinflint would never let me have central heating, he
said it was for wimps.”

Jennifer returned and I dished out some mugs of coffee wishing
that I had a bone-china tea-set.  Jennifer sniffed her coffee
and said quietly, in an accent I couldn’t quite place.

“Sorry for the shock, but mum wanted to come.”

I replied dryly that I had a strong heart and neither
laughed.  Mrs Du Pres glanced around the kitchen.

“So you are renovating the old place?”

“It was rather run-down.”

She sniffed.

“Always hated the place, too big, too cold and too much like
him.”

I waited, I knew she must have a reason for coming; so I waited;
waited to hear her say that the house was hers.  In the end
she gave me a shrew like smile;

“Guess you’re wondering what I’m doing here?”

I could only nod; she grinned again. 

“As you’ve probably guessed we faked our deaths.  We did it
to get away from him, bastard.  He always was a control freak,
but he was getting worse.  You either did it his way or
suffered the consequences and I mean suffered.  I couldn’t
take it any more neither could the children, especially when I
found out about that Mathu woman.  So I arranged a holiday
with him as a birthday surprise and said that I’d leave the
children with my brother in France.  In reality we flew to
Holland and then onto America, land of the free.”

She smiled and I knew she was lying, whatever Jennifer’s accent
was it wasn’t American.  I took a deep breath, I had to
know. 

“So why come back?”

She cackled.

“Not to take this place off your hands that’s for sure, you’re
welcome to it and all his money.”

She must have seen the surprise on my face as she sneered at me,
“I’ve got my own and I married well.”

Jennifer put her hand over her mother’s.

“She means she married for love and her husband more than
doubled her fortune in the first five years.”

I still could not place the accent.  Mrs Du Pres
nodded.

“Second time lucky.”

She sipped her coffee, I suspect more out of etiquette than
pleasure. 

“So young man you can keep the house; I’ve come for Sophie.”

Now I was perplexed.

“Sophie?”

Jennifer smiled as if to humour her mum. 

“Sophie was her first child, but she was born ten weeks
premature and died.  Mum used to have her ashes in a blue
vase, but I have told her that it’s probably long gone.”

I looked her in the eye.

“Sparkly blue vase with a fluted neck?”

She virtually jumped off of her stool, surprise and glee written
all over her old face.

“You have it?”

“There’s a blue vase in the safe downstairs, but I fear it is
empty.”

She shook her head.

“It just looks empty. I made the vase myself and Sophie’s ashes
are in the base, I didn’t want him to find them and I didn’t think
she’d mind being in a furnace twice round.”

Now I was surprised.

“You mean he didn’t know?”

“He knew that she’d been cremated, but didn’t know that I’d
retrieved the ashes before the crematorium disposed of them in the
manner he wished.”

I was mystified.

“Then why would he keep the vase, and in the safe?”

“He was like that, he used to take the children’s favourite
things and hide them for months, said that it gave them
backbone.  Rotten swine decided that the vase was Danielle’s
favourite and took it off her just before we went to France.”

I heard the soft crunch of gravel and paused for a moment to
drink my coffee.  Yolande walked in on us and stopped dead
with her eyes practically out on stalks.  Mrs Du Pres said,
none too kindly I thought;

“Who’s this?”

“This is my right hand woman Yolande.”

Mrs Du Pres began to look very uncomfortable and I guessed the
reason.  I brought Yolande up to speed and she cottoned on and
turned to Mrs Du Pres. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep your secret.”

Mrs Du Pres looked around furtively.

“Anyone else likely to drop in?”

“No, I live alone.”

She relaxed slightly and then barked.

“Do you have a working toilet in this place?”

I nodded.

“They all work, but the downstairs one is the closest.”

She left for the downstairs WC and we all watched her
leave.  Jennifer turned to me.

“Please don’t mind mum, she was desperate to see if Sophie was
still around, but she’s terrified of being found out.”

Yolande shrugged.

“But he’s dead.”

Jennifer smiled and said softly.

“She married again before he died and her husband doesn’t know,
he thought that she was a widow.”  She hesitated and then went
on, “In fact three of us children are married and all on false
papers so if the cat was let out of the bag we’d all be in
trouble.”

Yolande bit her bottom lip.

“You must all have really wanted to leave.”

Jennifer gazed out of the window and into the past.

“It was hell.  He was overbearing, self-opinionated and a
bully.  I can only remember him shouting at me and giving me
the strap.”

“So no regrets?”

Jennifer shook her head.

“My only regret is that we could take so little otherwise we
would have aroused his suspicions.”  She sighed, “I suppose
you didn’t find anything?”

Yolande and I looked at each other and she explained about the
seven tin trunks, I noted that she omitted the part about bearer
bonds.  Mrs Du Pres returned and Jennifer told her the story
of the trunks and she fixed me with a fearsome stare.

“And you buried them in a graveyard?”

“It’s not a graveyard yet and I didn’t know what else to do as
the intention of the trunks was obvious, well at least I thought it
was obvious.”

Jennifer looked extremely rattled.

“And he put our teddy bears in the trunks?” She said softly.

I somehow felt for her after all these years learning that there
was something of her past buried in my field. 

“One in each, if the table-tennis bats were yours then there was
also a portly dark brown teddy bear in the trunk.”

She turned away and didn’t speak.  After a minute Yolande
asked her if she would like to see her old room and they left the
kitchen.  I smiled at Mrs Du Pres.

“And of course your name isn’t Mrs Du Pres and hers isn’t
Jennifer and you don’t live in America.”

She had the grace to smile.

“I’m sorry young man, but we can’t afford to be too careful,
even my husband doesn’t know we are here.”

“Suppose I need to contact you?”

“You won’t we’re dead.”

She stood up.

“Now young man will you give me back my Sophie?”

I took her downstairs to the basement taking extra care on the
steep stairs both for her sake and that of my ankle.  I opened
the safe and passed her the vase; she held it to her chest and her
eyes became moist.  I murmured.

“Worth the risk?”

She nodded, obviously lost for words, and we went back
upstairs.  After a moment she fixed me with her stare.

“She your intended?”

“I hope so, time will tell.”

“Well don’t wait too long, she’d be good for you.”

Before I could reply Jennifer and Yolande returned and the two
visitors picked up their coats to leave.  I decided to try a
long shot.

“Before you go, there are some papers I can’t find like the
registration documents for the Rover and Metropolitan.  Did he
have any favourite hidey-holes?”

Mrs Du Pres gave a short cackle like laugh.

“He used to stuff papers all over the place.  You can try
under the Aga, there’s a loose flagstone under there.  Or you
can look in the bottom of the safe – there’s a plate in the bottom
that covers the bolts that go into the concrete; he used to put
stuff under there.  Or you can try and radios he’s got loaned
out to museums, he used to seal them with wax so they couldn’t be
opened and put all sorts of rubbish in them.”

She turned to go and turned back to me.

“And we were never here.”

They left with her clutching the vase as if it were made of
gold.  I made Yolande a cup of tea and we sat down.

“Could you place Jennifer’s accent?”

“She’s Danish.”

She showed me a small business card for Mrs Susan Brook, IT
Consultant with an address in Copenhagen.  I whistled.

“If her mother knew that you had that she’d go ape.”

Yolande smiled that knowing female smile of hers.

“Jennifer, or Susan as she really is, told me about the
escape.  Her mum booked the flight on a day when she knew Mr
Grant couldn’t go and after they took off they flew to Brussels and
then travelled to Amsterdam by train.  From there they flew to
New York only to board a cruise ship to Oslo eight days
later.  From Oslo they travelled by train and ferry to
Copenhagen.  Her brother apparently met them in New York to
give them all their new passports and they became a Danish
family.  They’d all chosen their new names and it was a total
family conspiracy, they must have loathed him a great deal.”

“Why did she give you the card?”

“I said that I’d e-mail her if we found anything else.”

Yolande got up to go.

“I’d better go home and have dinner, be back at four OK?”

“Can’t wait.” 

I intercepted her before she reached the door, gave her a kiss
and held onto her. 

“Mrs Du Pres reckons that I shouldn’t let you go.”

She kissed me back, “Sounds like a wise woman.”

Yolande didn’t leave for at least ten minutes.

 


           
I spent the early afternoon practicing the piano.  I’d set
myself the task of learning Brahms Piano Concerto No 1 and was
labouring with the long first movement.  I got so lost in the
task that I was startled when Yolande appeared beside me and
offered me a bowl of hot-pot.  I tell you they were both
welcome.  She removed the empty dish from me and grinned.

“So what did you find?”

“Haven’t looked, thought I’d wait for you.”

We started in the kitchen and as Mrs Du Pres said there was a
loose flagstone under the cooker.  It took some effort to
remove and we were rewarded with a child’s bracelet and a set of
spare keys for the Rover.  The basement was next and frankly I
didn’t expect much.  Yolande unscrewed the base plate in the
safe and under it, nestling between four huge bolt-heads were no
less than seven envelopes and a set of keys.  Yolande screwed
down the base-plate and we retreated to the kitchen, I was all of a
wobble.  “You open them.”

Yolande left the envelopes on the table for me to stare at and
made us a cup of tea.  We then sat side by side as close to
each other as possible and she picked up the first envelope. 
At first we thought that it was empty, but on a closer inspection
it contained a small newspaper clipping containing a brief report
on the mysterious disappearance of Mari Mathu.  Across the
bottom in an almost illegible scrawl were the words ‘all is
lost.’ 

Yolande said quietly.

“His family ran away and faked their deaths to be rid of him, I
wonder if she did the same; ran away to be rid of him that is?”

 


           
The second envelope contained the registration documents for the
Rover and the Metropolitan plus the invoice for the first
restoration of the Metropolitan.

 


           
The third envelope contained all his certificates starting with his
O level and working through to his degree in Electrical
Engineering.  Yolande sniffed.

“He only got a pass degree.  The guy makes a fortune out of
radios and he only got a pass degree.”

“His strengths were probably elsewhere.”  I cockily
replied, that is assuming the chap had any strengths, so far we’d
only heard about his weaknesses.

 


           
The fourth envelope held one beautiful photograph of Mari
Mathu.  She was leaving a hotel and striding down the steps;
she looked like a million dollars and doubtless that one photograph
stirred the hormones of many a young man.  Yolande
murmured.

“Wasn’t she beautiful,” and I detected a longing in her
voice.

I murmured that beauty was in the eye of the beholder and that
she was just as beautiful to me; I was rewarded with a kiss.

 


           
The fifth envelope held a black and white grainy photograph of Mari
Mathu on the steps of some concrete and glass building.  It
could have been taken anywhere, but on the back small neat
handwriting proclaimed that it was in Vientiane, Laos  in
March 1987.  There was also a photocopy of a marriage
register, but it was in an Lao and incomprehensible.  I
checked the back of the photocopy and just found a date, once again
1987.

 


           
The sixth envelope held five bearer bonds that were exactly like
the others we had found except that one of them had a neat ring
from a coffee cup in the centre.  I could have screamed with
delight, five bonds that was another £74,088.65 for the bank
account and a reasonable cushion for expenses to come.

 


           
Yolande picked up the seventh envelope and tipped out four
passports.  All had a photograph of Mr Grant on the back page
and none of them were in his name.  One had been used for
trips to America, one for trips to South Africa, one was blank and
one had been used for trips to Laos.  None had stamps in them
after 1988.  Yolande spent a minute of two looking at them and
then announced in a sort of awed voice.

“I think he used two of these looking for his family – he must
have suspected that they were not dead.  Remember Mrs Du Pres
spun you a yarn about going to America, well he went there no less
that twelve times in two years, each time to a different
airport.”

 She picked up the other used passport.

“He went to Laos once in late 1988, I think the stamp says
November.”

We both knew that that visit had been after Mari Mathu, but he
had been looking in the wrong country.  Yolande sighed.

“I wonder if he ever saw the 1993 article about Mari Mathu in
Vietnam with her boat-building husband?”

I didn’t answer and Yolande put the passports back into the
envelope and said.

“Aga?”

“Be for the best.”

She slipped off her stool and fed the passports to the ever
hungry flames of the Aga.  She then crouched down and reached
under the Aga to test the solidity of the other flagstone that
resided beneath it.  She grunted, picked up a screwdriver and
using it as a lever prised another flagstone out of it’s
socket.  She put her fingers underneath and groped around
successfully fishing out a white A4 sized paper bag and two
postcards.  She removed the screwdriver to replace the
flagstone and brought her prizes to the table. 

“Thought I’d try the other stone, men are so unimaginative.”

 


           
The postcards filled in a little more of the picture of the last
years of Mr Grant.  The first one was dated July 1985 and was
postmarked New York.  It was of some friend of his called
Jason who said that he was having a wonderful time and had been
surprised to see Mr Grant’s wife and family doing the tour of the
Statue of Liberty, but hadn’t been able to get close enough to talk
to them.  The second was a business type postcard with the
address on one side and a message in small typeface on the
other.  It was stark and simple and obviously from a firm of
private investigators.  It confirmed that Mr Grants family had
arrived in New York by air from Amsterdam; it also said that there
was no record of their departure from New York by either air or
sea.  It also remarked dryly that America had an extensive
rail network and that passengers were not obliged to give names and
addresses.  Yolande looked at me.

“So he knew that they were alive; why the trunks?”

I had no idea and was itching to see what was in the paper
bag.  “Not a clue; perhaps he made them up before he got the
postcard.”

She looked doubtful and reached for the paper bag; I held my
breath.  She extracted a flimsy air-mail letter that had
obviously been much read.  Yolande read it and muttered to
herself, I was disappointed it wasn’t a bearer bond, but dead
curious. 

“Come on, what is it?”

“It’s a letter from Mari Mathu to Mr Grant.”

She started reading, “Dear John,  I hear on the grapevine
that you have been searching for me and staying in Vientiane. 
Please do not do this any more.  What we had was wonderful,
but it could not last and I would rather treasure the memories of
the fabulous times we had together than meet you and realise that
we are now apart.  I have chosen a different way of life and
am happy and content and, as you probably know, am married to a
good man whom I do not intend to cheat on.  Thank you for the
wonderful times we had.  Remember to enjoy a real life and not
let it slip away while your looking elsewhere.  Love 
Mati.”

She turned it over, “It’s postmarked Cambodia January 1989.”

We sat in silence for a few moments and she slipped the letter
back into the paper bag.  She sighed, “What now?”

“How are you at taking the backs off radios?”










Chapter 19
Just Crusin' Along


Despite the need to convert the bearer bonds into cash it was a
week before we managed to get to London.  The Prime reason for
this was the weather as by Tuesday morning it had really closed in
and snowed with a vengeance, so much so that Yolande couldn’t make
it out to the rectory in her van and I had to pick her up and
return her using the Rover.  By Thursday even that was getting
too dodgy and Yolande stayed at home.  Saturday brought slight
relief as the snow turned to sleet and then rain.  By Sunday
afternoon the roads were clear, but covered in sheet ice in the
mornings.  Sunday evening I drove to Church and almost
immediately got sucked in to playing the organ as the usual
organist had not arrived.  As I expected the St James organ
was a magnificent beast and I knew that I would enjoy playing
it.  After the service the vicar came and sat beside me on the
organ bench while I finished off a fugue.  As the notes died
away and I turned the blower off he told me in a sort of bewildered
tone that someone had dug up my tin trunks. 

“I don’t understand it,” he said, “they must have come in the
middle of the snowstorm to dig them up and have known exactly where
they were.”

“Really?”  I replied, knowing full well who’d dug them
up.

“Really, they must have used a mini-digger with caterpillar
tracks.”

“And nobody noticed?”

“Not in this weather.”

He looked so embarrassed that I put his mind at rest. 

“Look, we did our bit in burying them, there’s no body parts
involved and nothing of material value, so lets just shrug it off
as one of those things and get back to living.”

He looked relieved.

“Are you sure?”

“Sure I’m sure, we don’t want people getting the wrong idea that
bodies are being dug up do we?”

He turned white.

“Definitely not, and thank you.”

He shot off to get some coffee and I hoped that the Du Pres
family, or whatever they were really called, were helped by having
at least some mementoes of their young lives.

 


           
Monday Yolande and I journeyed to the Radio museum, we went there
first just in case; just in case we found some more bonds.  We
were expected and ushered into a small room that had a sort of
varnished table, well it must have been varnished at sometime as
the edges still retained some of the brown substance.  As
requested we were left alone and Yolande set to work, beginning, in
a perverse female manner, with the smallest radio.  By the
time she got to radio number five I was already both bored and
excited.  Radio seven yielded a small black and white
photograph of Mr Grant.  Radio ten yielded a one dollar note
and the last radio yielded a small plastic box that was
empty.  Yolande sat back and I stretched.

“Well that was a waste of time.”

She sat at the table and counted the radios, I was keen to just
go.  She re-counted the radios, “I thought that you said there
were seventeen, there’s only fifteen here.”

Fifteen, seventeen, what did it matter. 

“So?”

“So, we’ve come all this way.”

I sought out the museum curator who became so sycophantic I
almost vomited.  Ten minutes later the museum technician
carried in two more, much larger, radios and gave me an
apprehensive look.  I went straight in for the kill.

“I guess you know what we’re looking for?”

He turned red and gave the door a furtive look.

“I’ll pay it back, I didn’t think that anybody knew it was
there.”

“Does that make it right?”

He sat down and put his head in his hands.

“My wife said that I should put it back.”

“Put what back?”

“The £1000 I found in the Grant Superior.”

I felt for him, I imagined what I would do if I found £1000
tucked away in an old radio.

“What did you do with the money?”

“I bought a swinging Moses basket for the nipper, a new dress
for the misses and put the rest towards a holiday; I’ll pay it
back, honest.”

“Did you look in any other radios?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

He shrugged, “They’ve got wax seals over some screws.”

“Then why the Superior?”

“It went faulty and I knew that the problem would be one of the
soldered connections to the loudspeaker.”

“And it works now?”

“Of course.”

“OK, keep the money, call it your repair fee, but next time
ask.”

His face lit up and he stammered his thanks as Yolande took the
back off of the last radio; it was empty of anything but
circuitry.  She put the back on and the technician gathered
the radios together.  He frowned.

“Do you want the loudspeaker cabinets as well?”

“What loudspeaker cabinets?”

“We’ve got a set of Grant megaphone type speakers and another
set of Grant full-box speakers, I believe they were intended for an
American group, but they never collected them and Mr Grant passed
them to us.”

I nodded, he frowned again.

“They’re rather large, it would be easier if we went to
them.”

We followed him through the museum and two things struck me,
firstly the museum was laid out superbly and secondly there were no
visitors. 

“Where is everyone?”

I got a bored reply.

“School trips don’t start till next week and we don’t usually
get many visitors on a Monday.”

Yolande whispered to me.

“How does this place pay for itself?”

I had no answer, but unfortunately I was to find out
later.  The technician took us into the final exhibition hall
and led us to a huge stack of loudspeakers, I counted eight grey
boxes.  Yolande took the backs off of them all and found
absolutely nothing.  I turned to the technician.

“And that’s all the Grant items?”

He nodded.

“Except for the Sporadismon, but that’s not on display.”

Yolande raised an eyebrow.

“What on earth is a Sporadismon?”

“It’s a radio juke box, I think he had it made for some
display.  You put in your money and choose a radio station,
just like a juke box.  You then get ten minutes before it
turns off.”

I was not impressed.

“What’s special about that?”

He grinned.

“You can also choose a type of music option and it will only
play music from selected radio stations and hunt around for another
piece of music of the type requested from another radio station,
hence it gives you sporadic pieces of radio to monitor –
Sporadismon!”

We went into a back room and he showed us the beast.  It
did indeed look like a juke box.  Yolande and the technician
took the back off after pulling it out from the wall.  Inside
it was a total mess, wires ran everywhere and there were various
pieces of circuitry at odd angles in odd places.  I turned to
the technician, “Does it work?”

He shook his head, “That’s why it’s out here.  We did write
to Mr Grant asking his permission to try and repair it, but he
never replied.”

I smiled at him.

“Well you have my permission and you can have a go at getting it
to work.”

He licked his lips in anticipation and I watched Yolande ease a
piece of familiar looking paper out from under a circuit board –
bearer bond number six was now in my grubby palms.

 


           
Out of courtesy I went to see the curator before I left and he
obsequiously passed me an envelope, “Minutes of the last two
trustee meetings, I hope that you will be able to come to this
years meeting.”

I became wary of curators bearing gifts.

“Am I a trustee?”

“You are if your Mr Grant’s heir.”

“What does it involve?”

He looked surprised that I should ask.

“Two meetings a year and the occasional appearance if we have
royalty or suchlike looking round.”

I relaxed, that wasn’t too onerous.  Yolande asked
casually.

“Any financial responsibilities?”

He held his hands together in a deferential mode.

“Of course, Mr Holmes will be one of our financial
guarantors.”

Warning bells rang in my head, loud and clear. 

“Which means?”

He picked up a ‘History of the Museum’ leaflet.  “It’s all
in here.  Mr Grant of Grant Radios, Mr Smedly of Smedly
Electronics and Mr Weber of Weber’s Wirelesses set up the museum in
the early 1980s.  They set up a core fund of a million pounds
between them and bought the premises.  They specified that
entrance to the museum must be free and that wages and purchases
funded from the interest on the core fund.  Over then next few
years they each topped up the core fund until it stood at three
million pounds.”

  I relaxed.

“So you’re financially solvent?”

He smiled.

“Oh yes, we can adequately pay the wages and buy interesting
radios and as long as the guarantors cover major building repairs
there is no inkling of us having to close down.”

I heard the warning bells again.

“Building repairs?”

“Nothing grand at the moment, but sometime in the not to far
future we will have to replace the lifts, they’ve been in situ for
twenty-five years and I believe they were second-hand when we
acquired them.”

Yolande suddenly grinned, I didn’t see what was so funny.

“How much will it cost?”  She innocently asked.

He gave a tremulous smile, “Around £64,000 I’m believe.”

I sighed with partial relief, “And that will be split three
ways?”

He looked slightly embarrassed.

“In theory, but Mr Weber and Mr Smedly pulled out of the museum
in the early 1990s and Mr Grant was our only active guarantor.”

Phrases like ‘He giveth with the left hand and taketh away with
the right’ crossed my mind. 

“What happens if I don’t pay up?”

He became glum.

“We’d have to nibble away at our core fund,” he sighed heavily.
“There is after all no legal obligation for you to pay up as both
Mr Smedly and Mr Webber pointed out.”

Yolande put her head on one side.

“And how big or small is the core fund at the moment?”

He licked his lips.

“Just about 3.3 million pounds.”

I could almost see Yolande’s mind whirring.

“And what’s the staff costs per annum?”

He looked away.

“There’s me, the technician, two security staff who double as
reception staff and three part-time tour guides.  All in all
some quarter of a million.”

“And what’s your annual yield on the core fund?”

He fidgeted.

“About 8%, we have some very good investments in the far
East.” 

Yolande grinned, but I got there first, as I said numbers were
my strong point. 

“So you have more than enough to cover the wage bill and pay for
the lifts.”

He raised his hands as if requesting an offering.

“I always like a  margin of safety.”

I stood up.

“Not at my expense, I’ll see you at the trustees meeting.”

We left and I put my arms over Yolande’s shoulder.

“You’ve just saved me making a fool of myself, I was certain
that I’d lose the money from these bonds; after all that is the
story of my life.”

She moved closer to me.

“Well let’s say that I’m working hard to change the habits of a
lifetime – your lifetime that is.”

 


           
After another visit to DeMills Bank and another eighty-eight grand
into my bank account we did some shopping.  I bought a new
parka and persuaded Yolande to let me buy her a new overcoat; you
know I never realised that women’s clothing was so expensive!

 


           
Come Friday Yolande made the statement that I had been dreading,
she had finished her work and the house wiring was complete. 
She came up to the flat, but announced that it didn’t need
re-wiring, nor did the power feed to the stable block need
replacing.  All in all she had nothing left to do.  I
knew that I was going to greatly miss seeing her every day.  I
took her down to the garage and sat her in Miranda. 

“A little bird tells me that it’s your birthday next
Thursday?”

She half-smiled.

“I stopped counting when I was threatened with twenty-two.”

I passed her the registration document for the Metropolitan, or
Miranda as she affectionately referred to it. 

“Well here’s the first instalment of your birthday present.”

The smile on her face made the gift worthwhile.  In truth I
had investigated selling the little car, but the classic car market
was in one of it’s doldrums and I had decided to hang onto it just
before I heard it from Barney that it was her birthday on
Thursday.  She ran her hands over the steering wheel.

“No-ones ever given me a car before.”

“Not so much a car as a motorised pram.”

She leant over and kissed me on the cheek, I took my chance.

“And may I take you out for a meal on Thursday?”

She looked at me with slightly apprehensive eyes.

“You won’t do anything stupid will you?”

As if I would.

“Such as?”

“Such as taking me to an expensive restaurant and me having to
call the fire brigade.”

I understood fully were she was coming from.

“So you choose, what’s your favourite venue?”

She went slightly pink.

“I know you’ve got pots of money and I know that you’d be
generous, but can we go to the Deben Hotel?  They do
lovely…”

I put my hand onto hers.

“If that’s what you want, that is what you shall have.”

She looked up at me, “… and Thursday night is karaoke night in
their function room.”

I think I managed to suppress my physical cringe, but I’m not
sure and she won’t say.

 


           
Before we reached the Thursday I had to go through the rest of the
week and as I suspected I was like a man with a missing part. 
It’s not as if I was idle, I had my floorboard expert in (despite
Yolande’s plan B) and took some time to visit the carpenter, who,
despite Yolande’s warnings, seemed to be making good
progress.  To my surprise Thursday became a sensational
day.  Firstly the merry floor-board men didn’t turn up as they
had to finish a job elsewhere, secondly the chandelier was
delivered and thirdly Yolande came to fit it.  She’d already
installed a huge hook for it to hang on and the process of
installing it was remarkably simple and just involved a block and
tackle and nerves of steel (from Yolande that is as she balanced on
a plank that was resting on the banister rails.)  However, we
had a major surprise just as she was go into the loft to complete
the wiring.  She always listened to the radio as she worked
and I had got used to the constant background drone.  Just as
she was about to mount the ladder to the loft she suddenly shrieked
and turned the radio up.  The DJ was obviously talking about
some album or other.  “…and the fact that it is a live
recording with an enthusiastic audience adds that certain ambience
that makes the whole thing rather special.”

A second DJ interrupted.

“It certainly does and I must admit that the quality of her
voice and his piano medleys mean that although this will probable
be a budget album, there is nothing budget about the contents.”

The first DJ resumed.

“In fact we like it so much we’re going to make it our record of
the week next week, but just to whet your appetite here is Love
Letters from ‘An Evening with Yolande and Richard Holmes.’ 
Now this is just a demo album sent to me, but I tell you if it’s
not on release by this time next week I’ll want to know why.”

To my utter amazement there was the sounds of the familiar piano
introduction and then Yolande’s voice filled the echoey hall, she
sounded marvellous.

 


           
As the music died away and the DJs went on to discuss the merits,
or otherwise, of the latest album from Dollymix on a selection of
sea-shanties set to a reggae beat and Yolande turned the radio down
again. 

“That was us?”

“I rather believe that it was.”

“And we’re going to be record of the week.”

“I rather believe we are.”

She looked me in the eyes.

“Did you know about this?”

I raised my hands in surrender, Yolande on the warpath I did not
want. 

“Not a clue, in fact Sam hasn’t been in touch since he recorded
us.”

I picked my phone up of my pocket and Yolande climbed into the
loft.  The conversation with Sam was short, friendly and
expensive.  Yolande appeared from the loft and closed the
hatch.

“Well?”

I took a deep breath.

“Well apparently he had one CD that he had laid down from his
computer and used it to provide background music at some gig he was
engineering for.  That DJ, what’s his name?”

“Gerry Hogan.”

“Well he was at the gig, took the album from Sam and the next
thing he knows is we’re album of the week on Radio 2.”

Yolande wiped her hands on a piece of kitchen roll, I did like
the way she did that.  She shrugged

“So we’re not quite hitting the high street yet.”

“Maybe not next week, but certainly the week after.  He’s
got a friend who runs a record label, one of those budget jobs, and
if we pay five grand for the up-front costs then we’re on the
streets as soon as they can print the CDs.”

She came over and put her hands round my waist.

“And I know you, you’ve just said you’ll pay.”

I nodded and she kissed me, I thought that this was rather a
good arrangement.

 


           
Yolande left mid-afternoon and I had some serious travelling to
do.  First off I went to Aldeburgh and saw Sam and gave him a
cheque for £6,000, it seems that he forgot about the print costs of
the album covers.  Then I rushed to a shop in Aldeburgh High
Street and finally raced home in time to shoot over to Yolande’s to
pick her up for her birthday meal.  For once the whole timing
was perfect, I didn’t crash, run out of petrol or encounter an
inebriated yak; perhaps my life was changing and changing for the
better.










Chapter 20
After Joy Come Pain


The meal was pleasant enough, but nothing special, but note that
I’m talking about the food here.  Yolande was special, she was
wearing a dress that made her look like a film-star; mind you she
could have worn a paper bag and I still would have thought that she
looked like a film star.  After the meal we drifted out of the
restaurant to have our coffee and Yolande dragged me down a tiny
corridor next to the grand staircase.  The corridor turned out
to be a dead end, but in a nook under the staircase was a
two-seater settee that had been squeezed under the stairs.  We
sat down and as if by magic the porter brought us our coffee. 
She became demure.

“You said I had to wait ‘till coffee for my birthday present,”
she purred.

I put my hand in my jacket pocket and slipped a CD into her
hands.  On the front was a picture of her in her ball-gown and
me at the piano, her eyes became like saucers.

“Where did you get this?”

“I asked Sam to run one off for me; told him it was your
birthday.”

She ran her fingers over the cover and then peered at it.

“He’s got the title wrong, it should be ‘An Evening with
Yolande, and Richard Holmes,’ but he’s missed out the comma so it
looks as if we’re married.”

I took a small package out of my pocket, went down on one knee –
not easy in that confined space I can tell you – and held it out to
her. 

“I’m not good at speeches, but I wondered if you would like to
marry me?”

She sat perfectly still, I remember that she sat perfectly
still.  Time seemed to go into suspended animation and then
she took the ring and whispered.

“Before I answer, can we talk?  Just for two minutes can we
talk and then I’ll answer.”

I wondered what next, I had half expected a flat ‘no,’ but not a
‘can we talk.’ 

“Of course.”

I replied nonchalantly knowing in my heart that if a girl
doesn’t say ‘yes’ she means ‘no’.

 


           
I somehow managed to get myself onto the settee without knocking
the coffee over and waited.   Waited for the ‘you’re a
great bloke, but…’ or ‘perhaps it’s best if were just friends,’ or
‘I really value your friendship, however…’  Yolande meanwhile
poured out some coffee, placed the ring between the cups, held onto
my hand and looked me in the eyes. 

“I thought that you might propose this evening and I’ve been
thinking a few things through.”

Here it comes I thought, the axe of doom.  She continued to
look into my eyes and said somewhat shyly.

“And I want to tell you that my answer has nothing to do with
your inheritance, if you were still a bank clerk I’d give you the
same answer.”

I suppose ‘no’ is ‘no’ in any language no matter how you dress
it up.  She took a sip of coffee,

“Secondly I want you to realise that I don’t particularly want
fame and fortune, well not the fame bit anyway.  If our record
is successful I don’t want to go on endless tours living out of
suitcases in hotels, I just want to live at home and do the
occasional live concert.  I’m a home-bird really.”

Was this the you may come so close and no closer bit?  She
hesitated.

“And I think you ought to know that I want children, not lots of
them, but maybe one or two; whatever God provides really.”

Children?  She was talking about children?  Maybe
there was hope even yet.  She took another sip of coffee as if
steadying herself; steadying herself to say no?  She put her
cup down and gripped my hand in both of hers.

“And I want to add that I’ve been proposed to once before and I
said no.  I said no because I knew that as much as I liked
being with him I could not love him; that’s a few years ago now and
I know I made the right decision then.”

I waited for the axe, if she’d said no once she could say it
twice, after all she’d had practice.  She squeezed my
hand.

“But with you it’s different, that’s why I know I was right last
time.  I didn’t love him, but I do love you.”

My heart did a somersault, I swear it did a double back flip
with a twist.  She suddenly let go of me

“So in the light of all that do you want to ask me again, or
have a think yourself?”

What was there to think about?  I knelt on one knee again
and held the ring out; before I could say a word she smiled, said
“Yes” and grabbed the ring.  She then kissed me on the
forehead and helped me back onto the settee, thus preventing any
major coffee spills.  I breathed a sigh of relief.

“For one moment I thought…”

She grinned as she examined the ring on her finger.

“And once the meal had finished I thought you weren’t going
to.”

I held her left hand, “The ring is OK?  If you don’t like
it…”

She laughed.

“Is it the one from the jewelers in Aldeburgh?”

“Yes.”

“Then it’s perfect.”

I picked up my coffee cup and realised that my hand was
trembling, but she had said yes – she had just said yes!

 


           
Now I am sure that we had deep and meaningful discussions that
night on that settee, after all she did not go to the karaoke
session.  However, to be truthful I remember little of it as I
was so overwhelmed that she had said yes.  Said yes knowing
that I was prone to disaster and had ears like a pair of
jug-handles.  I do, however, remember two things, mainly
because they were important.  I remember that she wanted a
low-key church wedding and I remember realising as we talked that
she wanted to live in the rectory.  In her mind there was no
selling it for a huge profit, we were restoring it to be our
home.  By the end of the evening we had it all worked out; she
would have the downstairs study as an office and I would have an
electric organ installed in the piano room.  We would sleep in
the master bedroom and grow tomatoes in the conservatory.  For
the first time, the very first time, I began to consider the
rectory as home; my what a difference a woman makes!

 


           
If Thursday was a huge success then Friday proved Newton’s law was
right; to every success comes and equal and opposite
disaster.  I should have known, should have been prepared;
after all during the whole of my life I had never had anything good
happen without some disaster being hot in it’s heels.  Like
most good disasters in came in stages with each stage adding to the
other.  The mail was the first stage; there was only one
letter, but it was a death-knell to my currency speculation. 
Vera had resigned from the bank, the letter didn’t say why. 
In her place I was offered spotty William.  One phone call put
an end to that idea and I pulled out of any speculative investments
while I considered my options.  At least Vera had made me
£3001 in the few week she had had the money so all was not
lost.

 


           
The next disaster segment arrived mid-morning in the form of 
Alice my half sister.  She had developed into a young thin
rat-faced woman and was clearly following in her mother’s
footsteps.  She declined to come in the house so we stood on
the doorstep.  She placed her hands on her hips like some sort
of scolding matron and turned her nose up. 

“Mum says that you ought to know that Mark is in hospital.”

There was something in her tone that disturbed me; why should
she ensure that I know? 

“In Italy?”

“No, in Ipswich.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

She turned up her nose, sniffed and curled her lip; she was
definitely following in her mother's footsteps.

“Why don’t you go and find out?”

I snapped back a reply, Alice always had that effect on me.

“I don’t want to have to go there to find out if you already
know!”

She grinned, she’d already won the battle, that is wound me up
in as few words as possible.

“You need to go; they want his next of kin.”

“Isn’t Effie with him?”

She sniffed again, oh how I hated that sound.

“She is, but she’s not his next of kin she’s his trollop.”

I would have given a smart retort, but she’d already turned to
leave and I just pitied the poor guy who had placed the engagement
ring on her finger, no man deserved that.

 


           
After texting Yolande (we had been due to met for lunch) I went to
the hospital.  Mark was on an obscure ward towards the back of
the medical wing; either it was my imagination or it was grimier
and less well staffed than the other wards I had visited.  I
stumbled upon Effie in the day-room, she looked years older than I
remembered.  I cast my mind back and realised that it had been
over twelve years since I had seen her; still she seemed to have
aged twenty years and aged badly.  She was thin and flabby, as
if she had lost stones in weight, but the deeply tanned skin hadn’t
shrunk; her face still had the same weasel like features but with
heavy wrinkles around the eyes and huge sad bags under her
ever-moving dark blue eyes.  Only the hair remained the same,
bright ginger, but I suspected that a bottle had something to do
with that.  I sat down next to her and she gazed suspiciously
at me, then realisation dawned.

“Richard?”  She gasped.

“The same, how are you Effie?”

In response she coughed, not the gentle noise of throat
clearing, but the dreadful hack of someone with fluid in their
lungs. 

“Not too bad, bit of pneumonia that’s all.”

“On antibiotics?” I asked casually.

She shook her head.

“Not under the NHS are we, been out of the country too
long.”

I was appalled and then mystified, I’d understood every word she
had said.

“You’re accents changed since we last met.”

She gave a half-hearted smile

“Earned a living teaching English as a foreign language, there’s
not much call for Glaswegian as a foreign language so I had to
learn to speak proper like.”

I changed the subject.

“What’s up with Mark?”

She looked away and took on the disposition of a turkey at
Christmas. 

“Kidney failure, he caught some nasty infection in Bangladesh
and we hoped that by moving to Italy the climate would help him
recover, but it only postponed the evil day.”

“Both kidneys?”

She sighed, a deep longing heartfelt sigh.

“One’s gone and the other is going fast.”

I realised as she spoke that she loved him and thought that he
was going to die. 

“Alice told me that they wanted a next of kin, but I thought
that you were married.”

She grimaced.

“We are, but we married in Bhutan and there is some doubt if the
marriage is valid here as it was conducted by a local Buddhist monk
and we have no paperwork to prove it.  In any case it’s not
next of kin by marriage they’re after; it’s his biological next of
kin they’re seeking.”

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to understand the implications
of that statement and I patted her on the knee and made for the
ward.  Even though I was firmly told that it was out of
visiting hours I was allowed in to see him, after putting on a gown
and mask that is.  Mark was lying on a bed that should have
been sent to the scrap yard years ago and I suddenly realised that
this was the outside-the-NHS budget treatment that the Government
had been crowing about as a means of reducing what they called
health tourism.  He turned and looked at me and then, somehow
managed a grin for he looked dreadful, unbelievably
dreadful. 

“Well if it isn’t my younger brother, I would say that it’s good
to see you, but the environment is not what I had hoped for.”

I sat down on a bare wooden chair with peeling varnish and torn
leatherette. 

“You never said that you were ill.”

He sat up with the painful slowness of an ancient of
days. 

“Didn’t think that you’d be interested.”

“Well I am interested, you’re the only brother I’ve got.”

He closed his eyes.

“I’ve missed you bro, I’ve not missed England or that harridan
we call a step-mother, but I missed you.  I just didn’t know
how to say it and somehow never got round to it.”

I realised that I’d missed him too and held his hand.  He
suddenly looked at me.

“Will you do something for me bro?  Will you find a priest
to marry Effie and I in here?  I know I’ve married her once
already, but I want our marriage to be recognised here.”

I knew as only a brother can know that he meant recognised as a
legal widow.  He expected to die and was trying to do the best
he could for Effie.  I swallowed hard.

“Of course, but what about a kidney transplant?”

He gave a hollow laugh

“No chance.  First I’d have to find a kidney and secondly
I’d have to find £20,000 and even you couldn’t get your bank to
give me a loan so it’s not worth asking.”

I realised that he still thought that I worked for the bank,
that was reasonable as I hadn’t told him otherwise.  I patted
his hand.

“Don’t work there any more and £20,000 is no problem, not for a
brother.”

He looked mystified.

“I came into an inheritance from an eccentric industrialist so
although I’m not loaded, I’ve more than enough to cover this.”

He smiled weakly.

“You’re joking, my brother with that sort of money?”

“It’s a long story, I’ll tell you when your well.”

I left that rat-hole of a side-ward and sought out the
charge-nurse; she look harassed and war-weary and was clearly
expecting an argument as she fired the first shot. 

“Look, before you say anything I do the best I can; this is a
Government policy, it’s not my policy, OK?”

I pointed to Richard’s side-ward.

“I want him moved to a private wad and I want his wife to be
given antibiotics; I’ll foot the bill.”

She stepped back in surprise.

“It’ll cost you £300 a day minimum.”

“He’s my brother.”

She seemed to accept that and made a phone call.  The
response was swift, outrageously swift as my brother was moved
within the hour.  It was clear that the hospital governors
were content to run such a ward and equally content to fleece me of
my money as fast as possible.  I wandered back to the day room
and found Yolande sitting on the floor with Effie and holding her
hand.  I squatted beside them.

“I’ve had Mark transferred to a private ward and told them to
give you some antibiotics.”

Effie looked up like a grateful puppy, well a grateful wrinkled
and war-torn puppy.  She rattled off a series of hacking
coughs as a nurse appeared, a neatly scrubbed and unharassed
looking nurse, who first squatted beside her and then took her off
for an antibiotic injection.  Yolande looked at me.

“This is terrible.”

I nodded.

“You hear about these Government policies, but never realise
what they mean.  In their case it means that they don’t get
NHS treatment as they’ve been outside Europe for too long; and if
they don’t get NHS treatment they don’t get any expensive
medication unless they can pay the full market price.”

Yolande gave me an odd look. 

“I mean Mark’s kidney failure and the fact that they have
nowhere to live.”

I leant against the wall.

“I guess one of my kidneys will fit him.”  I was trying to
appear nonchalant and give the image that I gave away one of my
kidneys every day of the week.

I saw fear flit across Yolande’s face, just for a microsecond;
she covered it up quickly, but it was there. 

“I thought that you weren’t close.”

I half shrugged.

“He’s still my brother and he’s not going to get a donor any
other way in time.”

She came a squatted next to me and held my hand.

“I’ll support you in this you know, if I had a sister I’d do the
same.”

I wondered if she realised that I was terrified; I didn’t like
hospitals at the best of times, but voluntarily putting myself
forward for a major operation with my track record was really
stretching the point.  Yolande massaged my hand.

“They’ve got nothing you know.  They invested all their
money in a scrubby vineyard and lost the lot with some form of root
fungus.” 

She paused watching my eyes.

“We’ve got plenty of room.”  She murmured.

The thought had already crossed my mind, but I was glad that it
was Yolande who brought the subject up. 

“I’d thought of that too, but I didn’t really want Effie to move
in first in case it became Effie’s house and not your house.”

She kissed me on the cheek.

“Silly, they wouldn’t stay, not for too long; they’ve got the
wanderlust in their souls.”

I knew that she was right.

“You make the offer to Effie, It’ll  sound better coming
from you.”

She nodded,

“There’s something else you ought to know.” 

She paused as if choosing the right words.

“Mark doesn’t blame you for your mother’s death, least not any
more.  Effie lost a child four years ago and nearly died
herself.  Apparently they were miles from any hospital and the
baby was breech and six weeks premature.  He realised then
that it wasn’t your fault, but has never been able to tell
you.”

I was gobsmacked,

“She was pregnant and he never said?”

Yolande nodded slowly and said softly.

“She’s had two miscarriages and lost both near full term.”

I came to grips with the fact that I’d always assumed that my
brother was swanning around the world having a wonderful carefree
existence when in fact he’d had his share of tragedies and was now
at death’s door. 

“Tell her she can move in as soon as she likes and I’ll try and
organise a bed.”

She put her hand on my arm.

“They’ve got a container full of furniture at Felixstowe docks,
well half a container.  According to her it was their bedroom
furniture and a three-piece suite; it’s all they salvaged from
their vineyard.”

She looked out of the window at the sleeting rain.

“I’ll tell them that they can have bedroom two as their bedroom
and set up a lounge for themselves in bedroom four, OK?”

“OK.”

I left Yolande talk to Effie while I went and checked that the
bedrooms were at least clean and to buy a cheap set of pots and
pans.

 


           
The  next phase of my disastrous day was a phone call from
Miss Bryony Carrington-Greeves.  She carefully explained to me
that she had been wrong.  The Institute of Radio Manufacturers
had intended to pick up the bill for the Bradleys patent
litigation, but they had gone bankrupt before the bill was
paid.  The upshot was that the Institute’s administrator had
only paid out 74.5p in the pound and Bradleys were now after their
remaining £50,000.  She tried to finish by saying that she
would pass the bill onto me.  I decided to argue.

“Just hold on there a moment, just how much did your firm take
from the estate as executor fees?”

She became all smooth and politician like. 

“As you are the heir and not the original owner of the estate we
have no need to tell you.”

My ire began to rise.

“Well I would estimate that you took around £180,000, which is
extortion in my book, especially as in the probate papers the
rectory is valued at circa £400,000 and you knew that it was
unsellable at that level due to the planning application for the
airport.”

She became frosty.

“What are you suggesting?”

“I’m suggesting that the lack of payment of the bill is your
mistake and that you will pay it from the extortionate  fees
you took from the estate.”

She laughed and I nearly lost my temper.  However I
retained control.

“How does a complaint to the law society sound?  Or an
article in the Solicitor’s Review?  Once it gets out that you
rip-off clients your name will be mud and your work will dry
up.”

“We’d sue you for libel.”

“Wouldn’t be libel would it, not if I’ve got the figures
right.  That is unless you wish to refund me some money.”

Another thought occurred to me.

“And perhaps I should contact Bitten and Jay, after all they are
the real legal executors, maybe their charges would be lower.”

“I’ll talk to Mr Bladdel,” she snapped before slamming the phone
down so hard my ears hurt.

 


           
Just as I was considering going to bed I noticed a police car
coming down the drive.  A minute or two later they knocked on
the garage door and I went down expecting some remarks about giant
black cats, instead it was a pair of very serious looking traffic
police.  The taller of the two stepped into the garage first,
eyed the Land Rover and smiled.

“Good evening sir; is this your Land Rover?”

I agreed it was, his smile broadened.

“Then would you care to accompany us to the station sir?”

The police station was the last place I wanted to go and I
became wary.

“What for?”

“You were clocked at over 100mph on the M25 this morning
sir.”

I laughed, maybe I shouldn’t have, but I laughed. 
Eventually I got my breath back and patted the Land Rover.

“You have got to be joking, I haven’t been anywhere near the M25
and if you can do 100 in this you’re a better man then me, I can’t
get it over 60mph and that’s flogging it to death.”

The second policemen entered the garage, inspected the Rover,
went outside again and started to use his radio.  The first
policeman looked at the Metropolitan.

“Unusual car sir, is it yours?”

“No, it’s my girl-friends.  It was mine but I gave it to
her.”

He made a note of the registration number of Miranda and Fiatimo
and also went outside to talk on his radio, I began to get a
sinking feeling.  Policeman number two arrived back
first. 

“Seems your in the clear sir, the Land Rover clocked for
speeding this morning was a Land Rover Discovery, looks like
someone has stolen your registration ID.  I’ve checked with
Swansea and this registration number is definitely for a Series One
Land Rover.”

“So now what?”

He shrugged, already losing interest.

“There are two ways of handling this sir.  One; sit tight
and in the end we’ll catch the blighter, that is if he doesn’t
change the registration again.  Some of these offenders make a
habit of changing the registration plates every week. 
However, if you adopt that course of action you may find yourself
snowed under with parking fines etc., every one of which you will
have to disclaim individually.  On the other hand you can
always change your registration number, legally that is, and the
problem is then Swansea’s not yours.”

“And how easy is that?”

“I believe you can do it on the Internet these days sir and then
send your registration book to Swansea to ratify the changes.”

Policeman number one re-entered the garage and smiled.

“Your other two cars are OK sir, except that the Metropolitan is
still registered to you.”

“I only gave it away recently and I’m still waiting for the log
book to return from the vehicle being registered to me.”

They nodded in unison and number two looked at his notebook.

“That’s the first reason for our visit sir, the second is from a
Mr Blain, who claims that you broke his windscreen with a
beer-keg.”

It took me a moment to orientate myself into what he was talking
about.

“Was that a Ford XR3 in the car-park of the Dolphin and
Ferret?”

“It was indeed sir.”

I raised my hands.

“Not me guv, but you could try the chap who used to be
barman.  He accepted a bribe from the XR3 owner to spike a
young woman’s drinks and lost his job over the affair.”

They turned to go and then turned back

“By the way sir, have you seen a big black cat around
here?  We keep getting reports of a panther in this area.”

I replied in the negative and shut the doors to go to bed, only
to find it occupied once again by a very wet and bedraggled fluffy
white cat.










Chapter 21
All Change




Saturday morning brought six items in the mail.  First of all
there were the registration documents for the Rover and the
Metropolitan.  I duly sent them back to Swansea to change the
Metropolitan to Yolande’s ownership and the Rover to a personalised
number-plate, well not very personalised as I’d just chosen any old
number from the right era.  Secondly there were three CDs from
Sam and finally the change of ownership documents for the church
fields, which I duly checked to make sure that the Lay
Chancellorship was included before I signed.  Next I talked to
my vicar on the phone, first of all to tell him about the fields
and secondly to talk about marriage in hospital.  After five
minutes he summerised his understanding of what I had told him in
his droll flat voice.

“So your brother and his Buddhist wife want to get legally
married in England before he goes in for a major operation or dies
of kidney failure.”

“I don’t think she’s a Buddhist, they just wanted to get married
and were in a part of Bhutan where only a Buddhist service was
available.”

He made some  sort of non-committal noise.

“Exactly how ill is he?”

“A kidney transplant is his only hope, even then the doctors
aren’t sure that it won’t suffer the same disease, it all depends
if they’ve managed to pump enough of the right antibiotics into
him.”

He made a funny humming noise.

“OK, I’ll go and see him and see what I can do.  He’ll need
a special licence, but Lambeth Palace is geared up to this sort of
thing.”

He put the phone down and I took a trip to the nearest sub-Post
Office to post off my documents.  Feeling very self-satisfied
I returned to find Yolande and Effie inside the rectory. 
Effie gave me a haunted look.

“They’ve turned me out the visitor’s accommodation.”

She looked so forlorn that I really felt for her. 

“How’s the cough?”

She gave a small smile.

“Slightly better, they’ve given me some antibiotics and some
linctus.”

She went to explore upstairs and Yolande took me off to one
side. 

“I think she’d rather be in the flat over the garage.”

“But that’s minuscule for one and incredibly cramped for
two.”

“I don’t mean when Mark is with her, I mean now.  She is
obviously overwhelmed by the size of this place and doesn’t fancy
sleeping here alone and frankly I can understand that.”

She snuggled up to me, “I know it’s a lot to ask, but…”

She didn’t fancy sleeping here?  What about me? 

“What about their furniture?”

“At least ten days away if she’s lucky.”

So my fate was sealed.  We spent Saturday buying a single
flat-pack pine bed, bedding, chairs and suchlike.  I lost
count of how many trips we did into Felixstowe, but by the evening
I was installed in bedroom number five on the top floor.  This
may seem strange, but the room was small enough for us to lay
carpet tiles and large enough for me to have a bed, wardrobe and
armchair in ridiculous comfort.  In Yolande’s grand plan it
would eventually become a spare bedroom, so nothing was lost by my
moving there now.  All in all by the time I went to bed I was
as tired as hell, but somehow happy that Effie could sleep
soundly.

 


           
Effie may have slept soundly, but I did not.  Despite my
tiredness the various sounds of the house kept me awake.  For
starters the wind blowing around the house made the column of air
in the stairwell resonate unless you propped open the doors to
either bedroom three or four.  Secondly the house
creaked.  I had been warned by the floorboard firm that the
boards would take time to settle and may creak for a while as the
house warmed up and cooled down; they were right.  In addition
the plumbing worked fine and didn’t gurgle, but in the empty house
the sound of the either of the two pumps was magnified and every
time they turned on you could hear a low hum.  On top of all
that the rustling of the trees out front seemed deafening and in my
dozing moments I was sure that at least one of the trees would fall
over soon.

 


           
All in all I didn’t get to sleep until after dawn, the result of
which was that I overslept and didn’t wake up in time for
church.  In fact I spent Sunday morning painting the walls of
my bedroom and then went to check on Effie.  In contrast she
had had a wonderful nights sleep, especially as she’d had the
company of a friendly fluffy white cat.

 


           
Sunday late afternoon and evening I spent with Yolande and her
parents. They seemed more than happy now that we were engaged, but
I had to suffer nearly two hours of looking through their own
wedding photographs and those of various holidays.  Still I
suppose that meant I was becoming one of the family, after all they
wouldn’t impose that on total strangers would they?

 


           
Sunday night was a repeat of Saturday night in that I couldn’t
sleep.  If it wasn’t the floorboards creaking it was the trees
rustling or the wind under the rafters.  On top of all that
the sheer size of the rectory made me feel lonely.

 


           
Monday brought four unexpected happenings.  First off Effie
volunteered to do some painting, room painting that is.  She
didn’t want to work while Mark was so ill, but she couldn’t bear to
be idle when it was out of visiting time, hence she’d rather paint
walls that sit on her hands.  This was fine with me, I had
another seventeen rooms to paint.  The second happening
happened at exactly 10:15am.  Yolande, Effie and I were
gathered around the radio waiting for the allotted time of ‘record
of the week.’  Eventually, after some banal piece of
manufactured pop, the DJ came on the air.  “Well now that was
Fire-place with his latest song entitled ‘Down by the root
canal’  I’m sure it will do well.  Now for our regular
spot of record of the week.  As promised we are playing tracks
from an album called ‘An evening with Yolande and Richard
Holmes.’  Last week I played Love Letters from this album and
got a fantastic number of e-mails saying was it available, well I
am pleased to say that it is.  I have been reliably informed
that it is out this Wednesday on the – wait for this – MaddPunk
label and is disc numbered MPL-YRH001 and should be available from
your record shops at £4.99; I hope that their printing enough as
I’m sure it will be popular.  Now today’s track is that old
favourite, ‘Baby it’s cold outside,’ and believe me it
is.” 

I inwardly groaned, we’d only managed to practice this twice
before we sang it and the timing between us was terrible.  A
few seconds later the music started and our voices filled the
kitchen.  Halfway through I realised that Sam had cleaned up
the timing impeccably and we were both now coming in on cue; praise
be to multi-track digital recording technology!  The music
finished and the DJ came back on, “Wasn’t that good?  I’ll bet
you’ll be humming that all day.  Now our next…  Yolande
turned off the radio.

“Sounds a lot better on the radio that when we sang it.”

“Sam recorded our voices separately from the piano, he must have
tweaked the recording a bit.”

She sniffed, “Sounds like cheating to me.”

“It’s not cheating, give us enough practices and we would sing
like that.”

She didn’t seem convinced, but I slipped two CDs onto the table,
“Voila, ‘Yolande and Richard Holmes sing the songs of the fifties’
and ‘An evening of popular hymns with Yolande and Richard
Holmes.’”

Effie picked up the CDs and frowned.

“The covers are in black and white.”

I opened up the CD case.

“And it only gives minimal information on tracks, copyright,
authorship and so on.  It keeps the cost down, a full colour
cover would cost more than the CD itself.”

Yolande picked up the discs.

“Has Sam used everything?”

“Just about, but these will never hit the streets if the first
one doesn’t sell.”

Yolande smiled causing my heart to go into overdrive. 

“Why MaddPunk?”  

“It’s the label one of his friend owns, it gave us a quick route
to market once he knew we were going to be record of the
week.  He said we needed to strike while the iron is hot.”

Effie stood up and picked up her paint-brush.

“When you’re famous, don’t forget I painted your loo.”

 


           
Once Effie had gone Yolande gave me a hard look.

“You look dreadful.”

I explained about the house and it’s noises expecting her to
laugh, instead she said matter-of-factly.

“You need a dog.”

I reached out and held her hand.

“I need a wife.”

She smacked my hand.

“All in due course, but for now a dog would do.”

So we had a run in Yolande’s van to the local Blue-Cross and
RSPCA dog rescue centres and settled on a three year old
Bouvier.  He was very similar is size and looks to an Old
English Sheep Dog, except that he was of Belgian origin and totally
black.  We were assured that it was only in the rescue centre
because its owner had moved to the States and that it was fully
trained.  We were told that its name was Calvin, which as it
seemed appropriate for a rectory we kept.  However, I should
have heeded the warning signs on the way home.  It seemed very
affectionate and responsive to both of us, but I had a sneaking
felling from the second it got in the van that it preferred
Yolande, especially as its previous owner had been female. 
Once home, via the pet centre, we set about installing Calvin in
the house and it immediately became apparent that he liked
cats.  In fact we met the fluffy white cat on our way in as it
was sitting on the doorstep and instead of giving it the fright of
its life, as I hoped, it merely sniffed and passed by; so much for
the dog-cat enmity from ages past.

 


           
But Yolande was right, the presence of a dog in he house did make a
difference and I slept soundly, or I would have done except for two
phone calls.  The first was at 5am from the hospital. 
They informed my that a kidney had become available for Mark, that
was the good news; the bad news being was that it was in
Switzerland and although the kidney was free it would cost
£3000-£5000 to transport it to Ipswich.  I immediately gave
the go ahead and went to be sick in the bathroom feeling like a
heel.  I was glad to pay, not because it would help my
brother, but because it meant I wouldn’t have to give him one of
mine.  The second phone call was at 6.30am from the vicar, the
result of which was that half an hour later Yolande and I were a
witnesses of a bedside wedding as Effie and Mark were married by
the vicar in what seemed an incredibly moving, and surprisingly
short, service.  Watching my brother as he said the vows and
gazed into Effie’s eyes told me two things, firstly he loved her
very much and secondly he didn’t expect to survive the
operation.  I must admit that looking at his match-stick like
frame and parchment disposition neither did I.  










Chapter 22
Worries


Following the wedding Yolande and I left Effie to talk to Mark
prior to his operation, both secretly thinking that this might be
the last time they ever spoke to each other.  We wended our
way to the hospital staff canteen and sneaked in for a fried
breakfast.  Yolande ordered and brought over two of the
largest fried breakfasts I have ever seen, nothing that could be
fried seemed to have been missed.  We started to tuck in and
chatted about anything and everything, that is anything and
everything that didn’t have to do with Mark’s operation and our
unspoken agreement that we didn’t expect to see him again, least
not in this world.  Yolande was approaching the breakfast
finishing line when her mobile phone went off.  She guiltily
took the call (mobile phones were banned from the canteen unless
you are a doctor on call) and then shook her head.

“They’ve got trouble with the stand-by generators again, why
they can’t just get us to replace the hand-over system is beyond
me.” 

She stood up.

“I’ll have to go.”  She said earnestly before blowing me a
kiss and walking out. 

I finished my breakfast, thought about my brother and promptly
felt very very sick.  One bathroom visit, and the loss of one
large breakfast, later I wandered back to the ward to find Effie
sitting forlornly on a padded bench seat in the day-room like a
bundle of flesh covered bones waiting for her world to fall
apart.  I joined her and was immediately at a loss what to
say, after all we’d not held a real conversation for years. 
She was dreadfully worried about my brother (as was I) and
conversation openers were a bit of a problem.  I toyed with a
few openers, such as, ‘what will you do when…’  and gave them
up as a bad job, fortunately Effie came to my rescue. 

“Yolande’s nice,” she said before looking at me with her baggy
doleful eyes. “Is she coming?”

I realised that Effie needed comfort and wondered what the hell
I could do? 

“She’s been called away on a job, she’ll be back when she
can.”

Effie wrung her hands and blurted out,

“Please talk to me Richard, I just need someone to talk to
me.”

Talk to her!  What about?  What on earth did we have
in common?  I opened my mouth to say something banal, but she
wasn’t looking at me anymore, instead she was looking out the
window with tears streaming down her face. 

“I’ve only got Mark, there’s no-one else, there’s only Mark.”
 She said softly.  “He’s my whole world.”

So instead of trying for clichés I replied quietly,

“Whatever happens you can stay with us.”

She turned her moist-laded eyes on me.

“You don’t blame me?”

“Blame you for what?”

“Taking your brother away.”

This I could cope with. 

“You didn’t take him away, he’d have gone anyway.  He
always talked about travelling, I guess it’s built into his
system.  I’m just glad that you could travel together and
enjoy life.”

My words did not have the desired effect, instead she let out a
sob and buried her head in her hands as she silently rocked back
and forth.  In the end I went and sat next to her and, after a
moment’s hesitation, I put my arm round her shoulders.  I’d
always thought that Yolande was bony, Effie made her feel decidedly
well endowed, I’ve never put my arm around a woman before and
actually felt every single bone from collar-bone to shoulder blade,
they all seemed to be but a few millimetres away from my
fingertips.  She leant against me and I could feel her
sobbing, but I had nothing to say, platitudes were useless and in
any case what is the polite conversation to someone who is as
convinced as you are that their partner is dying?  

 


           
Sometime later she attempted to dry her eyes on a handkerchief that
was both the size of a couple of postage stamps and wringing
wet.  I reached over and offered her a box of tissues. 
She dried her eyes and turned her eyes on me.

“You’re wrong, he doesn’t like travelling he likes the idea of
travelling.  All these years we’ve travelled from place to
place because I wanted to move on, I’ve always wanted to move
on.  Mark just gets about settled and then I get the
wanderlust.”

I felt her bony shoulders heave as she silently sobbed under my
arm.  I said quietly.

“You probably couldn’t make him move on if he didn’t want
to.”

She shook her head.

“At first I always told him when I wanted to move on, but later
he seemed to know when I was getting restless and…”

She stopped speaking as she took in a great sobbing breath.

“If he comes out of this I am never moving on again, I don’t
care if the hounds of hell are after me I am not travelling. 
As God is my witness if he pulls through I will stay and put down
roots and…”

Once again her flow of conversation was interrupted this time by
a racking cough.  However, I’d got the idea; they deeply loved
each other.  He so much that he’d move on, perhaps even take
the initiative, when she got itchy feet; and she so much that she’d
suppress, and willingly suppress, the latent wanderlust inside
her.  I tried for a comforting remark.  

“When he’s better he’ll probably want to whisk you away
somewhere.”

Instead of comforting her I lit a fuse and she blew up, not
literally, but she suddenly started pounding her arms up and
down.  That was fine for her right arm, but her left was
directly over my right leg. 

“I won’t let him”, she said while pounding my leg into
submission. 

“I won’t let him, he needs to stay here, I’ve bloody well nearly
killed him and…”

She suddenly went limp and, thankfully, ceased flailing her
arms.  I muttered.

“He’s a grown man, you’ve given him lots of love, men would die
for that.”

I could have bitten off my tongue!  How could I use such
phraseology when we both thought he wouldn’t survive the operation
anyway?  She sobbed into my shoulder and I just caught the
words.

“We should never have gone to Bangladesh in the monsoon season,”
sob, “we should never have gone to Italy,” sob, “I wanted to go to
Italy and he wanted to come home,” sob, “I love him, he’s all I’ve
got…” 

The rest descended into incoherent sobbing and I wondered what
had become of the brassy brash self-confident Effie I had
known. 

 


           
Salvation arrived five minutes later in the form of Yolande, who
wordlessly took in the scene of Effie crying in my arms and walked
out to reappear a few seconds later with a tray of tea.  This
was a private ward so it was genuine tea in a proper teapot
destined for bone-china cups.  Effie, without warning,
suddenly sat upright.  Yolande gave her a smile.

“Ward sister says that Mark is holding his own.” 

She knelt at Effies feet and held her hands.

“So don’t give up hope.”

Effie dried her eyes, Yolande poured out the tea and Effie
reached out for a teacup, she fooled no-one; Yolande had only
two-thirds filled the cup, but even then Effie was in danger of
spilling the contents.

 


           
I don’t remember much more about our time in that room as I was
selfishly lost in my own thoughts.  I vaguely remember that
Yolande told Effie all about her and me and that I didn’t even feel
vaguely embarrassed when she laughed over our Aldeburgh weekend and
how I hadn’t said a thing.  I do remember that she skipped the
incident at the pub.  Then Effie started talking. Talking of
their time in France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Egypt, Israel, India,
Thailand, New Zealand, Australia, Bhutan, Bangladesh, Burma and
many other places.  I do remember that she finished with a
firm statement.

“But now I’m staying put, Mark needs a stable base and I’m
staying put.”

What actually pulled me from my introspection was the entrance
of a tired looking gentleman in a sort of pebble-dash blue paper
suit.  He gave a tired smile to Effie.

“He’s in intensive care, it all went smoothly and the new
kidney’s in place.”

We all stood up, he shook his head.

“One only while he’s in intensive care please.”

Effie scurried out like a woman possessed and was lead off by a
smart looking nurse.  The surgeon turned to me. 

“Brother?”

I nodded, he me gave an exhausted look.

“I have a message for you from Mark, he talked to me just before
we put him out.  He said it anything happens to him would you
keep an eye on Effie as she hasn’t got any family but you.”

I squirmed.

“Surly now the operation is over…”

He sighed and sat down.

“We had to resuscitate him in the theatre and now it all depends
on whether or not this kidney kicks in and his body doesn’t reject
it.  If it does I fear that your brother wouldn’t have the
strength for a second operation.”

Yolande stirred into life.

“So how do you rate his chances?”

He gave an evasive smile.

“I prefer not to use language like that.”

“Use any language you like,” I almost snapped, “Do you think
he’ll pull through?”

He sat silent for a moment and then said very quietly.

“Your brother is a very ill man, he’s been suffering kidney
failure for some time and is in a very run-down and vitamin
deficient condition.  Frankly if this wasn’t a private
operation  I doubt that I would have taken the risk of taking
him to theatre.  He now has more of a chance than he had
before and it’s now out of my hands.  The best thing you can
do for him is to say a few prayers as I’m sorry to say it will take
the intervention of a higher body than me to see him recover.”

Yolande frowned.

“I don’t understand, he’s come out of the operation alive and
with a new kidney.”

He nodded.

“But he’s body has undergone a terrible surgical shock that
would knock a healthy person for six and I regret that he wasn’t a
healthy person when I started the operation.”

I nodded and mumbled, ‘I understand.’  But I didn’t
understand, I’d just got my brother back and I didn’t want to lose
him for a second time.

 


           
We arrived back at the Rectory to find Yolande’s father painting
one of the walls in the lounge.  Yolande had given him her key
so that the dog was not left too long.  He grinned, “Thought
I’d make myself useful.  You had a phone call from a Miss
Carrington-Greeves and another from a guy called Gerry Jay.”

I sat down on the edge of a step-ladder, frankly I was too
exhausted to make any phone calls, in any case that combination of
calls sent a shiver down my spine.  Anyway what did money
matter?  My brother mattered and somehow his imminent death
put everything else into perspective.  The rectory was only a
building and at that very moment I would have willingly traded it
for his life.

Yolande looked into my eyes.

“Would you like  me to call them back?”

I nodded and she wandered off towards the kitchen.  Her
father put down the paint roller and sat on the other pair of
steps.  “Your brother bad?”

“Worse than bad, the surgeon gives him no chance at all.”

He sniffed as if savouring the vile smell of paint.

“Don’t believe everything they say, one of his sort told me to
get a priest to give Yolande the last rights.  He was wrong,
they don’t have divine foresight you know.”

My mind clicked.

“I remember her being off school a lot.”

He nodded and wiped his hands down his boiler suit.

“Collapsed lung, pleurisy, pneumonia, jaundice, anaemia,
appendicitis, she had the lot.  But she pulled through and
turned into a bonnie lass.”

I shrugged.

“She was young and fit, my brother was at death’s door before
they even started the operation.”

His eyes took on a haunted look.

“She was sickly, she was always sickly.  She was well into
her teens before she suddenly started to blossom.  Her
pædiatrician once told me that he didn’t really expect her to make
nine, let alone reach her teens and that she had that something
special that made the difference between living and dying.”

Yolande had never told me all this.

“What made the difference?”

He gave a knowing smile.

“St Marks made the difference.  She joined the Brownies
there and then the kid’s choir and the church was a fabulous
support.  If she couldn’t get to choir practice they’d send
her cassette tapes.  If she could get to practice they’d put
the heating full on.  When I was working there was always
someone who’d take her mother to the hospital for a visit and two
years in a row when she had birthdays in hospital the full choir
turned out to sing to her.  And they prayed for her, every
week for goodness knows how many years.  I tell you I’d never
really believed in God until I saw the love that congregation gave
my child, that sort of love couldn’t come from anywhere
else.”  He paused.  “Trouble is I felt so
inadequate.  I’m a practical man and there seemed to be
nothing I could do, practically that is, and that made me feel
inadequate.  I had two children to look after and I think,
looking back, that I gave her brother more attention because I
didn’t know what I could do for her.  Don’t get me wrong, I
would have given my life if I thought it would have made her
live.  If I regret anything I regret that she probably thought
I didn’t care.  It’s not that I didn’t care, I didn’t know how
to show that I cared.”

As if on cue Yolande returned with three mugs of tea.  She
put them down and went over and gave her dad a hug. 

“I know you cared,” she said and kissed him on the
forehead.  She suddenly realised that the paint he had
carefully smeared on his boiler suit had now transferred to he grey
jumper and she rolled her eyes before looking at me. 

“Do you want the good news, the good news or the interesting
news.”

I was in no mood for playing games, “Just tell me the
worst.”

She picked up her mug of tea sand gave it a stir.  “Your
Miss Carrington-Greeves says that they have agreed to pay the court
costs. Bitten and Jay say that the Preston philatelic society went
into liquidation over a year ago and so they have torn up your
cheque for £33,333.33p, and Gerry Jay says that he checked all the
old wills and one of them has a caveat asking for Mari Mathu to be
informed of his death and they have her e-mail address.”

“Did he give it to you,” I asked listlessly.

“ContentedWoman@Sandy-Beach.org.vn.”

I thought of the young lad with the squashed nose.

“I suppose we’d better e-mail her although it seems a bit
heartless to tell he by e-mail.”

Yolande sniffed her tea, an action I have never
understood. 

“They’ve done it already, and they’ve got a reply.”

I waited.  The day had started badly and now I knew it was
going to get worse.  Yolande sipped her tea again and then
grinned.

“She replied thanking them for the information and stating
categorically that neither she nor any of her children are
interested in the Grant estate.”

I must admit I sighed with relief as it had occurred to me that
if I lost the estate then I would also lose the means to pay for my
brother’s hospital treatment. 

“Is that the interesting news?”

She grinned again.

“No.  Gerry Jay asked me if we were the Yolande and Richard
Holmes singing on the radio and said that he ordered a couple of
copies for himself and his family.  Apparently the local
record store already has an order list of nearly a hundred.”

I must have looked totally startled for she giggled at my
reaction, but a hundred copies after just one play on the
radio!  Whatever would the order list be like at the end of
the week? 










Chapter 23
Discoveries


Tuesday evening there was no change in Mark’s condition.  I
painted the rest of the lounge; as I painted I prayed, this was to
become my pattern.

 


           
Wednesday there was still no change.  I painted the dining
room.  Radio 2 played us singing, ‘Singing in the Rain.’ 
Yolande dragged Effie away from his bedside to feed her a proper
meal, she ate a full roast dinner in six minutes.

 


           
Thursday I had a chat with the consultant in charge of intensive
care, he was more depressing than the chancellor of the exchequer
in the middle of a deep recession.  Radio 2 played one of my
piano medleys.  Yolande sneaked a take-away pizza into
Effie.  I started on the main bedroom.

 


           
Friday Mark opened his eyes.  Radio 2 played us staggering
through ‘I don’t know why I love him.’  I finished the main
bedroom.  Yolande managed to get Effie to eat a full meal at a
reasonable pace.

 


           
Saturday I was sitting with Mark while Yolande took Effie to the
nearest shop to get another set of clothes.  He opened his
eyes again and grinned at me.  He croaked something, I leant
forward.  He croaked again and I laughed.  The nurse came
running over and I pointed to him.

“He just told me that he must have survived because angels had
wings on their backs not on the sides of their heads.”

She shushed me out.  An hour later the consultant told me
that his chances had improved by 100%.  The pessimist in me
said that 100% of no chance is still nothing.  I went home and
painted  bedroom two.  I’m told Radio 2 played Yolande
singing  ‘The old Rugged Cross.’

 


           
Sunday the nurses told Effie that she now had to visit during the
set visiting hours.  I decided to stop painting and have a
rest.

 


           
Monday they told her she could visit at any time.  I painted a
bathroom and a WC.

 


           
Tuesday he lapsed into unconsciousness again.  I painted
bedroom five.

 

Wednesday there was no change.  I painted a bedroom six, a
WC and the store cupboard.

 


           
Thursday there was a sudden change, he regained consciousness and
announced that he was hungry, by Saturday he was out of intensive
care.  By the following Thursday they were talking about
allowing him home.

 


           
Friday we went berserk. The plan had been to install them on the
first floor in bedrooms two and four, but Effie insisted that we
put them on the top floor in bedrooms five and six even though they
were smaller saying that this would both give her a direct route to
the kitchen via the spiral staircase and give us (when we were
married) more privacy.  Yolande backed her up so I was
outmanoeuvred.  However, their container was still in some
god-forsaken warehouse at Felixstowe so the three of us hired a
Luton bodied Ford Transit and raided the shops of Ipswich and
district.  We blew nearly £16000 and fully furnished a double
bedroom and a lounge for them  Yolande picked up towels,
bed-linen and curtains to the tune of £2500.  This all went
into the transit.  Yolande then blew another £12,000 on
furniture for the main lounge and I blew £2500 on a decent washing
machine, tumble dryer and dishwasher  (They were to be
delivered later.)   I didn’t care, we still hadn’t got to
£33,333.33p that I’d got back so as far as I was concerned it was
free money; in any case I had my brother back and that was
priceless.  Once Yolande’s father had laid the carpets and put
up the curtain rails, and we’d all carried in the furniture Effie
burst into tears.  It was the first tears I’d seen her cry
since our time in the day-room while he was having the
operation.

 


           
Sunday we brought him home.  He was still weak and Effie
didn’t want him climbing stairs so Yolande’s father and I grasped
our hands together and made the human chair that they always teach
you in first-aid courses, but nobody every uses.  He was so
light I reckon I could have carried him up by myself.  I moved
my stuff back into the studio flat and Effie bought her megre pile
down to the house.  At that point, or somewhere near that
point, Calvin transferred loyalties.  He stayed at the house
and he stayed attached to Effie.  I may have paid for his
upkeep, but from that moment on he became Effie’s dog; she only had
to coo and he would have died for her.

 


           
Monday Effie tackled the warehouse in Felixstowe and they
tentatively admitted that they might have a problem.  Effie
didn’t want to leave Mark, so Yolande and I took her van down to
Felixstowe.  Now it may be an ergonomically friendly van with
many gold stars from prestigious bodies, but driving it is like
nothing related to motoring as I know it.  The engine may or
may not help the wheels go round and so may or may not decide to
remain at tickover, or even turn itself off, regardless of the
position of the accelerator.  The automatic gearbox is just
that, automatic; so it just has a three position switch, forward,
backward and nowhere.  And when on fully electric drive it
whispers along with a frightening low whirr that gives no feedback
to the driver whatsoever.  Needless to say Yolande loves
it.

 


           
It took us half an hour to find the warehouse in the maze that is
Felixstowe docks, when we did find it my heart sank as stacked
outside were the most distorted containers I had ever seen. 
Yolande carefully parked her van and we entered on foot. 
Finding the manager was easy and he swiftly led us to a bright blue
container that stood in semi isolation.  The manager, a sort
of mix between a night-club bouncer and a sumo wrestler, puckered
his face. 

“Have you been apprised on the situation?”  He said in a
dead-pan bow-bell accent.

“Not been told anything,” Yolande replied.

He screwed up his nose and sucked in his cheeks like a plumber
about to give an estimate.

“It came over as deck cargo – it’s cheaper that way and normally
no problem.”  He sucked in some breath, “However…” 

He said ‘however’ as if it had six syllables all run
together.  It’s the sort of ‘however’ you get from garage
mechanics when they have bad news and large bills to
impart. 

“However,” he said, “However, the container isn’t watertight,
least the top of it isn’t.  There are about twenty-five inch
diameter holes.  Basically the ship ran through some heavy
weather, the holes let the water in, but the rest of the container
was watertight, so it stayed in.  When we opened it up two of
my lads got a right soaking.”

He said it as if we were responsible.

He yanked open the door to the container and two things struck
me, firstly the smell of dank and sodden contents and the second
that whatever was in there would be a total write-off. 
Yolande wrinkled her nose.

“Anything salvageable?”

He checked his clipboard.

“Whoever packed the container put the clothes in sealed plastic
bags, so they’re OK.  We saved about forty CDs, the discs are
OK, but the covers are useless.  There’s two plastic bags full
of paperwork – again OK – and a Spanish guitar, that was wrapped in
cling-film.  Otherwise it’s all a write-off.”

I muttered something about the Holme’s curse and Yolande dug me
in the ribs. 

“Is the container yours?”

The manager smiled, “I can see where you’re coming from madam
and no it isn’t, it was privately hired, we’re just here as a
handling agent.  He handed over a letter to her.

“Get your sister to send this off to her insurance company, it’s
a letter from us detailing that over 90% of the contents by volume
are irredeemably water damaged.  They should pay out on
that.”

He waved to someone over the other side of the warehouse, “Now,
do you want to take the salvaged stuff with you?”

 


           
We had it put into her van, it was a pathetically small pile not
really enough to fill a medium sized  suitcase.  We sat
in the front seats and Yolande surveyed it through the wire mesh
behind the seats.

“All that furniture, just destroyed.”

“It’s the Holme’s curse,” I told her.

She crossed her arms.

“I don’t want any of that nonsense, it’s just a natural
disaster, besides I thought your brother was different from
you.”

I gave a foolish grin.

“Let me see now.  I believe he broke his leg riding his
first bicycle because a stabiliser broke in two.  At seven he
managed to get his head stuck in railings.  Twelve he put his
foot down a drain in the dark because some drunk had used the cover
as a Frisbee.  Need I say more?”

She both crossed her hands and tapped her feet, was this some
warning sign I should heed? 

“And what about your sisters?”  She asked.

“Not real sisters are they.  Don’t think that they’ve had a
broken fingernail between them.”

“So everything you touch turns to dross?”

I was so down about my brother’s belongings that I nearly
answered in the affirmative, fortunately man’s built in need for
survival flashed a warning across my brain. 

“Not everything, after all I’ve got you.”

I suddenly dawned on me that I’d been neglecting her and because
of my brother’s illness I’d hardly seen her for the last week or
so.   I moved closer,

“And I think you’ve been marvellous with Effie and I’m sorry if
I neglected you, it’s just that…”

She changed from arms crossed toe-tapping woman to loving
fiancée and planted a kiss straight on my lips.  She murmured,
“That’s alright, I was just beginning to wonder if you were taking
me for granted.”

I don’t know what overcame me, but I gave an honest reply. 
“Actually that’s partially true, you’ve given me a little area of
stability that I’ve come to rely on.”

I was rewarded with a dark foreboding frown, I hastily sought to
expand on me statement. 

“I guess it’s a bonus you get when you find the right woman, one
you know you love and you know is good for you.”

An eyebrow rose and her eyes sparkled.

“Say that again.”

I desperately tried to recall what I’d said. 

“I guess it’s a bonus you get when you find the right woman, one
you know you know is good for you and one you love.”

She suddenly became philosophical. 

“How do you know you love me, after all what is love?”

She put a hand on me chest.

“Direct answer please, not one you think I might like to
here.”

I wondered how picking up Mark and Effie’s effects had got us to
this conversation. 

“Because I miss you deeply when you’re not around, worry about
you every second of the day, dream about you all the time and feel
a like a million dollars when you’re close.”

I was rewarded with a kiss.  When we parted I murmured,
“What’s brought this on?”

“Effie,” she answered.  “I really think she would have
starved to death rather than leave Mark’s bedside when he was in
intensive care.  I never realised that people could care so
much for one another.”

She looked me in the eye.

“What would you do if I walked out on you?  Blame it on
your stupid Holmes curse and move on?”

I contemplated the possibility of her walking out and burst into
tears.  It wasn’t just what she said and the mental glimpse
that I’d had of how I might feel if she left me, though that was
the main component.  It was also the relief that my brother
was getting better and the stress of the past fortnight.  She
gazed at me for all of two seconds and then put her arms around me.
 She softly murmured in my ear.

“Don’t cry, I love you.”

She said a lot more to me and I said a lot more to her, it was
one of the tenderest and most precious moments that we’d ever had
together, and I’m not saying any more here.

 


           
Mark and Effie stoically took the news of the loss of their
furniture, but in retrospect it probably paled into insignificance
against Mark’s recovery.  Inevitably the container wasn’t
insured so it was a total loss for them.  Almost a lifetime’s
possessions destroyed by water, but at least they were both
alive.

 


           
Later that evening Yolande and I, after moving the kitchen table
through ninety degrees because she though it made ‘more room’, were
having a cup of hot chocolate in the kitchen when Yolande fidgeted
on her stool.  She peered downwards.

“Rats we must see to that flagstone because it rocks as it’s not
settled properly.”

She moved the stool and we continued to cuddle and drink our
chocolate.  Some indefinable moment later the same thought
crossed both our minds.  We examined the flagstone; Yolande
produced a crowbar and we prised it up.  Lying underneath it
were a dozen or so startled earwigs and a floor safe.










Chapter 24
Floor Safe


I peered at the horizontal door of the floor safe and the large
keyhole in its centre. 

“I haven’t got a key that size.”  I muttered.

Yolande knelt down and brushed some dirt away from a small
engraved label. 

“Says here that the safe was made in 1946, that means t was
probably put in when they extended the kitchen after the war.”

I surveyed the keyhole again, I definitely didn’t hadn’t seen a
key that would fit lying around the house.

“So I suppose Mr Grant might not have known it was here.”

Yolande shifted her nose from side to side.

“You say you haven’t got a key?”

“Not that size.”

We stared at the door for a few minutes and I wondered about
calling out a locksmith.  Yolande reached down, twisted the
handle and opened the safe door revealing an opening about eight
inches square.  A spider the size of a golf ball crawled out
and scurried away, Yolande didn’t even flinch.  She put her
hand in the safe and brought out a clear plastic tube full of £2
coins.  I immediately recognised what she had.  “That’s a
ton tube.”

She raised an eyebrow, I was becoming besotted with the way she
raised her eyebrows. 

“It’s a tube containing £100 in £2 coins, we used them in the
bank.”

She reached in and pulled out some more tubes and laid them side
by side, in doing so she disturbed a veritable nest of golf-ball
spiders, again she didn’t turn a hair; I made sure that my feet
were well out of the way.  As Yolande pulled them out I
counted the tubes, “That’s £1200.”

Yolande sat back onto her heels.

“Guess that’s what you call an emergency fund.”

“Anything else?”

She brushed her hands together.

“Not before I have a look down there with a torch, spiders I
don’t mind, but rats…”

She gave a small shiver.  I walked over to her toolbox,
picked up a torch and knelt down beside her.  We shone the
light in, nestling in the bottom of the safe was a small tin box
rather like a miniature biscuit tin.  Yolande eased it out and
brushed it down, the top boasted a picture of a happy camel and the
proud proclamation that the tin contained no less than 200 of the
finest Egyptian cigarettes.  Before she opened the tin we had
another look in the safe, it was now empty save for two large keys
lying in the bottom.  She tried to open the tin, but couldn’t
free the top.  I had a go, to nil effect.  One thing was
for sure, whatever was in the tin was not light.  She peered
at the tin.

“It’s been soldered shut, see there’s a blob of solder at each
corner.”

At that point I would have resorted to a tin opener if just to
try and reduce my heart rate, but Yolande was made of sterner stuff
and she plugged in her soldering iron.  It seemed to take an
eternity to warm up.

 


           
What seemed like ages later there was a gently plop and the lid
came off the tin.  We gazed inside, it was absolutely brim
full of jewellery. Diamonds sparkled, rubies glinted, sapphires
shone and there was the distinct lustre of gold.  However,
this I could not keep. 

“You still got that business card,” I asked.

Yolande nodded, “I’ll give her a ring in the morning.”

I tried to consider how much this little lot was worth and gave
up.  I made an executive decision.

“I think I’ll stick this in the safe downstairs, seems kinda
crazy to leave it in that flimsy cubby-hole.”

I took the jewelry down into the basement and locked it in the
large safe.  Before I did so I carefully tipped it all out,
just in case there was a brown envelope in the bottom of the tin;
needles to sat there wasn’t. 

 

By the time I got back upstairs Yolande was sitting back at the
table grinning like a cat who’d found the cream.  Laying in
front of her was a neatly folded brown envelope.  When I sat
down she slid it over to me. 

“Have you opened it?”

“Rather thought that you’d like the pleasure, after all the
moneys is yours.”

I was intrigued.

“Where was it?”

She put on her grinning cat look again.

“I remembered what he’d done with the safe downstairs, you know
hidden stuff under the bottom plate.  This safe hasn’t got a
bottom plate as it just sits in a hole and is held down by four
snap-off rawbolts.  However, there is a gap between the safe
and the hole its in so this was just tucked down the side. 
And before you look there’s nothing down the other sides, I
checked.”

I carefully straightened out the envelope and opened the
flap.  Inside were three bits of paper, two bearer bonds and a
bank deposit note.  I showed them to Yolande and whispered,
that’s £29,635.26 more for our coffers.”

She flicked the note.

“What’s this?”

Here I was on firm ground.  “It’s a bank deposit
slip.  Mr Grant has lodged something with The Royal and
Ancient Bank of Scotland, which if not collected will be disposed
of, without opening, after fifty years.”

Yolande raised her eyebrows and my pulse went up, was this some
kind of Pavlovian response? 

“Scotland?  He left it in Scotland?”

Now it was my turn to grin.

“No Ipswich, there used to be a branch there, it was taken over
by the Mutually Assured Building Society when they became a bank,
not that they’re a real bank because they don’t do transfer
banking.”

Yolande waved a finger at me.

“Oh do I detect some snobbery?”

I tried not to look elitist.

“They changed their name to The Scottish Assured Banking
Society, commonly called  SCABS in the trade.”

Yolande didn’t even smile.

“So will they have this?”

“Definitely, looks like another job for tomorrow, can you
come?”

She shook her head.

“Working with dad at the prison.  They had a fire in the
kitchen and took out all the extractor hoods.”

She suddenly changed tack.

“What you going to do with all these £2 coins.”

“What millions of other people do, save them for a rainy
day.”

Yolande gave me one of her heart blistering smiles.

“And there’s me thinking I’m unique.  I’ve been saving £2
coins for years in an old demijohn.”

“How much you got?”

I don’t know,” she murmured, “they’re for my wedding dress and
I’ve never counted.”

I put my arm round her.

“Well you’ll have to start counting soon.”

The rest of the conversation was lost in a long, slow, hormone
awakening kiss.

 


           
Monday morning I travelled to London and cashed in the bearer
bonds.  Once again Tasmine tried to sell me some investments
even to the extent of giving me a glossy brochure, but seeing as
investments can go down as well as up I’d already decided to bin
the brochure without reading it.  Once back in Ipswich I
sought out The Scottish Assured Banking Society.  Now, despite
Yolande’s remarks, I am not a banking snob of any kind, it’s just
that having working in a bank you sort of get tuned in to how a
bank should function, particularly in the area of customer
care.  My bank had taken great pains to send me on several
customer care courses despite the fact that I was really the lowest
of the low.  However, SCABS had a reputation for sending it’s
bank clerks on courses run by the descendants of Atilla the Hun and
I was curious to see how I would be treated.  I walked into a
plush green carpeted banking area that had glass fronted counters
down one side and a reception/enquire desk in the middle. 
Foolishly I chose the reception point, which was staffed by a
severe looking woman dressed in the two-piece suit in the bank’s
vile vomit yellow.  She fixed me with her hard blue eyes.

“Yes?”

Now there are many ways of saying ‘yes’ in a friendly manner,
this was not one of them.  I showed her my deposit slip.

“I have some stuff stored here and I’d like to remove it.”

She made a face like a sour lemon.

“That is really inconvenient on a Monday.  Thursday would
be better.”

I gave her my best customer care smile to show her how it should
be done. 

“I’d rather like it now.”

I was treated to a superior scowl.

“Then come back after 3pm.”

As the customer care smile hadn’t worked I tried the ‘I’ll stand
no nonsense annoyed customer gaze.’ 

“I’d rather like it now.”

My stance rolled off her like water off a duck’s back. 

“We don’t have the staff to go poking about in the safe on a
Monday.”

I began to get annoyed.

“That’s your problem, under the banking charter you are obliged
to return my property when I ask provided that I do so in banking
hours and have the requisite paperwork.”

Off to the left I heard one of the cashiers berating a customer
for having the temerity to pay in a bundle of notes without making
sure that they all faced the same way up and I decided that I had
inadvertently stepped into a parallel universe.  My
receptionist picked up the phone in front of her and jabbed at the
buttons as if practising some karate finger exercises.  She
spoke while gazing straight at me.

“Tom?  I’ve got a customer here who wants items from the
vault.”

She drummed her fingers as she listened to the reply. 

“I’ve told him that, but he’s quoted the banking charter at
me.”

Her tone of voice indicated that I was a troublesome
know-it-all.  She put the phone back down as if she was trying
to test the solidity of the desk top. 

“Mr Bradshaw will b along to see you in a moment.”

While I waited I was treated to one of their customers trying to
get a cheque book (“don’t you realise that it costs us money to
clear cheques nowadays”) and some enquiring as to just why it took
SCABS twelve days to clear a cheque from one of the big four
banks.  Tom Bradshaw appeared just as the receptionist was
getting into her stride about the complexities of the British
banking System.  Tom hadn’t changed much since I last saw him
when he worked alongside me as the Chief Cashier, except he was now
wearing a dark blue pin striped suit and looked as if he was trying
to forget that the pin-stripes were vomit yellow.  He always
reminded me of Robin Hood, partially because he looked like the
1950s film star who portrayed him and partly because of his
carefree ambling gait.  The receptionist pointed to me, Tom
looked and three seconds later recognition dawned.  He strode
over,

“Richard, might have known it was you causing trouble.”

I shook his hand, he still shook hands like he was practising
picking up jelly. 

“No trouble, I just want some items you’ve stored for me.”

I offered him the deposit slip.  He read it.

“Oh, It’s a Royal and Ancient, you should have said.”

“She didn’t ask.”

He held the deposit slip up to the light though goodness knows
why.  He nodded to himself.

“Look Stephen, why don’t you go and get yourself a cup of coffee
and come back in an hour?  There’s no point in hanging about
here.”

At least he was honest. 

“That’s the first sensible set of words I’ve heard in this
place.”

He grinned sloppily;

“Bit different here, it’s not about customer care, it’s about
training the customer so that we can make the most profit.”

I took that thought down the road and had a coffee and a Danish
pastry that must have had a terrible journey from Denmark.

 


           
When I returned there had been a change of receptionists and I was
now confronted with a spotty youth who’s tie was loose with his
collar button undone, still if I’d had to wear that disgusting
yellow tie I might have tried to disassociate myself from it as
well.  To my surprise he’d been primed and he immediately
pointed down the corridor. 

“Mr Bradshaw is in room 12B” he intoned.  I found Tom with
four different size boxes, a pot of coffee, a plate of biscuits and
a thousand questions.  By the time we’d finished gossiping I’d
learnt two items of interest.  Firstly Mr Grant had an account
with the Royal & Ancient and secondly working for SCABS was
hell personified. 










Chapter 25
Settling


I didn’t open the boxes even though curiosity was burning inside
me, instead I decided to wait and open them with Yolande.  To
my surprise she called me on my mobile as I was driving home and
asked to meet me in a lay-by.  The lay-by was situated on the
A14 just before the turn off to the rectory, she was waiting when I
arrived and I slipped into the passenger seat of her van and we
said hello.  When our lips finally parted we sat and held
hands.  I felt like raising an eyebrow, but knew I couldn’t do
it as well as her.  She licked her lips.

“I wanted to talk about Effie.”

There was hesitation and uncertainty in her voice and I wondered
if she was jealous that Effie was staying in the rectory.  She
momentarily bit her bottom lip and I became certain that she wanted
me to encourage Effie and Mark to move out; how wrong can a man
be?   She took a deep breath and words tumbled out.

“I had long talks with Effie at the hospital,” she said.
 “You know she’s ever so grateful that you paid for their
treatment and offered one of your kidneys without
hesitation.”  She paused and added, as if giving an aside,
“Though I’m selfishly glad you didn’t have to undergo an
operation.”  She paused again, “You know that they wouldn’t be
able to move on for some time and that Mark needs to stay near
Ipswich Hospital, just in case.”  She took a deep breath, “I
also don’t think that Effie really wants to get a job in the short
term, she wants to be near Mark and look after him.  In any
case I think they’re both totally physically and emotionally
knackered.”

I was beginning to be at a loss, where was this leading? 
She squeezed my hand and I tried to ignore the blip in my
heartbeat.  “I was wondering if you’d mind Effie becoming a
sort of housekeeper?  She has made enquiries about teaching
immigrants English, but there’s no real possibility of work before
the end of summer.  But she’d really like to feel useful and
do something which helps us.”

I gazed into her eyes, which in the low light had those widely
expanded pupils that make women attractive.  Before I could
give a definite answer I had to know one thing. 

“How do you feel about it, after all it’s going to be your
house, do you mind another woman taking charge?”

Yolande shook her head.

“Not if it’s Effie.  Do you know I had to spend a couple of
hours persuading her not to seek accommodation elsewhere?  She
was dreadfully nervous about staying at the rectory, especially as
you’d already been so good to them.” 

I was treated to one of her heart-stopping pulse inducing
smiles.

“And I know that they are both speechless about the way you
furnished the rooms for them, especially as we haven’t got round to
furnishing the rest of the place.”

She squeezed my hand again.

“And it would help me.  I know you’ve said that I don’t
have to work, but I really do want to work for a little while after
we’ve married, having Effie around would take the pressure off of
me.”

“And you don’t mind?”

“Not the least, in fact I’ve already asked Effie to cook a meal
for us all tonight, I hope you don’t mind.”

Visions of Millicent’s cooking raced across my
forebrain. 

“As long as she’s not a cook in the terms that Millicent is a
cook.”

Yolande laughed.

“Well did you know that Millicent won the prize for the best
cook in our year at school?”

My mouth must have dropped open because Yolande burst into a fit
of giggles.  She patted my knee causing another blip in my
heartbeat. 

“Relax.  The best cook was voted upon by all the year that
was doing cookery classes and we decided to vote for Millicent
because she was trying really hard, considering, and we also knew
that the nominated best cook bakes a cake for the staff-room’s end
of year party.”

I still didn’t know what I should consider when thinking about
Millicent’s cooking, but I began to feel sorry for the staff if
they’d had to eat her cake.  Yolande glanced at her watch.

“We’d better go, Effie said that she’d cook for seven.”

 


           
Dinner turned out to be a sort of grand fish stir-fry followed by a
lightweight lemon mousse; if Effie kept up that sort of standard
I’d have no concerns over her culinary abilities.  After lunch
we all had a brief chat about Effie and housekeeping. 
Somewhere along the line I agreed to buy two vacuum cleaners (one
upright and one especially for stairs) and a better set of
kitchenware.  However, the main problem was holding Effie back
as she was childishly keen to try and do everything at once. 
When the chat was over I carried in the four boxes I had relieved
from the SCABS vault and we sat looking at them.  They were
remarkably different sizes, but all made of some sort of
leather.  One was the size of an engagement ring box, the next
about as big as two reams of A4 paper.  The third looked like
a case for a side-drum and the last the size of a family biscuit
tin.  All of them were made of some sort of tough looking red
leather with the lids held shut by stainless steel spring
clips.

 


           
Eventually I decided to tackle the boxes in order of size, that
meant the smallest came first.  I carefully opened it and then
gazed at what was revealed after peeling away the foam packaging;
it looked for all the world like a half-inch long black aluminium
tube with three wires protruding from the bottom.  Yolande
peered at it closely.

“I think it’s a Germanium transistor.”

She picked it up.

“It’s got OC71 written on it, I’ll look it up, but I think it
was the type they used in early transistor radios.”

Mark look at me in bewilderment.

“You mean this guy Grant paid to have this stored in a bank
vault?”

I really didn’t have a reply so I moved on to the next
parcel.  I opened the lid, removed a piece of A4 grease-proof
paper and blinked at what I saw.  Effie read out what was
written in a spidery longhand on the top piece of what was
obviously a pile of A4 paper. 

“The History of Grant Radios by Mr John Grant.”

Mark and began to chuckle.

“Well you’ve got the transistor and the history, what next?”

I went for the drum-case look alike..  I placed it on the
table, opened the lid and removed a thin circular piece of
sponge.  We all peered inside, Yolande was the first to
laugh. 

“Marbles,” she cried almost in hysteria, “it’s full of
marbles!”  She was right and I could hardly believe me eyes,
lying in carefully carved out sockets in another piece of dense
sponge were marbles laid out in ten lines radiating from the
centre.  As I was gazing I heard Mark chuckle.

“What kind of guy puts marbles into a bank-vault!”

Effie peered closer at the marbles before announcing.

“Not just any marbles, these are Dingles.”

We all looked at her, she seemed engrossed. 

“I remember them from school, the boys used to go mad over them,
there were even fights in the playground; some schools banned the
trading in them.  My neighbour’s son was mad about them. 
Dingle only ever produced one size of marble, but there were ten
colours and I think ten inner shapes and ten tints.”

I was beginning to feel another parallel universe coming
on.  “How can you have different shapes. Marbles are spherical
by definition?”

She pointed at a line of marbles.

“Look, the shape is that bit in the centre,”  She began to
recite as she worked her way along the line of marbles. 

“Star, cube, ball, cone, crescent, cylinder, disc, flat square
and spiral.”

She ran her finger along the line.

“See the central colours are black in this line and then as we
move round, red, yellow, orange, green, blue, purple, gold, silver
and white.”

Yolande frowned.

“Hang on, there are eleven marbles in each line and you haven’t
mentioned the ones nearest the centre.”

Effie smiled.

“Ah, there’s the collector’s enticement.  The marbles were
each sold in a little silver foil wrapper so you never knew what
you were buying.  They were also given away in cereal boxes,
with petrol, in all sorts of places.  On the inside of the
wrapper it said what sort of marble it was, you know , ‘clear
glass- red core – star shape.’  Once you had all ten of one
colour centres in the same outer glass tint you sent the ten
wrappers off to Dingle and they sent you back the ‘D’ version of
that set.  She ran her finger round the box, “Collect all ten
‘Ds’ for one colour tint and they sent you a plain marble of that
tint, see?” 

She pointed to a plain glass marble in the centre.  She
lifted out the piece of sponge and placed it on the table revealing
a similar set underneath. 

“And the outer glass is clear in the first lot, but as we move
down,” she lifted out the first set in their piece of sponge and
then the other sets underneath.

“We get yellow, orange, light green, dark green, pink, red,
light blue, dark blue and mauve.”

Yolande peered at the last set of mauve tinted marbles, “What
happened if you got all ten sets?”

Effie gave a seriously elfish grin.

“That was the dream of every schoolboy get them all and ten
clear marbles and you should get a golden marble, although they
never actually called it a golden marble, they always called it the
binary marble.”

I rapidly did a calculation.

“That makes a thousand marbles for ten complete sets, plus one
hundred ‘D’ marbles of various colours and tints, plus ten plain
marbles, so the last one – your golden marble – is marble number
1111!”

Mark gave me a sarcastic clapping of hands.

“Give the man a peanut.”

Effie laughed, I didn’t think it was that funny.  She
closed her eyes and started to recite.

“You collect them by ones till you get to one-o.  We make
it one-one till you get one-one-o.  We make it one-one-one
till you get one-one-one-o and then,” she used her fingers to do a
drum-roll on the table-top, “you get the one-one-one-one – the
grand binary marble.”

Effie took out the last set of marbles and there lying in
splendid isolation in the last piece of sponge was indeed a golden
marble with it’s hallmarks clearly on display.  Yolande gazed
at it.

“How many people got one of those?”

Effie grinned again obviously pleased to be the one in the
know.

“It’s said that they only ever produced ten.  Just before I
left home one of the girls at school was given a complete set of
one tint – that’s just 111 marbles - by an uncle, she was the envy
of every boy at school.  I would guess that a real complete
set with a golden marble is worth a small fortune.”

I still wondered about my parallel marble universe.

“How come I’ve never heard of them?”

She shrugged.

“It was a Scottish thing, I don’t think they ever sold them
South of Hadrian’s Wall, besides they went bust.”

Yolande looked at her in amazement.

“How could they go bust, I mean they must have been onto a good
thing, especially if they tailored production so that some of the
marbles were difficult to get?”

Effie shrugged.

“They seriously went out of vogue, some other craze came in,
like Ninja Turtles or Game Boys, and they’d produced thousands and
thousands of marbles that they couldn’t get rid of.  I did
hear that they even tried marketing them in South Africa, but they
didn’t catch on.”

I looked at Mark.

“But you’ve obviously heard of them even if  I
haven’t.”

He grinned.

“Effie’s got a blue tint with a green spiral centre, she calls
it her lucky talisman as she dropped it in a bar and I picked it
up.  As I recall our first conversation was her explaining to
me what it was and me not understanding a word of her wonderful
dialect.”

I suppose love is in the eye of the beholder, but for him to
call Glaswegian a wonderful dialect meant that he must be besotted
by her.  We carefully repacked the case and our eyes
simultaneously swivelled onto the last biscuit tin sized
parcel.

 

 


           
In the end I pushed the package over to Yolande.  Without
hesitation she opened the two spring clips and threw back the
lid.  It appeared to be full of shredded paper and Yolande
started to empty it from the package and onto the table. 
Before long she had exposed four small cardboard boxes the size of
OXO tins.  She carefully lifted one out and opened it up, her
eyebrows rose.  Nestling in the tin, in more shredded paper
packaging,  were two small radio valves.  The other three
boxes yielded the same result.  Mark thought that this was
hilarious.  Yolande picked up the whole package.

“I don’t understand it the leather can’t be as heavy as
this.”

We raked out the rest of the shredded paper and Yolande took out
a sort of cardboard base.  Lying in the bottom, flat on their
backs, were thirty krugerrands.  Simultaneously we all had the
same thought and re-examined the other packages.  Under the
golden marble were sixteen more krugerrands, under the story of
grant radios were twenty-five krugerrands and under the transistor
were half a dozen large uncut diamonds. I just wish I could have
captured the expression on Mark’s face, it lay somewhere between
Laurel and Hardy’s bewilderment and Dumbo’s amazement when he could
fly.  Yolande raised and eyebrow at me and I automatically
knew what the question was.  “Depends on the exchange rate.
But they’re usually valued at around $400, which is currently
around £225, give or take a few pence.”

Mark spluttered, “Each?”

“Each,” I said firmly.

I could see his brain working so I put him out of his misery,
“That’s just under £16,000 plus whatever the diamonds are
worth.”

I suddenly felt generous and decided that I could kill two birds
with one stone.  I pushed the marbles package over to
Effie.

“I’ve been wondering what to get you two as a wedding present –
congratulations. Have this as a gift from me and Yolande”

Effie backed away stammering, for once in her native tongue,
something about she couldn’t possibly.  Yolande leant forward,
“Yes you can, he’s got more than enough money tonight.”

Mark looked me in the eye.

“You sure bro?  It’s a lot of dosh.”

I met his gaze.

“I’m dead sure.  I’m glad you’re alive, glad you and Effie
are happy together and glad to give you something that’s both
useful and useless.”

Mark frowned.

“What’s useless about it?”

I tapped the package.

“In her description Effie talked about the little silver
wrappers that gave the provenance of the marbles, I didn’t see
anything in this lot to indicate that it’s bona-fide and I’m
beginning to wonder if some of the old papers I read about Mr
Grant’s affairs in buying up old companies has relevance to
this.”

Effie  and Yolande simultaneously cottoned on.

“You mean he bought up all their old stock?”

“Some of it I think, he then must have bought the odd marbles he
was missing and had the golden marble made, you should be able to
check it out from the hallmark.”

Mark put on his bewildered look again.

“But why?”

“Because he never liked to fail.”

As we contemplated this I also contemplated my benefactor, just
what other bits of his history were destined to alter
mine? 










Chapter 26
Branching Out


The following morning I was up early as I had miles to cover and
things to do.  To my surprise when I visited the kitchen Mark
was up and drinking a cup of coffee.  As the kettle was hot,
and for once I was ahead of schedule I made myself a cup and joined
him at the table.  Calvin was nowhere to be seen. 

“Effie out walking the dog?”

Mark grinned.

“Not a hope, she’s still in bed, Calvin is asleep on the landing
outside our door.  She’s not too much of a morning
person.”

I inwardly groaned, mornings was the time I like to practice my
piano, Mark must have noticed my face.

“Don’t worry bro, she’s always up by nine.”

He sipped his coffee and gazed at me through the steam, “Thanks
for the present last night, that was really good of you.”

From somewhere up above I heard a door open and close. 
“That’s alright, I only hope you can sell the marbles for something
reasonable.”

Mark gave me a wry smile.

“Somehow I don’t think we’ll be selling them.  Last night
Effie was wondering about putting them on display in our
lounge.”

Once again Mark read my face in the way that only brothers and
wives can.  He sighed.

“It’s a wedding present, you don’t go and sell wedding presents,
especially when it’s the only one you’ve got.”

I felt terrible, “Sorry Mark, if I’d known I would have…”

He cut across me.

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s a lovely present and Effie is over the
moon with it.  She’s even got plans to turn the leather case
into a hat box, not that she ever wears hats.”  He grinned
again, “And don’t worry, sense will prevail and we will sell the
krugerrands, especially as I won’t be working for a while – it’ll
give us a good start.”

“Feel bad?”

“Like an inside out jellyfish.”

“Any ideas what you’ll do?”

He shrugged and looked miserable.

“No idea, done a lot of things in different places, but never
honed in on one area, rather I did what was available.”

Effie suddenly appeared from out of the spiral staircase, she
looked like a zombie with a hangover.  At some unseen
agreement Mark and I changed the subject.  Effie muttered
something in her incomprehensible native tongue and Mark
smiled.

“I’m OK, I took it easy down the stairs and I haven’t bust any
stitches.”

I made another cup of coffee and pushed it in front of Effie,
she managed a thin smile.  I stood up, time, I judged, to
leave them alone.

“Sorry I’ve got to go, I’m taking the Fiat and the Land-Rover is
insured for any driver so if you want to go into town just use
it.  I looked at Effie.

“If you want to buy vacuum cleaners and the like I’ve got an
account at the three big stores we visited yesterday – they’re
really all one group.”

Mark shook his head in disbelief.

“My brother with accounts at large stores, unbelievable.”

Effie suddenly came to life, well a reasonable semblance of
life. 

“Mind if I buy a sandwich toaster and a filter coffee machine as
well?”

“Be my guest, whatever suits your lifestyle.”

Effie rubbed her hands over her face.

“Yolande won’t be offended?”

I thought I had a bright idea.

“Yolande’s working in Ipswich this week at some place called
Enterprise Court, she might be able to shop with you if you’d
prefer that.  He phone number is on the card stuck on the side
of the telephone.”

I went to the loo and as I walked back through the kitchen Mark
was contentedly reading through the history of Grant Radios while
Effie had her head on her arms and was gently snoring.

 


           
My first stop was the little jewelers at Aldeburgh where I showed
the resident jeweler my tiny selection of uncut diamonds and
insisted that I just wanted a swift valuation.  After half an
hour he shook his head in the manner of dodgy builders giving a
cost-estimate.

“Difficult, very difficult.”

“Then give me a ball-park figure,” I insisted.

He made a sour face.

“No less than £20,000, may be as high as £30,000.  They are
very good and a bit out of my league.”

I left his little shop feeling a little happier than I had when
I had entered.

 


           
My next stop was to visit Sam the sound engineer, oddly enough our
proposed venue was the self same hotel where we had been snowed in
as he was setting up for some sort of English Folk evening. 
Thus I entered into the same large room we had sung in to find it
festooned with microphones, fold-back speakers and a sound desk the
size of the QE2.  Same gave me a sort of gaucho smile a
pointed to an overworked coffee machine in the corner.  We
helped ourselves and sat down on some alluminium crates.  We
exchanged a few pleasantries and he gave me his sad eyed
look.  I decided to take the initiative.

“Why the text message Sam, you said there were a couple of
problems?”

He carefully put his cup down well away from any cables. 
He licked his lips leaving a few drops of saliva on his
moustache.

“We did the deal on a handshake, do you still want to stand by
it?”

“Of course, a deal is a deal, why should I want to change
it?”

He gave a slow smile.

“Because sales for your CD have gone through the roof. 
There was the Radio 2 record of the week saga plus I mistakenly
published details of your record in a magazine for the over 70s,
the response was spectacular.”

He might as well have hit me with a brick. 

“Can’t be that high, surely?”

“So far we’ve got orders for 800,000 CDs and have shipped
400,000 already, that makes it a million seller.”

I felt like I was dreaming, over a million CDs and
counting? 

“What’s our cut?”  I managed to gasp.

He gave another smile.

“Pruned to the bone, I really thought that we’d have to have a
loss leader to get your names in the market place.  We get
between us a mere 33p per CD.”

I did a calculation.

“That’s £396000, with £79,200 for you and £316800 for us.”

“Make that £190,080 so far and £47,520 after tax.  Now you
see why I ask, I never wanted to do you short.”

I took a sip of coffee to steady my nerves. 

“A deals a deal Sam, we’d never have anything but for you; your
20% stays.”

He gave a sudden grin.

“That brings us to the second problem, my mate at MaddPunk is
going ballistic.  I told him it would be a print run of a
couple of hundred thousand at the most, as it is he’s fighting a
loosing battle.”

“Can’t he contract out?”

Sam gave a short barking laugh.

“No fear, the sort of establishments that can easily cope with
the volume would also like your name on their label, so they only
offer ridiculous prices.”

I wondered where this was leading.

“So?”

“So to cope he’s had to suspend producing punk music and
concentrate on your CD; while he appreciates the profits you bring
he did rather set up the label to promote alternative music, not
Easy Listening.”

I tried raising an eyebrow, it elicited some more
information. 

“He’ll cope this time, but for the next record he’d like to
build up stocks first, but doesn’t want to take the financial
risk.”

It all became clear and I shook my head.

“He’s making the profit, how he furnishes the CDs is his
problem, that is unless he wants us to walk?”

Sam looked horrified.

“No, no he doesn’t want you to walk, your contribution will
probably ensure the longevity of punk music well past it’s
euthanasia date.  In any case I agree with you, he must be
making twice as much as us, so you can easily work out his
profit.”

I finished off my coffee.

“Anything else?”

“Ah,” he said slyly, “we just have the problem of your
fan-mail.”

Now I was stunned.

“Fan-mail?”

“And requests for appearances, lyrics of your songs etc.
etc.”

He turned his brown eyes upon me.

“I’ve done my best, but my part of our agreement was about
getting the record to market, not management and aftercare.”

Now I could see where he was coming from, he was embarrassed
that he was earning large amounts of money while not wanting to
become my manager.  I patted him on the arm.

“And you’ve done a wonderful job and exceeded my wildest dreams,
get the other stuff sent to my home address and I’ll get it dealt
with.”

He flashed me a smile.

“Piece of cake, you’ve got your own post-code and I’ll have the
mail delivered to your door.”

“My own post-code!”  I involuntarily exclaimed.

Sam smiled like a lunatic.

“You’re a million seller, the Post Office know all about the
problems of sending mail to pop-stars so they offer free post-codes
to recording artists who sell over a million records.  It’s
probably easier for them and it’s certainly easier for you as it
keeps your real address secret.”  He fished in his back pocket
and passed over a slip of paper, “Your post-code is YRH 111.”

This I couldn’t wait to tell Yolande.

 


           
Next up was another visit to SCABS.  I must confess that I’d
rather have entered a viper’s nest than faced the sour-faced
receptionist, but she totally surprised me by giving me a wonderful
smile.  I should have smelt a rat at that point, but as usual
I walk where angels have long since fled.  Tom was waiting in
a large and more opulent interview room and the coffee was in bone
china cups, even then warning bells didn’t ring.  We passed a
few pleasantries and then Tom got down to business. 

“Got the fax from your solicitors confirming the probate and
that you are Mr Grant’s sole beneficiary.  I was then able to
check out Mr Grant’s accounts with us.” 

He flashed me a disconcerting smile.

“Do you want the good news or the bad news?”

Foolishly I was still relaxed, after all Tom was an old
friend. 

“Good first, always the good first.”

“The good news is Mr Grant did have a small account with us, at
present it has,” he fished out a piece of paper, “£120.23p”

I took a sip of coffee.

“And the bad news?”

Tom flashed me a smile again.

“And the bad news is that Mr Grant wasn’t only an account holder
with the Royal and Ancient, he was also a Name.”

It took a few moments to sink in. 

“A Name, you mean like Lloyds of London?”

Tom sipped his coffee clearly enjoying the moment.

“Exactly, he was one of the five thousand personal backers and
guarantors of The Royal and Ancient Bank of Scotland, fortunately
for them unlike Lloyds their liability could not exceed a
million.”

Tom stopped speaking and I swear it was so quiet I could hear my
own heart beating.  I closed my eyes for a second to focus my
mind, I spoke it a sort of croaking whisper. 

“Remind me, just before SCABS took them over weren’t they in
some sort of financial trouble?”

Tom raised an eyebrow, on him it was a hateful
gesture. 

“They were almost bankrupt as their liabilities grossly exceeded
their assets due to some radically incompetent trading in futures
and the re-valuing of some East Asiatic currencies.”

I sipped some coffee to grab some time before the Sword of
Damocles fell. 

“So what was his hit?”

Tom didn’t blink, “£568,345.89p”

I almost gasped for breath.

“Did he know?”

Tom raised his hands in an offhand gesture.

“We’d sent him some mail, he hadn’t replied.”

Some modicum of my brain was still functioning and I heard
myself say.

“I’ve been through his letters for the last four years, there
was nothing there.”

Tom dismissively waved his hands again.

“I can only say what I’ve been told.” 

He leant forward to pour another coffee.

“Do you think you could give us a cheque,” he
murmured. 

A cheque!  He wanted a cheque for over half a million
quid!  Now, on the spot? 

“Surly when SCABS took over they bought out the Names?”

He reached for a biscuit, was he enjoying this? 

“They sure did, to the tune of £431,654.11p each, hence the
£568,345.89p.”

Part of my brain, that part which was not totally numb, was
screaming something at me, but I couldn’t focus on it.  I
decided on the need to get a few minutes space and time to think so
I casually asked where the nearest loo was.  Two minutes later
I was sitting on the toilet lid and taking some deep breaths,
£568,345.89p would completely wipe me out, even with my new found
wealth from the record company.  I tried to focus on the
message my brain was trying to tell me, but to no avail.  In
the end I left the toilet cubicle and sluiced my head under the
cold tap, it was then I had a déjà vu moment.  I recalled some
woeful course the bank had sent me on in their seemingly eternal
endeavour to train me into some sort of worthy bank official; I’d
had a dodgy curry the night before it started and had had to
retreat to the loo to compose myself half-way through the first
morning.  The course had been on the peculiarities of banking
law in England, Scotland, The Channel Islands and the Isle of Man
and one of the main case studies had been of The Royal and Ancient
Bank of Scotland and their legal fight to get money out of their
Names.  I couldn’t remember the details – I never could that’s
why I was useless at banking – but I could recall the outcome.

 


           
I re-entered the interview room sat down and poured myself another
coffee. 

“Can I see copies of your correspondence with Mr Grant?”

Tom became vague.

“Sorry, I haven’t got it, in fact I’m not sure where his file
is.”

I munched on a custard cream allowing the extra sugar to give me
inner strength. 

“So you don’t know if he voluntarily relinquished his status as
a name following the Scottish High Court ruling that The Royal and
Ancient could only seek redress from it’s Names as a last resort,
not a first resort, and that as they had been taken over by SCABS
before the matter had entered court, if the Names voluntarily
relinquished their status they could not be held liable by
SCABS.”

Tom made a sour face.

“As I said he never answered our letter.”

I grinned as I felt I was now nearing solid ground. 

“But it wasn’t letters was it?  SCABS tried to do it all by
e-mail saying that if the Names couldn’t access e-mail that was
their fault, but the court ruled against them in no uncertain
manner.  So all their deadlines to relinquish status were
deemed void – in fact if I recall the case properly the judge was
so incensed at the Attitude of the SCABS lawyers she made a ruling
that the Names had to be individually approached in person and
offered the chance to relinquish their status in return for zero
liability.”

Tom began to look like he’d swallowed a pepper pot and I decided
to push my luck. 

“So are you actually offering me the chance to relinquish my
inherited Name status?”

Wordlessly he pushed across a letter addressed to me.  I
read it, signed it and passed it back.  Anger began to well
within me.

“And I thought you were a friend.”  I said harshly.

He tried for an escape by shrugging his shoulders.

“Nothing personal mate, it’s just that there’s an automatic
bonus for anybody managing to hold onto a Name and getting them to
pay up.”

I stood up and decided to walk out before I hit him and that’s
when disaster struck.  I was so incensed that he had tried to
cream me for the sake of a petty bonus that for some unknown reason
I walked down the wrong side of the open door onto the street and
hence tried to walk out through a plate glass window.  In fact
it was worse than that as SCABS, following a ram-raid, had fitted
all their branches with armoured glass, so I can personally assure
you that in a battle between a moving being and armoured glass the
glass always wins.  Thankfully I remember little, I remember
walking ‘out’ in a huff and then seemingly coming up hard against
nothing.  Thankfully I didn’t pass out, but I was extremely
groggy, in fact dazed enough for the sour-faced receptionist to
call for an ambulance.

 


           
As usual the paramedics – a pair I had not seen before – were
excellent.  After some humming and hawing they decided that I
didn’t have to go to hospital, but warned me that I would both have
a beautiful black eye and a severely swollen lip.  I turned
out that they were right on both counts.

 


           
To my surprise Yolande was not the paragon of sympathy that I
expected as once she had ascertained that I was really OK she
almost broke a rib through laughing.










Chapter 27
Fan Mail and Gigs




The following Monday I no longer had a dull ache in my cheekbone or
a throb in my temple, but no matter how I felt Yolande had
programmed me for a busy day.  On our first shopping
expedition she had ordered some lounge furniture and on the day I
wantonly walked into armoured glass she and Effie had shopped
again.  I hadn’t yet seen the accounts from the shops
involved, but I’m glad I don’t have a weak heart.  In any case
on both shopping trips this Monday was specified as delivery
day.  The first delivery, a dining room table that looked like
it had been designed by Isombard Kingdom Brunel, was at 8:34am, the
last, a pile of made to measure curtains, arrived at 5:05pm. 
In-between were countless other deliveries, so much so that when my
first delivery of YRH 111 mail arrived I took up Mark’s offer of
sifting through it for me.  Thus he became my de facto manager
not through dint of any real decision, but because he was
available, though to tell the truth I don’t think I could have
managed without him in the coming months.  What stupefied me
was the range of letters from the simple ‘Thank you for a wonderful
album’ to the difficult to answer, ‘How did you managed to compose
a set of chord changes from A# to Eb via
G##?’  That plus a succession of gig invites that
we could never possibly fulfill, but that all had to be answered,
that meant the 20% Mark and Effie eventually agreed to accept for
running our singing careers was money well invested.  However,
that day stands out in my mind not for the reasons of furniture
delivery or abdication of fan-mail, it stands out in my mind
because that Monday evening Yolande and I decided to name the
actual wedding day and pottered around the corner to see my Julius
Caesar vicar to make the arrangements.  For me it removed one
of my great fears, namely that somehow I would lose Yolande to some
handsome stranger.  However, as usual in the Holme’s household
one gigantic step forward was usually followed by one pitfall
usually to be fallen into.  Thus on Tuesday I had a sudden
premonition of impending disaster when…

 

As the dressing room door opened and Yolande entered wearing
a stunning pale green off the shoulder ball gown Richard turned off
the Dictaphone.  Through the open door there was the faint
sound of many people talking at once.  Yolande waltzed across
the floor and Richard kissed his wife and headed for his pre-show
visit to the loo.  Yolande looked at the Dictaphone and
smiled, she picked it up and turned it on.

 

“It all started when I was at school and had a teenage crush
for the boy who played the piano.  I hated the violin, but I
kept it up just to be with him as he accompanied me at every school
concert.  I must have put my music teacher and my parents
through hell.  Little did I know that years later our paths
would cross again and I would meet him in what was to become our
home.”

 

The door opened again and Richard gave Yolande the warning
that their third anniversary Aldeburgh concert was about to begin
in two minutes.  She put the Dictaphone down, examined herself
in the full length mirror and decided that her pregnancy didn’t
show too much.  Richard appeared and they left to walk arm in
arm into the large lounge and into the arms of an enthusiastic and
welcoming audience.  Unfortunately…
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	Felburgh
(2010)
Felburgh is the story of a vicar (Peter) and his life in a new
parish; one that he has not chosen and that has not chosen him. The
parish is set in seemingly idyllic Suffolk seaside town of Felburgh
somewhere between Felixstowe and Aldeburgh. The parish, like most
parishes, is only normal on the surface and has underlying tensions
and vast social differences. The church itself has a third of a
million pounds in the bank, some of the congregation are downright
antagonistic and quite a few have interesting pasts. The church has
previously seen a rapid succession of vicars, who have been driven
out, escaped or just disappeared, this has left a legacy of
distrust and discontent. Finally, like the Parish, the vicarage
itself also has an interesting history, one which soon impinges on
Peter’s life and not necessarily for the better. All in all it’s a
mixture most vicars would run from, but Peter has no choice but to
stay as he has nowhere else to go, so can he make a success of it
or will history repeat itself once again?



	


Barnabus
Makes Someone Smile (2010)
Barnabus notices a smal child who does not seen to smile, ever.
However, with a little lesson from a peculiar cat Barnabus learns
how to make him smile.



	


Vignette
(2010)
Brian is a vicar on the edge, the edge of suicide that is. He
has a number of rural parishes and they all contain farmers who are
on the edge, or over the edge, of bankruptcy. It is all out of his
control and try as he might he cannot deal with all the pain and
angst and it has finaly got to him. But he is not allowed to find
relief in the comfort of a cold bullet via circumstances that are
again out of control. However, as his life spirals downwards there
is one chink of light, perhaps, just perhaps it will provide him
with a way out.



	


Barnabus
Prepares for Bonfire Night (2010)
Fireworks can be pretty and bonfires can be warming, but to
hedgehogs they can be deadly. Barnabus works out a plan to keep the
hedgehogs safe, but it is not that simple.



	


Barnabus and
the Lost Spider (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, believes that everything in his
church is in exactly the right place. Then he opens the boiler room
door and finds...



	


Barnabus and
Loadza Mice (2010)
Barnabus is bored, in fact Barnabus is very bored. So he decides
to invite a few friends over for a video party, unfortunately
...



	


Barnabus
Trusts a Cat (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, doesn't like cats very much and
certainly wouldn't normally trust one with his life, but one
Christmas...



	


Barnabus and
the Inheritance (2010)
A Barnabus Church Mouse Story.

Barnabus gets a surprise letter telling him he's got an
inheritance. What can it be? His mind runs wild, is it money? A
Mansion? Perhaps it's a ...



	


Barnabus and
the New Year (2010)
It's New Year's Eve and Barnabus as all alone in his church
basement home. Have all his friends gone out and left him? he feels
really miserable, and then...



	


Barnabus and
the Winter Supply (2010)
Barnabus has been a diligent Church Mouse, he has stored enough
food to feed all the mice in his church for the whole of the
winter, but then it starts to rain up North and other mice are in
trouble, what should he do?



	


Alien
Gel (2010)
Henry is a perfectly normal person in a perfectly normal world,
then he is forced by circumstances to buy a weird hair gel. From
then on his life begins to change as the hair gel starts to
interfere in it's own peculiar way. The question is: can Henry keep
it under control?



	


Barnabus
Meets Ratatooee (2010)
It's Christmas Eve and all is well in Barbabus' church, that is
until there is a scratch on the door and the appearance of a very
hungry Romanian rat. Should they say there is no room, or let him
and his companions in?



	


Wilfred's
Heavely Journey (2010)
Wilfred, the churchyard rat, is feeling off-colour and
downhearted, so he decides to go on holiday. He chooses a cruse,
but it turns out to be not quite what he expected.



	


Spike
and Mother's Day (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has a problem, a real problem. It's two days
before Mother's day and he hasn't got her a present, and even worse
has no idea what to get. Can his friends help him or not?



	


Spike
Learns to say Sorry (2010)
Spike the hedgehog absolutely loves cycling, but his father has
given him two basic rules to obey and one day Spike forgets them,
it leads him into all sorts of trouble.



	


Spike
Plays Hedgehog Rugby (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has been made captain of the local hedgehog
rugby team, but will his first desision at his first match be a big
mistake?



	


Barnabus
needs an Albatross (2010)
The church needs money to repair the church tower and Barnabus
and his friends hatch a plan that they hope will give the church
the money it needs. Trouble is it all depends on finding a rare and
special bird.



	


Boris
the Dancing Beaver (2010)
Boris is a beaver like no other. Forget swimming, forget
chopping down trees; Boris loves to dance. But, just what future is
there for a dacing beaver? His brothers think he's a nisance, but
Boris is sure dancing, somehow, is his future.



	


Barnabus and
Hank the Armadillo (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, is looking after his church as
normal and has an American guest, Hank the armadillo. However, they
do not get on very well until the church boiler begins to throw a
fit.



	


Barnabus and
Risk Management (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, has to entertain his friend's Aunt.
She is a bit of a snob and loves to find fault with the state of
Barnabus' church. She discovers a box of soft toys in the wrong
place and has a good moan, but Barnabus has an unusual answer; one
involving sky-diving!



	


Sarah
has a problem (2010)
Sarah the skunk has a couple of problems; one being her temper.
She just can't keep it and when she gets angry those around her get
squirted with her special smell liquid. It's not a recipe for
keeping friends, so she hasn't any. Then one day...



	


Arboreal
Love (2010)
Can trees feel for human beings as human beings feel for trees?
Not everybody thinks so, but one old lady holds a secret: a secret
of a love and passion for a tree that knew no bounds. But could
this love be infectious?



	


The
Last Assignment (2010)
They are highly trained operatives. They have been specially
prepared for any mission. They are kept under tight reign. But
there is this special assignment, could it be their last?



	


Cold
(2010)
Jim Tarrent is an ex-army sergeant turned private investigator
following his untimely departure from the army. On solving his
first case he gains a partner and together they look like they will
make a go of his business. However, Jim has a traumatic past that
he cannot seem to leave behind and his partner is probably no
better off. Then two cases hit them that could change their lives,
and their detective agency, for ever.



	


Lumen
in Let Your Little Light Shine (2010)
Lumen is a glow worm with attitude. Currently he's fed up with
being a glow worm and lurned his lights off. But there is a
problem, if his light doesn't shine, just where does his energy
go?



	


Book
Woman (2010)
Mary is the Manager of a private lending library in the sleepy
Suffolk coastal town of Eastburgh. She originally wanted to be a
journalist, but following a dreadful accident that she was forced
to realign her career aspirations. Mary has a reputation of being
rather short with people and fending off chances of friendship, not
that she has much chance of friendships as she works full time and
cares for her elderly mother.

However, Mary’s nicely ordered world of books and home is slowly
turned round thanks to an unexpected discovery, a young girl and
Mary’s changing inner needs.



	


The
Soulmate Agency (2010)
The Soulmate Agency is a dating agency with a difference.
Instead of pairing people up they invite groups of people away for
a week and run them through a series of exercises to help them get
to know one another. However, that is not to say the owner doesn't
have a hidden plan of possible matings. But one assorted group, as
soon as it arrives, starts to defy the odds...



	


Trembine
Halt (2010)
Trembine Halt is a tiny Cambridgeshire village. Like most small
villages the dozen inhabitants have their various foibles, but they
have learnt to live together and support one another when
necessary, even coping with the odd transitory interloper. However,
lurking underneath are emotional hang-ups, hidden relationships,
suicides and selfishness. All would remain as it was, except on one
snowy day a freight train gets stuck in the village and the
addition of the extra person starts off a train of events that will
have long term repercussions.



	


Nocturnus
(2010)
John Smith and Jane Doe (yes that’s their real names) are
ordinary people living separate lives. He as a peripatetic lecturer
and she as a night-time cleaning manager. In the normal course of
events their paths would probably never cross. However, some events
are far from normal and the two get thrown together to dispose of a
corpse.

The question is can they get away with it? Especially as it's
not just the police after them.

But the story is more than just a simple tale of misdeed and
misdemeanor. Jane leads her nocturnal life for very good reasons
(well good to her) and John prefers to travel rather than stay at
home for equally valid reasons (well valid to him.) So as their
lives are forcibly intertwined are their reasons still valid or are
they redundant?



	


The
Face (2010)
Brian is the type of guy who likes to have everything cut and
dried and his life on a well-ordered track. He’s been in the same
teaching job since leaving university and spends every summer
holiday house-sitting for his cousin George. However, this summer,
after seeing a woman's face in a supermarket, his life starts to
change in ways he would never have contemplated. However, there is
more to come and his well ordered life starts to spiral way out of
control, the problem is that he rather begins to like it that
way.



	


Botanago
(2010)
Botanago refers to a mathematical formula, which is invented
within a robotics company by an eccentric and irascible middle aged
research engineer called Albert, who is not all he seems.

All would be well if they left him alone to think his
mathematical thoughts, but in Jeddle Robotics lie people with
ambition and downright managerial ruthlessness that Albert
detests.

So while he strives to perfect his cherished formula, he must
also deal with the rest of his life, and that is nowhere near as
easy.



	


Ruth
(2010)
Ruth is a runner with a unique sexual chemistry that combines in
almost near perfection with the story-teller; but she says little
and wants nothing else. However, as far as he is concerned this is
enough, then the unexpected happens and life gets turned on it's
head...



	


Bitter
(2010)
Jim Tarrent and Jenn Tarrent are settling down to a new routine
in their detective agency following their marriage.



They have the usual mix of cases, but also pick up a case for
military intelligence involving two dead service personnel
discovered in unusual circumstances while Jim (who still dreams of
his army past) plugs away at solving a child hit and run mystery no
matter what it costs.



However, both cases lead them into murky territory where simple
objectives have morphed into potential scandals that no-one on high
wants revealed.

Jims unusual evidence gathering skills and Jenn’s organisation
lead them further on than anyone else, but perhaps the outcome is
not worth the trouble involved.

(Bitter is a sequal to 'Cold')



	


Sydney takes
a stand (2011)
Sydney the frog only has a small muddy puddle as a home and now
the council want to take it away - there comes a time when every
frog has to make a stand. Unfortunately this time the stand is
against a giant digger; can he survive?



	


Barnabus can
Fly! (2011)
Barnabus the church mouse has got himself into a pickle again!
He's been teaching the mouslets all about bats, but now he can't
find one and his class are beginning to disbelieve him - can there
be a solution?



	


Barnabus and
the 'Swerve' (2011)
Barnabus has a lot on his mind; the church want to sell off
their ancient pipe organ and he needs to find a way to beat the Red
Rodents at Mouse Volley ball. The answer could lie in something
very different...
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