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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and
incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely
coincidental.








Chapter 1
Interviews


Sarah sat in the old station waiting room and felt as miserable
as the condition of the neglected Victorian room.  Even though
there was a roaring log fire she felt cold, cold in body and cold
in soul as she waited to hear the verdict of a disciplinary panel
on her driving.  It all made her feel, and look, rather
forlorn as this could be the end of her career; just a desolate
figure in a desolate room.  The room was a throw-back to the
1890s grand railway waiting rooms of old with a high ceiling,
ornate plasterwork and a polished wooden floor.  Except that
after over four decades of pernicious neglect the decorations were
much faded and the parget was in the last stages of crumbling away,
whilst the polished floor had become a set of well-worn and much
stained boards.  Sarah herself looked a forlorn figure, clad
in a denim blue boiler suit that had been tailored to her short
thin figure, but still emblazoned with the obligatory motif of
‘Cargo-Haul’ in a gentle bright orange arc across her back and
across the top of her left hand breast pocket.  Her face was
pale with slightly visible cheekbones above taut cheeks and with
stunning blue eyes peering from under a thicket of fawn
eyelashes.  Laying down her back like a plaited ramrod, her
long wiry fawn hair pointed to her tiny black steel-toecapped boots
which she fidgeted in bleak anticipation.  She heard a
passenger train enter the station and rumble through at high speed,
they always rumbled through as no passengers were allowed to visit
this forsaken place.  The station was actually called Grantham
Yards and had been closed to passenger traffic since the late
sixties and was now home to the headquarters of Cargo-Haul, mainly
due to the proximity of the goods yards and the rock-bottom
rent.  The door to the inner room opened and a man’s head
popped out and intoned in a deep voice, “We’re ready for you now
Sarah,” as if the guillotine waited just around the corner.

Sarah sighed and entered the inner room to discover her
fate.

 


           
Julia Flosse, teacher of physical education and maths, was also
sitting and waiting for a call to enter a room for a visit not of
her choosing.  However, this was not a disciplinary interview,
but a ‘restructuring,’ interview called by her head teacher. 
All day there had been a succession of people entering his room,
starting with the heads of department and working steadily towards
the probationary teachers.  As a deputy head of department
Julia was roughly mid-point in this exercise, but rumours were
already rife and she had a knot in the pit of her stomach. 
She idly picked up the glossy annual governor’s report for the
school and sniffed; it all looked so good on paper, but then that
epitomised the current head teacher; it was all about an image that
must be maintained at all costs.  She tossed the report down
and stood up to pace up and down the tiny corridor.  Taller
than a lot of men, and certainly more muscular, she somehow cut a
figure that looked less like a school teacher and more like a
market trader, especially as her hair was cut short in a style
reminiscent of Egyptian mummies and her face having a remarkably
bland appearance apart from the lively chocolate brown eyes that
showed a spark of intelligent liveliness.  Suddenly, and
without anybody exiting the office, the lights outside changed from
red to green and Julia pushed the door open wondering if the
rumours of departmental amalgamation were true.

 

           The
inner room Sara entered was used as an office by the Southern Area
manager of Cargo-Haul, but that didn’t make it look any more
friendly or decorous that the barren waiting room outside. 
Sarah sat down on a rickety wooden chair and faced her three judges
across a tired and battered desk.  Directly opposite was the
tubby owner of the deep voice, her boss Mr Gladbury, a man of deep
melancholy and woebegone looks.  On his right was the Northern
Area manager, a perky little man with a wrinkled happy face and a
tongue like a razor blade.  The third man, tall and thin with
a face like an animated weasel, was a visiting manager from the
East of England Rail Company, here to see that justice was done and
seen to be done.  Her boss opened the batting, “Can I just
check a few details for the benefit of our guests?”

He didn’t wait for an answer, but intoned on like he was reading
an Edwardian obituary.  “You’ve been with us for three years
and have been an engine-driver for five years, before that you
worked as a driver’s mate for three years.”

Sarah stirred and gave a short affirmative reply in a quiet
husky voice.  Mr Gladbury glanced at his notes, “And you
have been working the Grantham Yards to Norwich route for two
years.”

Sarah nodded, “There and back once a day.”  Her gentle Kent
accent belied the tension in her body.

He gave the merest of smiles, “Then how come you have driven
through the same red light three times; has it become
invisible?”

Sarah mustered her defence and spoke with barely suppressed
patience; “That light is impossible to see against the low winter
sun, it doesn’t have a backboard and at this time of year the
curving track makes sure that the sun is only directly behind the
signal for an instant.   And before you ask the previous
signal was green not yellow or double yellow so I had no
pre-warning.  And I might add the control centre did not give
me the benefit of a radio call to warn me despite changing the
signal after I passed the previous section."

The Northern Area manager leaned forward, “Well why didn’t you
follow the set procedure and slow down your approach to an
indeterminate signal?”

She gave a weak smile, “I did on Monday and Tuesday of the week
in question, but when I slowed the train on Wednesday just in case
the signal was red the signalman on duty gave me a rocket over the
radio and told me that I’d be holding up the Ely express -
again.  He said the same thing to me on Thursday, except that
he added a few more choice expletives.  I did go through the
red on the Friday, but - even though I was only going at a crawl -
when I realised it was red I couldn’t stop in time, I only passed
it by a few yards, less than the length of the engine.”

The visiting East of England manager squirmed, “Blow what the
signalman says, you’re responsible for driving the train and going
through red lights is unacceptable, wholly unacceptable and you’ve
been through this light once this year and twice last year.”

Sarah bristled and snapped back, “And I submitted a report to
your company that the light was near impossible to see the first
time.  I believe that you have a growing pile of similar
reports, but despite knowing the problem, and the simple solution,
your company has done nothing.”

He shrugged, “Our drivers don’t have this problem.”

She snapped back with pure venom for him and her own manager,
“Your drivers have all the in-company the bells and whistles; we
don’t have the same luxuries, even though we have asked.  So
the comparison is unreasonable.”

Mr Gladbury leant forward, “Quite, quite, let’s not get into an
argument.”

He shuffled a few papers, “Taking account of the difficulties
you have described we have decided to give you a minor reprimand
and dock half of one day’s wages.  The reprimand will be
placed on your record for three years, should you accumulate more
that five minor reprimands at any one time you will be suspended
from driving and placed on other duties.”

He looked up from the papers, “Is that clear?”

Sarah silently sighed with relief, she had expected to be
suspended immediately.  “Very clear and may I ask what action
is being taken against the abusive signalman?  Especially as I
had no prior warning of a red light when the regulations state that
if I do not have a preceding yellow he should inform me on the
radio – immediately – that there is a red light in front of me, or
is he above reprimand?”

The visiting East of England manager turned red at the gills and
snapped, “That is a matter for us, not you.”

Sarah held her ground, now she knew her sentence she could
pursue other matters. “I have reported him six times for using foul
and abusive language and not once have I had the courtesy of even
an acknowledgement from your company.”

Mr Gladbury leant forward, “Look young lady, you are lucky that
we didn’t dismiss you on the spot under the ‘three strikes and
you’re out’ procedure, so don’t push your luck.  I believe
that the 9:05 is waiting for your attention and perhaps your
efforts are best aimed in that direction.”

Sarah stood up and turned to go, Mr Gladbury added humourlessly
, “And watch out for signal No 347A won’t you, I believe it can be
difficult to see.”

Sarah swallowed back a retort and left the room.  Mr
Gladbury turned to the visiting manager, “But she has a point, your
errant signalman is well known as being foul-mouthed and nasty and
more than willing to bend the regulations to suit maximum
throughput rather than a have regard for maximum safety.”

The East of England manager shrugged and gave a twisted smile,
“And he’s good at his job and a member of a strong union; it’s a
matter of balance.”

Mr Gladbury looked him in the eyes, “Balance or no balance get
him sorted, if I hear one more complaint about his manner I’ll
write to your board of directors, I’ve had enough.  Sarah is a
good safe driver, but your Mr Knowles managed to rattle her enough
to try and cut corners and I won’t have my drivers endangered
because you won’t take action.”

The visiting manager stood up, “He does his job, he keeps the
trains running and I’m leaving him alone.”

Mr Gladbury wasn’t finished, “And Sarah is correct, she had no
pre-warning of a red light; with the sort of heavy trains that she
drives that is wholly unacceptable.  He must – I repeat he
must – take account of the sort of trains he is controlling before
there is a serious foul up.”

The visiting manager gave an inconsequential shrug and left the
room, but everybody knew that the problem was not solved and there
would be more grief to come.

 


           
Julia entered the brightly painted head’s office that had specially
chosen work displayed along a huge notice-board on one wall. 
Julia had doubts about that display as either the school was full
of prodigies or adults must have had a hand in its
preparation.  Mr Prestonne her head teacher, a man resembling
an over-smart used car salesman with the disposition of a depressed
undertaker, waved her into a waiting armchair.  He passed her
a cup of tepid coffee, she helped herself to a dull biscuit. 
He glanced at the folder in front of him.  “Well Julia I guess
that you’ve been hearing some rumours about departmental
amalgamation, let me start by saying that they are largely untrue.
I’m keeping the same departments with the same structure, except
that I’m moving physical education from science to mathematics, but
this is more of a staff balancing exercise than anything else.”

He stopped and stared at Julia and she waited for him to
continue.  He cleared his throat, “Personally I want you to
continue to teach maths and PE, but you are no longer to be a
deputy departmental head.  I’ve decided that it’s time PE had
its own head of department and I’ve appointed Michelle Proust to
the post.”

He paused for breath and Julia, much against the Head’s
unwritten protocol, butted in with her rich Suffolk vowels. 
“Why Michelle?  She’s only been with us for half a term
whereas I’ve been here for five years and during that time the
level of sport has risen considerably, or have you forgotten that
last year we won the County championships for cricket and hockey
and gained honours in three other sports.  Plus my A level
pass rate in Maths has risen from 65% when I took over to near 90%
now.”

Mr Prestonne scowled, “She’s better qualified than you as she
has both a teaching degree and an MA.”

Julia scoffed and rolled her eyes, “You mean a pass degree in
General Education, an MA in Semantic Philosophy from some American
University that nobody has ever heard of and a father who’s
chairman of the Board of Governors.”

Mr Prestonne’s eyes narrowed, “This is not a matter for
negotiation young lady, I’ve had the changes cleared and endorsed
by the governors.”  He gave her a ‘Don’t interrupt again till
hell freezes over stare, and continued; “To finish what I was
saying, I also wish you to continue teaching ‘A’ level mathematics,
but your PE schedule is to change and you’re taking over the sixth
form gymnasium.  We are aware that that would in effect reduce
your teaching load, so humanities has asked for your assistance to
teach RE to year 7 – I believe RE was your second teaching subject
after RE?”

“Third, Maths, PE and then RE.”

“Quite.”

He went to stand up to signify that the meeting was at an end,
but Julie remained firmly seated.  “I take it that under the
Sutton agreement my reduction in status will not be reflected in my
pay for two years.”

He sat back and squirmed in his chair, “If you insist, but I
don’t believe that you are a member of the union, so I’m not sure
that the agreement applies to you.  The matter’s complex and
if you do think it applies you’ll have to seek clarification.”

Julia took out a bright red union membership card and waved it
at him, he sighed a long tremulous sigh and made a note on his
clipboard.  “Any thing else?  Time is pressing and I’ve
many more staff to see.”

Julia leant back in the chair, “Who’s going to teach rugby to
the lower school?  Michelle hasn’t got a rugby teaching
certificate so the pupils wouldn’t be insured if she taught
them.”

“We’re working on it.”

“Does this mean that I won’t be in charge of the school cricket
and hockey teams?”

“Cricket yes, hockey no.”

“Who do I report to about the sixth form gymnasium, Michelle or
the head of sixth form?”

Mr Prestonne pondered his answer, he clearly had no thought
about this, but could see where Julia was coming from, namely
Michelle’s lack of any gymnasium qualifications.  “The head of
sixth form , I believe that he is qualified in that area.”

Once again he raised his buttocks from the chair, once again
Julia remained firmly stuck to her seat.  She knew that she’d
probably not have a personal tête-à-tête with the Head again for
some time.  “Why me teaching RE to Year 7?  Is this
because the Head of Humanities thinks that I have particular skills
in that area, or is it because none of her staff will teach that
particular subject to our current Year 7?”

He stood up, “It’s because you currently run the Christian Union
and seem to have a way with that particular year that should not be
left to waste.  Now I really must get on.”

Julia finally stood up and left his office.  She’d made her
point, twice, about Michelle’s inadequate qualifications and could
do no more.  Once she closed the door she glanced at the
person waiting for their turn.  Her face broke into a smile,
“Becky!  You’re next for the rack?”

A small blonde woman nodded.  Julia took the bright red
union card out of her pocket and passed it over, “Thanks for the
loan of this.”

“Did you need it?”

“The rat has demoted me and was going to argue the point about
the Sutton agreement.  We both know it applies to non-union
staff, but he would have forced me to appeal to the County Council
and wait months and months for an answer.”

Becky grinned, “Heard the grapevine rattling, have you really
got Year 7 for RE?”

Julia nodded as the light turned green, Becky shook her head,
and muttered “Into the valley of death rode the six hundred” as she
entered, leaving Julia to wonder if Becky was referring to entering
the head’s office or Julia having the temerity to confront Year 7
with an RE lesson.










Chapter 2
Solitude and Isolation


Sarah sat on her favourite platform bench drinking some coffee
out of the top of her thermos flask watching both her breath as it
made wisps of vapour in the cold January air and a shunting engine
as it moved a line of double-bogie grey trucks containing milled
rock.  They would eventually form her 9:05, hauling rock
chippings and mixed freight.  She contemplated the morning and
the day ahead.  Yesterday had been the closest she had ever
come to loosing her job and she loved her job.  When she’d
left school she’d tried a number of jobs, ending up at an
antiseptic South London insurance office processing little bits of
paper all day.  Then, when she was twenty-five and bored out
of her mind by insurance criteria and office tittle-tattle, she’d
seen an advert from a freight company saying they wanted train
drivers, male or female, and that they would provide the
training.  All her young life she had travelled with her
father to various steam fares and had loved the sheer
mechanicalness of most of the exhibits.  She had applied, got
the job and never looked back.  She’d joined Cargo-Haul three
years ago when they had taken over the company she had worked
for.  Up till then she’d worked the London route, but after
the takeover she’d worked the Norwich route and much preferred the
countryside and the conditions.  Better than that she now had
her own locomotive.  Well of course she didn’t own it and it
wasn’t really hers, but only she got to drive it, least that’s what
she told herself knowing in her heart that the maintenance men and
shunters also entered her cab.  She studied her engine, a
class 59 painted in gunmetal grey with ‘Cargo-Haul’ in Day-Glo
orange written down the sides.  It was a huge engine and one
of the most powerful on the rail network and she drove it mostly
because the other engine drivers in Cargo-Haul despised it because
of its American origins.  However, she loved it, and it had
become her very own.  She sat back and enjoyed the
morning.  She could, of course, have drunk her coffee in the
mess room rather than alone on this bench, but she preferred to be
alone, that was one of the attractions of this job, no
tittle-tattle and no office politics just her, her engine and the
route ahead.

 


           
At 8:45 she made her way to the old ticket office that was now the
Cargo-Haul administration office.  She threaded her way to the
desk at the very back of the office.  Behind this wooden
edifice sat an over-confident and over-weight twenty-two year old
called Stuart, who looked like a sad-eyed beer-sodden bar-room
bouncer and who believed that he was God’s gift to women. 
Stuart’s hazel eyes looked up, “Well if it isn’t our Sarah, still
driving at we?”

She ignored the jib, “Got my paperwork?”

He nodded, “You’re taking back some empty chipping hopper wagons
and your extra freight today is ceiling insulation, as that’s light
we’ve added five extra container trucks; that makes a maximum
length train.  You train is designated as Cargo Nine-Seven and
we have a little diversion for you as well.”

Sometimes, just sometimes she dropped off a few trucks at
Ely.  She muttered, “Ely drop-off then?”

He shook his head with a smirk, “Nah, apparently there’s trouble
with a bridge at Shippy Hill Halt.”

Sarah cut in, “You mean Shippea Hill Halt.”

He rolled his piggy eyes, “Whatever.  In any case once you
get to Ely you’ll be taking the Kings Lynn Route as far as
Stowbridge and then the old Trembine route to Brandon when you’ll
be back on your old tracks.”

Sarah studied the route-map he passed over to her.  She
raised her eyebrows, “That’s single line working with small
old-fashioned passing loops at Methwold Hythe and West Derham, only
if I have a maximum length train I won’t fit into those loops, does
the signalman know?”

Stuart shrugged, “Sent him your details by fax.”

Sarah drummed he fingers on the table, “You’re supposed to ring
him.”

Stuart sighed and reached for someone else’s file, “I’ll get
round to it.”

Sarah studied the rest of her papers, “What’s this about a
snow-plough plate?”

He shrugged, “Weather forecast for Norfolk is heavy snow, but we
haven’t got time to fit the plate or you’ll miss your outward
slot.”

Sarah sat down and put her feet up on an adjacent chair. 
Stuart peered at her and sneered, “Shouldn’t you be going, don’t
want another black mark do we?”

She, irked by his offhand manner, gave him a death-stare. 
“Not budging till you phone the signalman and endorse
these papers that it was your decision to leave the plate
off not mine.  I’ve had enough trouble already this week to
last me for the rest of this year and I don’t intend to let your
abysmal administration and organisation fall on my head.  You
had plenty of time to put that snow-plough on as there have been
weather warnings for the last three days.”

Stuart looked at the clock, made a skin saving decision,
scribbled on the papers and then phoned the signal control
room.  As soon as he started talking Sarah left for her
train.  When he put the phone down he smirked, “Stupid bitch,
it was only their ansaphone.”

 


           
“QUIET!”  Yelled Julia across the hockey pitch.  A
willowy sallow faced youth rubbed the back of his hand across his
nose, “’Ss not fair miss, why should you have to stop training
us?”

Julia gave him a cross between a withering stare and a friendly
smile.  “Because, as you were told by your form teachers,
we’re moving the staff around and I’ve been put on other
duties.  I’m sure that Ms Proust will work you just as
hard.”

From somewhere near the back a girl’s voice whispered not too
quietly, “Her!  She doesn’t know a hockey stick from a Pritt
stick.”

Someone else none to subtly added, “Or her arse from her
elbow.”

Julia’s head shot up and there was silence.  She said, in a
voice they could all hear, but would not carry.  “I’ve enjoyed
working and playing with you, especially during these pre-school
training sessions, and I am especially proud that you won the
County Cup last year.  Please don’t throw away all your good
effort and skills just because there’s a change of trainer –
remember the team is bigger than an individual.  If you want
to make me proud you go out there and win the cup again and give Ms
Proust your full backing.”

She turned and walked away, partly because she had nothing else
to say, and partly to hid her tears as she knew in her heart of
hearts that Ms Proust would destroy the hockey team with her
continual emphasis on making sports so safe and not over-energetic
that nobody ever exerted themselves or went for the ball that was
just their beyond reach.

 


           
Ten minutes later Sarah was sitting in her cab ready to go. 
She’d prepared the laptop computer that was strapped to the
dashboard for the new route she was taking.  This would now
inform her of every signal and marker board that she needed to look
out for and the phone numbers she might need for every inch of the
journey should she need to use a mobile phone rather than the
normal radiophone.  The passenger train drivers had all this
information automatically as they drove and pre-warning of the
colour of the signal they were approaching, but she didn’t. 
For freight trains the minimum requirement were that she had a
route map, phone numbers, keen eyes and faith in the signalmen, and
Cargo-Haul only worked to the minimum.  This was both as a
matter of economics and because the other rail companies wanted a
slice of the cargo action and would allow no outside use of their
‘special facilities.’  The yard supervisor suddenly appeared
from his office, pointed at her and waved a green flag.  She
responded by removing the power-brake and pushing her power control
forward to let the engine take up the strain and smoothly pull the
train out of the shunting yard.  She was on her way.

 


           
At roughly the same time Julia was standing in the sixth form
gymnasium inspecting the general state of the room.  She
counted no less than eight squashed fizzy drinks cans on the floor
and about the same number of empty crisp packets.  In short
the place was a mess.  She moved to inspecting the individual
pieces of equipment and came to a double conclusion, firstly they
were well maintained and secondly they were abused, mainly with
chewing gum, but also with the odd piece of unwholesome
graffiti.  She closed the main entrance door and hung up a
‘closed’ sign against the door-glass.  If this was to be her
domain there were some changes to be made, and she might as well
start right now.

 


           
Sarah didn’t really need the cues on the laptop for the first part
of her journey as she rode the Grantham – Peterborough – Ely tracks
every day.  However, when she reached Ely she was routed onto
a side-track just before the station complex and given a red
light.  After ten minutes she phoned signal control and, to
her annoyance, got Mr Knowles.  He was over blunt and to the
point, “I know where you are Cargo-Nine-Seven and you’ll just have
to wait.”

“Approximately how long?”

He snarled, “Till I’m good and ready to let you go and not get
in the way of anything important.”

“I just want to know if I should shut down, it’s your rules that
I should shut down if I am going wait more than twenty
minutes.”

He swiftly retorted, “Keep it running you shouldn’t be more than
twenty minutes and don’t quote regulations at me again or I might
leave you there till doomsday.”

He put his phone down and Sarah sighed and reached for her
black-bag; twenty minutes should give her time for a sandwich and a
cup of coffee and a visit to the on-board loo.

 


           
“Closing the school?”  Julia could not believe what she had
been told.

Becky nodded, “Apparently the Council’s issued a snow warning
and called for all the school busses to come as soon as
possible.  Most of the sixth form has already disappeared and
if I was you I’d disappear as well and certainly before the Head
puts you on extra bus duty, he’s hunting for likely suspects as we
speak.”

“Can you drop me at the end of my lane?”

“Course.”

They grabbed their coats and over-stuffed cases and headed for
the car-park.  Two minutes later Mr Prestonne entered
their staff room and swore.  How was it that all the junior
staff disappeared when he needed them for extra duties, just where,
he wondered, did their loyalties lay?

 


           
Forty minutes later it had begun to snow with a vengeance and Sarah
was sitting in her cab with the engine still running and mentally
fuming that she was, once again, being ignored by signal
control.  She was just about to give then a ring and a piece
of her mind when, without warning, the light in front of her turned
green.  She pulled out of the siding onto the main line, to
immediately turn North and head towards Kings Lynn.  She now
had to concentrate hard, not only was this unfamiliar rack, but
there was also reduced visibility due to the snow.  By the
time she reached Stowbridge her eyes were aching and she was
fervently hoping that the rest of the journey would not be like
this.  She’d driven in snow before, but not this type of snow;
thick heavy and persistently sticky.  Once she’d been directed
off of the main line and onto the prelude to the Trembine route she
once again stopped at a red light, this time signal control radioed
her to tell her that she’d have to wait at least fifteen minutes
for another freight train to clear the line.  She relaxed
slightly and took time to rest and ease her aching eyes.

 


           
Twenty minutes later the freight train rattled by and she got both
a green light and verbal confirmation that she could enter the
single track.  She glanced at her laptop, the route was simple
Stowbridge – Bexwell – West Dereham – Trembine Halt – Methwold
Hythe – Weeting – Brandon.  She reached Bexwell in seemingly
no time and when she went through West Derham there was a
single-carriage passenger train in the passing loop and she sighed
with relief that she hadn’t had to stop again as gaining traction
on the cold wet rails was becoming harder even with the use of the
super-series control system and sand from the automatic sand
boxes.  However, as she was halfway towards Trembine Halt
signal control came on the radiophone again and, once again, it was
Mr Knowles.  He was as uncivil and brusque as ever, “There’s
another freight train coming the other way, so you’ll have to let
him pass at Methwold Hythe as it’s too long to go into the passing
loop.”

Sarah sat bolt upright, “So am I.”

“Pardon?”

Sarah swallowed as she’d already realised the implications of
what was happening, “So am I, this train is at maximum length.”

The reply was swift, “Silly cow, why didn’t you tell us? 
I’m not a mind-reader you know”

Sarah bit back a retort, “My controller faxed you the details
and he rang up the centre.”

Mr Knowles swore using a string of strong expletives and then
became seriously decisive, “Right, stop at the signal before
Trembine Halt level crossing, I don’t care what damn colour it is
just stop and wait for instructions.”

The radio went dead and Sarah took the train down to a dead
crawl and peered through the dense snow that now seemed to be
falling harder than ever.  Eventually she saw the outline of a
small platform and a red signal.   She stopped the
locomotive beside the platform and just before the ungated level
crossing to watch a tractor with a trailer piled high with wood
bounce across the level crossing in front of her.Ten minutes later
a different signal controller came on the phone, “Cargo Nine-Seven
can you please back-up to Stowbridge.”

Sarah considered her options, though about the rule-book, and
opted for safety.  “Sorry no, even if I change cabs I won’t be
able to see any signals as the train is longer than the current
visibility and I do not have a second engineer on board.”

“Still snowing there then?”

“Visibility is about twenty yards at the most.”

“Please wait.

Sarah jumped in before he left the phone, “What’s the other
train?”

The signal controller coughed, “FF-Freight Twenty-four.”

He went off of the line and Sarah interrogated her laptop,
eventually finding the listed numbers of FF-Freight, and by simple
deduction working out the phone-number of the mobile phone in the
cab of FF-Freight Twenty-Four.  She rang the number and had a
chat with the other driver, he too was single handed and had a
train composed of empty containers from Felixstowe Dock, hence he
was no where near maximum weight for the engine he had.  Sarah
knew what she would do and turned her cab heater up to full. 
Ten minutes later the signal controller came back on the line,
“Cargo Nine-Seven we’ve assessed the problem and are dispatching a
locomotive to aid FF-Freight Twenty-Four to return to Brandon, your
estimated waiting time is two hours.”

Sarah nodded to herself, given the weather conditions that is
exactly what she would do.  “Understood.”

There was a brief silence, then, “Sorry about this Cargo
Nine-Seven, we realise the conditions are bad and will do the best
we can.”

Sarah smiled, an apology from signal control, whatever
next! 

“Understood, but please don’t be too long or I’ll never get
going without assistance.”

Signal control muttered something and went off of the
line.  Sarah shut down her engines and, in the ensuing
silence, took a thermal fleece-lined boiler-suit out of the locker
in the cab and put it on over her normal boiler suit. 
Whatever cheapskate methods Cargo-Haul used it didn’t extend down
to safety clothing and she had all the different sorts of clothing
she would need.  She ignored the electric cab heater as she
wanted to conserve power, but she did drink the last of her coffee
before she settled down to wait.

 


           
A quarter of an hour later it stopped snowing.  On minute it
was falling in great clusters and the next nothing.  As the
residue of the snowfall settled she began to appreciate the
landscape, which at the moment was white and flat, totally flat as
she was in the middle of the Cambridgeshire Fens.  Trembine
Halt appeared to have few buildings and what looked like a church
on the other side of the station from her.  She shivered at
the view and began to wonder how cold she would let herself become
before she turned the electric heater on.  She checked, and
re-checked, the route in her laptop, watched a muffled figure
stagger across the level crossing and spent a few minutes wandering
up and down inside the locomotive doing needless checks before
returning to her cab.  She hated doing nothing; other people
seemed to revel in inactivity, but she always liked to be doing
something unless she was deliberately resting.  She smiled to
herself as her mother’s words, “Idle hands make for mischief,”
floated through her mind.  She glanced out onto the platform
and looked straight into a pair of endearing deep brown eyes
looking up at her.  The eyes belonged to the biggest and
hairiest black dog she had ever seen.  She tried to determine
its breed and failed, the nearest she could come was Old English
Sheepdog, but she knew that they didn’t come in black. The dog
suddenly stopped staring at her and bounded up and down the
platform as if enjoying the snow, as it turned and jumped great
swathes of snow lifted into the air.  She slid back her cab
window so that she could look out and watch as she had nothing
better to do.  A few minutes later a man appeared on the
platform, called the dog and looked at the train.  He
immediately gave the impression of being distinctly odd, even odder
than the average train-spotter.  For a start he was a wearing
pair of faded brown cords tucked into unevenly coloured red socks
that stood out from turned down grey wellington boots and he walked
as if he was strolling on a summer’s day not wading through
snow.  As he got closer she decided that the brown duffel coat
should have been placed on a scarecrow years ago.  His general
demeanour, coupled with his half-bald head, two inch long sideburns
and black tufty eyebrows made him look over-intense and best
avoided.  He wandered down the platform and looked up, “Don’t
often see a class ’59 on these tracks.”

Sarah internally grimaced, he was a train enthusiast.  She
sought for a brief answer to get rid of him.  “On a diversion
to avoid a problem at Shippea Hill Halt.”

He nodded sagely, “Your engine’s off.”

“Problems up ahead, they’ll take some time to clear.”

He nodded again, “How long?”

She shrugged and he nodded.  Sarah decided to try for
diversionary tactics, “What breed of dog is that?”

He face lit up with a smile and for the first time she noted his
brown eyes that seemed a perfect match for the dog and an academic
otherworldly looking face.  “He’s a Bouvier – they’re Belgium
sheepdogs.”

“He’s certainly enjoying himself.”

He nodded yet again, “He loves it.”

He turned, called out “Hoff, come!”  And strode away. 
Sarah relaxed and closed the window just before her radiophone
sprang into life.  It was signal control; estimated waiting
time was still two hours.  She relayed this information to her
administration office and fished an old magazine out of her bag,
maybe; just maybe, there was an article in it she hadn’t read.

 


           
Julia thumped her bag down with a vengeance and beat her arms
against her sides causing a minor snowstorm or flakes to fall on
the kitchen floor.  Becky had almost made it to the car before
been waylaid by another deputy head and asked to supervise the cars
stopping at the front gates to pick up pupils.  The result of
this had been an hour standing in the freezing cold taking flak
from irate parents and being sprayed with salt laden slush. 
Even Becky’s normally over-efficient car-heater had failed to thaw
her out before she’d had the three mile walk down the lane to her
parent’s farm.  Normally this walk was enjoyable and part of
Julia’s wind-down routine, today it had been freezing cold and
irksome, especially as she had missed Colin and his wood-laden
tractor by less than a minute.

 


           
Sarah’s concentration on an article about the rejuvenation
properties of fish-soup was disturbed by someone calling; it turned
out to be her unwanted dog-owning train-enthusiast.  He waved
a giant thermos flask, “Brought you some hot-pot.”

A thousand thoughts filled her brain.  Was she hungry –
yes.  Was she getting cold – yes.  Did company rules
forbid her from inviting people into her cab – yes.  Did she
want the hot-pot – yes.  She went out of the back of the cab
and opened the entrance door; he passed up a giant Thermos flask
and then climbed in.  She pointed to the mate’s seat and he
sat down.  “Thought you might be cold and hungry.”  He
murmured in a Norfolk vowel tarnished Oxford accent.  He
fished a large bowl out of his backpack and proceeded to pour
steaming hot-pot into it from the over-sized Thermos.  She
took it and sniffed the odours.  “That’s very kind of
you.”

He shrugged, “Couldn’t see you freeze to death on my
doorstep.”

She surveyed him.  Up close he looked even more
scary.  His brown eyes were deeply set into his skull under a
jutting out forehead; that, with the tufty eyebrows, made him look
slightly manic.  His appearance was not improved either by
what was obviously a bad shave; she checked, no it definitely
wasn’t designer stubble, just a bad shave.  She started
eating, “You live here?”

“Opposite the church, in the rectory.”

She paused, surely he couldn’t be?  “You a vicar then?”

He nodded, “’Fraid so.  Rupert Greeve Vicar of St Nicholas
and St Jude’s.”

Sarah looked out at the flat and seemingly house-barren
landscape, “Not a big flock then?”

He laughed, it sounded like a series of short barks.  “From
Trembine Halt to Methwold Hythe to Weeting and all points
in-between.  869 souls of various ages most of whom live in
splendid isolation or in small hamlets.”

Sarah relaxed slightly, vicars didn’t normally turn into raving
rapists. “Doesn’t look like there’s many here.”

He grinned; it only succeeded in making him look more
maniacal.  “17 souls if they are all here, which is rare.”

He pointed out of the left of the cab, over the station
building.  “This side of the road there’s the church and then
two old cottages backing onto the small graveyard, used to house
two elderly couples, now there’s, one couple and a widow. 
Next to them, beyond the chancel, is Ambrose House, really it’s a
yuppie palace with one resident couple and normally a few weekend
guests.  Opposite the church is the vicarage.  Opposite
the station platform you can just see the old Trembine Arms, now
empty I’m sad to say.  On the other side of the railway tracks
you can see the Old crossing Keeper’s cottage ,  mother and
daughter there, and then I’m afraid the road deteriorates into a
farm track with just Flosse cottage – one male inhabitant – and the
rather grand Flosse Farmhouse with father, mother and five
children, but only three normally live at home.”

Sarah finished the hot-pot and wiped out the bowl with a paper
towel.  “How far is this from the next village?”

He shrugged, “Five miles down the country road, but a million
miles in terms of attitude.”

She sensed some resentment and decided to change the subject,
“You a train enthusiast then.”

He turned away and looked out of the windscreen, “Not really, it
was my nephew who was the enthusiast.”

“Sarah smiled tolerantly, “Lost his enthusiasm when he grew up
did he?”

He gave the slightest shake of his head, “No he lost it when he
was killed in a car crash four years ago.”

Sarah didn’t know what to say so she kept quiet and they both
ended up staring out of the windscreen, she at the blowing snow and
he somewhere into the not-to-distant past.  Sarah suddenly
realised what she was seeing and walked past Rupert to look out of
the other side of her locomotive.  The snow was alive with the
power of the wind and gently rippling across the barren landscape
until it encountered her train which was now beginning to resemble
an ever-growing snow-dune.  He muttered something under his
breath then turned to Sarah, “I wouldn’t stay her too long if I was
you, once the snow starts drifting hereabouts it soon builds
up.  Sarah was considering this when, without prelude, it
suddenly started snowing again.  One second clear unhindered
visibility and the next near-blizzard conditions.  Sarah began
to fear the worse and called up signal control to tell them what
was happening, they offered zero comfort.  Estimated waiting
time was, incredibly, still two hours as the engine sent to guide
out the other train had broken down.  Sarah began to fear the
worst.

 


           
Three and a half hours later she felt no better.  Rupert had
long since departed and Sarah had had a long chat with Mr
Gladbury.  Firstly he was furious that her locomotive didn’t
have a snow-plate fitted and secondly he had asked her to check
that the camp-bed and sleeping bag were in the appropriate
locker.  That could mean only one thing, namely that he
expected her to have to sleep in the cab overnight.  She began
to be thankful for the three small additions Cargo-Haul’s
predecessor had made to the engine by adding a small loo, a locker
with the said camp-bed plus sleeping bag, and a built in FM radio
(stationary use only): she only hoped that her stay would not be
too long.

 


           
Not too far away in the warm farmhouse Julia licked her
fingers.  Her mother rolled her eyes, “I do wish you wouldn’t
eat the curry with your fingers.”

Julia tore off another piece of naan bread and proceeded to
scoop up some more curry.  “Best way.”

She glanced around the table at her three brothers and her
parents; at least the snow had some spin-offs, one of which was a
family meal around the kitchen table with nearly all the family
present.

 


           
Having read the magazine Sarah turned the radio on and started
listening to some programme or other about the decline in standards
of written English.  Her mind wandered and she began to think
about her own life.  Since leaving the insurance office she
had had zero social life; she spent five days a week driving the
train, Saturday doing housework and shopping, and Sundays at church
and out walking alone.  She decided that she wasn’t a recluse,
but did like to be alone and that was one of the great bonuses of
the job she did, she did it alone.  On the other hand she knew
that she was content and that she had no inner drive to socialise
or change her lifestyle.  Her musings were interrupted by a
call from signal control confirmed her worst fears.  The
second engine initially dispatched to aid the other stranded
freight train had been diverted to help a struggling passenger
train on the main-line.  Signal control estimated that, given
the conditions, she would be stuck for at least eight hours. 
On the other hand they did have a crumb of comfort, the weather was
supposed to change around midnight to driving rain so the morning
should bring clear tracks.  Sarah laid out the camp-bed and
unrolled the sleeping bag.  She’d slept in the cab twice
before, both times when she’d been stuck in the shunting yard at
Norwich.  Just before she slipped into the bed she watched a
Red Mitsubishi Four-wheel drive stop at the level crossing and then
start to back up.  She decided that, perhaps, the conditions
weren’t that bad, after all if they could get through the snow
couldn’t be that deep could it?










Chapter 3
Rupert


The stars twinkled as Julia sat on the edge of her bed in her
warm bedroom and studied them.  She’d slept fitfully for a few
hours, but now felt wide awake so she did what she had always done,
sit on the edge of her bed and gaze at the stars.  Of all the
things in her university years this had been the one thing she had
missed.  Out here there were no street lights and few house
lights so the stars were visible in profusion; at university only
the bright ones had shone through.  She smiled at the irony,
‘only the bright ones had shone though.’  She’d not been
classed as a ‘bright one,’ partially due to her natural reluctance
to join social groups when there was work to be done, and partially
because PE was regarded as a non-subject by many university
tutors.  But she had gained a first class honours degree and
obtained a merit during her Post Graduate Teaching Certificate
year.  She’d also learnt to be wary of men and wary of her own
emotions.  Her mind turned to the recent upheaval at school
and she wondered if she was deliberately being sidelined by the
head teacher.  She knew that he had a policy of not keeping
long-term staff, partly because he believe in bringing in fresh
blood and new ideas and partly because it was cheaper to employ
young teachers than older hands.  This morning had been a case
in point with his usual efficiency the head had written her a
letter regarding her previous day’s interview.  It was
carefully worded and assured her that although she had been subject
to ‘job rotation’ she would, as per the Sutton agreement, not
suffer a drop in pay for two years.  However, screaming out
from between the lines was a broad hint that he didn’t expect her
to be there in two years anyway.  Julia wondered what to
do.  She could apply for other jobs, and in all probability
get one.  But she loved living in the country and loved living
at home on the farm; so what to do?  What actually irked her
was not being given year 7 for RE, she actually quite liked the
challenge; it was loosing the sports teams.  That was where
she got her major buzz, from taking a mismatched group of
individuals and moulding them into a cohesive team; winning was an
unexpected bonus.  And she was being denied this, so if she
moved schools would she be given the sports team to manage and
would she get the same buzz?  All of a sudden the stars began
to be obscured by clouds and Julia flopped back into bed.

 


           
Sarah woke up at 4am to go to the toilet.  The cab was
absolutely pitch dark and freezing cold.  Instead of turning
the cab lights on she used a small torch to find her way and
eventually snuggled back into her warm sleeping bag.  Just
before she went to sleep she realised that she couldn’t see any
light from the signal; when she had first gone to sleep it had been
in the rosy glow of the red light, but now there was nothing.

 


           
She awoke a second time to a knocking noise on the side of the
cab.  She wriggled out of the sleeping bag, but couldn’t open
the cab window as it was frozen shut.  She eventually opened
the entrance door and peered out into a silent white world. 
Rupert was standing at the foot of the steps and displaying his
inane grin, “Wondered if you’d like breakfast and a freshen
up?”

She mentally licked her lips, but the rule-book took over, “I’m
not supposed to leave my cab.”

He burst into a cackle of laughter, “Well no-ones going to steal
it and you won’t be going anywhere.  It’s been snowing most of
the night and according to the local news there’s been some sort of
signal failure.”

She glanced at the signal in from of her, it was still
blank.  “I’ll need to make a phone call, then I’ll catch you
up, and thanks.”

He gave his stupid nod and wandered off calling for Hoff, who
was nowhere to be seen.  Sarah called into her administration
centre, but there was no answer so she left a message on the
ansaphone.  Then she called signal control and got a highly
frustrated Mr Knowles, who let her know in no uncertain terms that
they had been working on the signal problem all night and would get
round to her when they had time, but currently he had bigger fish
to fry.  Sarah for once smiled at his tirade, “I wouldn’t be
in too much of a hurry,” she said smoothly, “looks like I’m snowed
in.  I can’t see the trucks behind me as snow has blown all
over them and the snow in front is at platform height, you’ll have
to send a snowplough to get me out, even then with the two of us we
may not have enough traction to get started.”

He swore loud and long and she cut the call before he
finished.  Sarah picked up her mobile phone, climbed out of
the engine, locking the door behind her, and followed Rupert’s
footprints.

 


           
Julia lay in her warm bed in a cosy semi-comatose state
listening   both to the sounds of her family going about
their business and the small clock radio beside her bed. 
Eventually the radio informed her that all schools were closed for
the day and she turned it off, rolled over and went back to sleep
in no time at all.

 


           
Passage in the snow was more difficult than Sarah imagined as it
was almost waist deep once she moved out from the lee of the train,
however, when she turned into the road the snow was, miraculously,
only a couple of inches deep.  She realised that the wind was
blowing the street clean, but she pitied whoever was the recipient
of the wind’s contents.  As Rupert had said his rectory was
opposite the church and one glance at it made her wonder if this
was a wise decision.  To call it ramshackle, she though, would
be an understatement.  She supposed that once it had been a
grand cottage, but now the outside rendering was crazed, the
paintwork peeling and the roof decidedly uneven.  The inside
seemed no better.  The hall was cramped and dingy with a
mouldy smell, fortunately there were also a number of convenient
hooks to hang up her company supplied bright yellow
waterproof.  She walked down the hall and passed what was
obviously Rupert’s study; she decided that she’d seen more
organised rubbish dumps.  She poked her head into the next
room, that turned out to be a dining room, but an unused one as the
dusty table was covered in scraps of paper that spilled over onto
the floor.  Finally, at the end of the hall, she walked into a
marvellous oak-beamed room that made here stop and look.  To
her right was a modern compact kitchenette complete with a tiny
breakfast bar and to her left was a long lounge with an inglenook
fireplace at the far end, complete with a roaring wood burning
stove, and the two of the biggest leather settees she had ever
seen.  Rupert was in the kitchenette peering suspiciously at
the microwave’s buttons, he was wearing exactly the same clothes as
the day before.  Sarah walked quietly in, “How old is this
place?”

Rupert looked up from his labours, “Depends on which part, this
is about three hundred years old, the rest is a mere couple of
hundred.”

Hoff suddenly appeared from round the back of one of the settees
to give her a suspicious look and then return to his
hidey-hole.  The microwave sprang into life and Rupert
suddenly looked pleased with himself.  Sarah looked around,
“Can I do anything?”

He gazed at her with a disconcerting far-away look for a few
seconds before he turned away, “I don’t think so, why don’t you
warm yourself by the fire.  Take your boots off if you want
to, Hoff and I don’t stand on ceremony.”

Sarah wandered down the lounge and stood in front of the fire;
she stripped off her fleece lined boiler suit and took her boots
off.  She sat down and stretched her toes out towards the
fire.

 


           
Rupert looked down the lounge at Sarah toasting her feet and
wondered what he was going to do with her.  The last time it
had snowed like this they had been snowed in for eight days and six
of those had been without power.  Trembine Halt was off the
beaten track and not on any priority snowplough list, besides with
the flat countryside and the wind snowploughing was a fruitless
task.  He kept one eye on the microwave, he was always
suspicious of the timer, and started to butter some toast.  He
mentally ran through the inhabitants of Trembine halt wondering
with which one he could park Sarah.  He certainly didn’t want
her here as he liked his solitude; if you had guests you had to
keep them entertained and that meant polite conversation and he
hated polite conversation.  He decided that he’d try Ma Jones
in the cottages or Jenny Flosse at the farmhouse.

 


           
Rupert triumphantly carried the breakfast on a tray down to Sarah
and plonked in unceremoniously on her lap before returning for his
own tray.  Sarah looked in horror at a bowl of hot and
steaming lumpy porridge and two slices of carbonate toast plus a
cup of what looked like immensely strong coffee.  Before she
had time to feed it to the dog Rupert returned and offered her a
bowl of sugar, she liberally sprinkled it on the already setting
porridge and tentatively started to eat, much more out of
politeness than appetite.  Rupert appeared not to notice the
lumps of congealed porridge oats and tucked in without talking,
which was just as well as the porridge seemed to adhere to every
part of her mouth.  She was saved from a fate worse than death
by the telephone that started to ring in his study.  As soon
as he’d left to room she quickly sought out Hoff and proffered him
the porridge, he turned up his nose at the mess and slunk
away.  Sarah dashed to the kitchen area and washed it down the
sink, she prayed that it would be a long phone call as even the
drain was reluctant to take it without protest.  Fortunately
she managed to dispose of the porridge and get back to her seat
before her reappeared.  He came and sat down with a far away
look in his eye, “That was Giles – he’s a farmer over at Weeting –
he says that the main road is impassable.”

Sarah nodded, she didn’t really want to speak as her mouth was
now full of carbon dust, but at least the coffee swilled it
away.  He picked up his nicely fast setting porridge and
continued to eat.  When he had consumed all the sticky mess he
contorted his face into what she took for a smile, “So what are you
supposed to do on occasions like this?”

She shrugged, “Sleep in the cab till it passes or find suitable
accommodation nearby, the company will pay.”  She laughed,
“Well they will pay something, but it wouldn’t keep me in any
reasonable hotel.”

Hoff suddenly appeared to eye Rupert’s black toast and move away
before he could be offered any.  Rupert seemed suddenly lost
in thought and then nodded to himself, “Would you like me to try
and find you some accommodation?”

Sarah relaxed, she had feared that he’d offer to let her stay
here, “That would be kind.”

She stood up, “At least let me wash up.”

He acquiesced without a fight and wandered off, coffee mug in
hand, towards his study.  Hoff followed a few seconds
later.

 


           
Julia woke up to her mother gently resting a tray down beside her
bed.  “Come on sleepy head, you can’t stay there all
day.  If you’re going to stay here you might as well help me
in the kitchen or keep your father amused, he’s already stir
crazy.”

Julia sat up and grabbed a slice of succulently buttered
toast.  “You needn’t do this mum.”

Jenny Flosse reached over and ruffled Julia’s hair.  “I
know, but it’s good to see you having a lie in what with school and
training you’re never here in the mornings.”

She got up and waddled out.  Julia made the most of her
unexpected luxury - breakfast in bed.

 


           
Ten minutes after she had started to wash up Sarah was still
hunting for the washing-up liquid.  She’d quietly opened every
cupboard in the kitchenette to be met by pots and pans of dubious
vintage in the lower cupboards and obviously unused china in the
higher cupboards.  She was reaching the point of despair when
she opened the small fridge and there, in the door pocket, was the
washing-up liquid.  She swiftly washed up and, in the absence
of anything that looked like a tea-towel, left the dishes to
dry.  She wandered down to the settee nearest the fire and sat
down.  On impulse she lay down on the settee and put her head
on a cushion, she was wondering why it smelt of ginger when she
fell asleep.

 


           
Rupert re-entered the room sometime later and peered at Sarah
asleep on his settee.  She looked too small to drive a diesel
locomotive and most peculiar in her shapeless Cargo-Haul boiler
suit.  Rupert usually avoided women, or rather women usually
avoided Rupert, but he sat down in the other settee and watched
her.  He didn’t touch her or ogle at her, he just observed
her.  He studied her small feet, her plaited hair, her thick
eyelashes and her tiny, but perfectly shaped, nose.  He
scrutinised every part of her, estimated her weight, noted the tiny
gold studs in her ears, watched her sculptured pink lips move
slightly as she breathed and mentally timed her breaths.  He
was not really being a voyeur, rather it was almost as if he were
carefully studying an alien from another planet that he might never
see again.  After an hour he got up and left for his
study.  He pulled a large plain-paper sketch pad from out
under a pile of notes and set about drawing Sarah.  Within ten
minutes he had a reasonable sketch of Sarah asleep on the settee,
but had to walk quietly back into the lounge twice, once to study
her hands and once to check on the length of her eyelashes (were
they really that long and that thick?)  When that sketch was
finished he drew her as he imagined her in the seat of her cab with
her right hand on the power leaver and her left pushing a button on
the side-panel.  Finally her drew her as she would appear when
viewed through the cab window from the side and then from the
front.  He studied his four sketches for a while, added a few
final touches and then closed the pad.  He sat still for a
full two minutes and then re-opened his pad to draw a full page
head and shoulders portrait of Sarah.  He did not miss out a
thing, every small wrinkle, every contour of her lips, every mark
on her cheeks were all added with great care.  His only
concession to artistic licence being that her drew the sketch as he
imagined she would look with her long hair our of its plait and
flowing over her bare shoulders.  He studied this sketch,
nodded to himself and smiled before he closed the pad.  Ten
minutes later he and Hoff went out for a walk.

 


           
Sarah eventually woke up and studied the fire.  She sat up,
stretched and reached forward to place another couple of logs on
the fire and close the doors of the wood-burning stove; she felt
like she had been toasted.  She noted a large off-white towel
draped over the other settee and a short note proclaiming that she
could take a bath if she wished and that Rupert had gone to check
on the oldies and may be sometime.  She smiled to herself,
total blizzard conditions and a man saying that he was going for a
walk and may be sometime; but it was just too much of an
imaginative leap to conceive Rupert as Captain Oates the valiant
Antarctic explorer.










Chapter 4
Settling


The upstairs of the cottage was more of a jumble than the
downstairs.  All the different size doors were closed and
there was nothing to indicate which was the bathroom.  Sarah
assumed that it was over the kitchenette, instead she found what
was obviously a spare room piled high with small paper
models.  They ranged from a simple tetrahedron to a skeleton
of a triceratops complete with a small frill on the neck.  She
closed that door and tried the next.  Another spare bedroom,
this time full of wooden models ranging from a huge glider down to
a tiny model of the Eiffel Tower made out of matchsticks. 
Neither room looked like it had been cleaned for a million
years.  The third door revealed a toilet and the forth the
bathroom, which by the overpowering smell of bath-cleaner had
probably been cleaned, or to be more accurate there had been an
attempt to give it a clean, earlier in the day.  She found the
bath-cleaner in the end-bath cupboard and completed the bath clean
before running herself a bath.  After carefully locking the
door she lowered herself into the bath and relaxed.  She’d not
had a bath in years as her tiny flatlet only had a shower
cubicle.  She washed herself with a dubious piece of lavender
soap and then laid back to allow her whole body to benefit from a
good soak.

 


           
Julia wriggled her toes as the water bubbled around her.  For
her sixtieth birthday Julia and her brothers had clubbed together
to buy their mother a spa-bath and it was wonderfully
relaxing.  She poured a minuscule amount of foam bath into the
water and in a few moments was shrouded in bubbles.  She
sighed to herself and relaxed; she knew that she’d have to make a
decision about the school sooner or later, but not here and not
now.

 


           
Meanwhile Rupert was struggling against the wind-blown snow along
the lane towards the Trembine Cottages.  He’d checked up on
Jill Crow, a young single mum, and her twelve year old daughter
Harriet at the old Crossing Keeper’s cottage.  They were fine
with Harriet revelling in the fact that being snowed-in meant no
school.  Rupert frowned to himself, they may be fine now, but
he doubted that they had enough food to last for a prolonged
isolation and their entire house was run by electricity. 
Should it fail they had no means of cooking or, more importantly,
heating.  He stood at the end of the track in front of the
Trembine cottages and noted that the wind direction had changed
slightly.  He struggled up to the door of cottage number one
and rang the bell.

 


           
Sarah was disturbed from her hot water therapy by her mobile
telephone ringing.  Fortunately she’d placed it in the
bath-rack.  She talked briefly to Mr Gladbury and then settled
back into the water humming gently to herself.  She’d just
been told, grudgingly, that, owing to a national wage agreement,
she was now on double pay until she got back to her Grantham Yard
depot.  She could also claim reasonable expenses.  She
giggled to herself and wondered how Mr Gladbury would react if, as
Rupert predicted, she was snowed in for a week.

 


           
Assured that George Happleberry, a long retired farm-hand, and his
arthritic wife Ella were both coping well Rupert headed against an
increasing wind towards cottage number two, the home of Ma Jones
where he had a double mission; firstly to make sure she was safe
and secondly to see if she could temporarily house Sarah. 
Hammering on the front door gained no reply so he struggled round
to the back of the cottage.  He found Ma Jones lying halfway
down the garden path in a somewhat skewed position just as if she’d
just sat down for a rest and then fallen to one side.  Rupert
waddled over to her and knew from the first glance that she was
dead, she was already icy cold and stiff, which was not surprising
given the conditions.  He paused to wonder why she was
half-way down her garden path clad only in her dress when her
dustbin was beside the back door before he squatted on his hunches
and said a prayer over her and burst into tears.  Rupert had a
strong faith, but recently he’d always found death difficult. 
It wasn’t that he was not convinced that the people went onto a
better place; it was that the loss of someone he knew that always
churned him over; so much so that he avoided funerals if he
could.  So he cried for Ma Jones, his nephew and for every
other person he knew who had died.  Eventually he managed to
cease sobbing and stand up as the practical Rupert took over from
the emotional Rupert and he considered his options.  He knew
that he’d have to move the body, he also knew that he’d need both
help and a witness.  He considered Mr Happleberry, but he was
old, deaf and had already had one heart attack.  Rupert looked
through the blizzard towards Ambrose House, but if there was one
place on earth he didn’t want to have to go to for help it was
Ambrose house.  It wasn’t the geographic distance, a mere two
hundred metres, it was the philosophical distance as the
inhabitants of Ambrose house lived to the sound of a different drum
and as far as he was concerned did not have one moral scruple
between them.

 


           
Sarah eventually eased herself out of the bath, dried herself on
the none-to-soft towel and examined her underwear.  She did
have one clean bra and one clean pair of knickers in her capacious
bag.  She glanced out of the window and decided to leave those
for another day as it was still snowing as hard as ever.  Once
she had finished she went back downstairs and looked for a
television so that she could get a weather report, but there was no
television and, as far as she could find, no radio either.

 


           
Julia eventually made it down to the kitchen and immediately took
the kettle from off the Aga to make a cup of coffee.  She
retuned the radio to a different station and hummed along to the
music as she washed up the crockery from her breakfast-in-bed feast
and then joined her mother in preparing vegetables for the daily
meals.  After half an hour she was already beginning to long
for open spaces and violent exercise.

 


           
The door to Ambrose house seemed more huge than ever as Rupert
stood at the front of Ambrose House and swallowed.  At least
they had parked their pair of huge wrought iron motor driven gates
in the open position before the snow had got too bad.  He rang
the door bell and waited.  He’d been here twice before and on
each occasion had felt totally scorned by the owners of this
semi-mansion, Maria Scott-Packard and Jeremy Lyons.  He knew
that Jeremy ran some sort of casino chain and that Maria had been
the daughter of one of his major investors, but that was all. 
The door opened and Maria stood in the lobby wearing a skimpy shiny
red designer dress and holding a drink of some sort, Rupert could
feel waves of hot air wafting through the doorway.  She
proffered an artificial smile, “Why if it isn’t Rupee our resident
member of the God squad, come to see if we’re alright?” 

Her voice was overflowing with her harsh accent with violent
overtones of sarcasm and disdain.  Rupert took a deep calming
breath, “Actually I came to see Mr Lyons, I fear I need his help
for a gruesome task.”

She raised a well manicured eyebrow on her near-perfect
over-beautiful face, “You need his help?  I rather thought
that you had the help of the Almighty.  I suppose you’d better
come in; please leave your coat and boots in the lobby.”

She swung round  and paraded into the house showing Rupert
her bare ultra-smooth shoulder blades, the left one having a small
red heart with ‘J’ inscribed in green within it.  Rupert
struggled out of his boots and hung up his coat.  He’d watched
the house being built two years before and knew that it was both
over-large and that no money had been spared to make it as
sumptuous as possible.  He shuddered to think just how many
maple trees had been felled to provide the floor and just how much
it cost to heat as all the heating was electric and
under-floor.  Just as he entered the hallway Jeremy came down
the highly polished open staircase looking every inch like a suave
army captain in a dress suit.  He frowned and became full of
false bonhomie; “Good god man you look frozen, come into the
lounge!”

Rupert was ushered into the wooden floored lounge and made to
stand by the tiny cosmetic open fire.  He managed to refuse
alcohol, but Jeremy insisted on fetching him a coffee.  Rupert
looked around while he waited, all the furniture was exquisite and
either purpose built or purchase from a high class and exclusive
stores.  He examined the coffee table and was wondering just
how the carpenter had managed to carve such intricate interlocking
legs when Maria spoke softly over his shoulder.  “It’s Danish,
we acquired it last time we were in Copenhagen, isn’t it just
beautiful?”

Rupert nodded, “The carving must have taken hours.”

Maria ignored his comment and brushed an invisible speck from
the top of the single tiny strap that held up her dress.  “So
are all your flock safe and well?”

Her voice contained just enough sarcasm for Rupert to know that
she didn’t really care if they’d all fallen off the edge of the
world to some terrible doom.  Fortunately before he had to
find a suitable answer Jeremy appeared with the cup of
coffee.  Rupert squirmed as Jeremy was everything he wasn’t;
tall, handsome and having a face that could have been hewn out of
granite.  The only slight mar on his otherwise perfect
appearance being his droopy left eyelid and his absurdly small bow
tie.  Jeremy brought with him another man, a short stocky man
with a face like a boxer and a squashed nose to advertise the
fact.  Jeremy thrust the coffee into Rupert’s hands, “This is
Buster, he’s staying with us at the moment.  Maria said you
wanted my help?”

Rupert sniffed the coffee, it smelt heavenly.  “Ma Jones
had died in her back garden and I fear I need someone to both
witness how she has fallen and help me carry her body to a safe
place.”

Jeremy looked out through the vast picture window that ran down
the entire length of one side of the lounge and turned his nose
up.  “You mean go out in that?”

Rupert shrugged, “We need to move her before she gets covered in
snow.”

Jeremy pursed his lips and shook his head, “You need to move
her; I don’t.  There is no way that I am going out in that to
help you pick up some old biddy who was too careless to stay
upright.”

Rupert took a sip of the coffee to try and hide his repulsion at
Jeremy's gibe, but obviously didn’t succeed for Maria murmured
silkily, “Oh look Rupee is disappointed.”

Rupert held his tongue and Buster looked at Jeremy, “OK if I go
boss?”

Jeremy rolled his eyes, “If you must, but there is really no
point, she’s not going to rot in this weather.”

Buster nodded and turned to Rupert, “Give me a few minutes guv
and I’ll be ready to give you a hand.”  The accent was pure
cockney modified by BBC English to allow the use of the letter
‘h.’

He walked out of the nearest door with a slightly rolling gait
and arms not quite straight.  Rupert was reminded of the way
he’d seen weight-lifters walk and wondered what Buster’s job
actually was.  Maria suddenly called out at his receding form,
“Don’t forget Buster darling that we’re due to leave at one.”

Rupert took another sip of the ultra-smooth coffee and Maria
turned to him to give him the full benefit of her slightly superior
smile, “Helicopter’s coming at one, we couldn’t possibly stay
here.”

Rupert involuntarily looked out of the window and Jeremy gave
that sort of sigh that signifies extreme boredom, “Weather men say
there will be a break in the clouds around then and some of us have
to work for a living.”

Rupert finished his coffee and placed the cup on the exquisite
table, “Thank you for the coffee, I hope you’re right about the
weather, but I rather fear that even if there is a break in the
clouds your helicopter won’t be able to land as the pilot will have
no idea what’s under the snow.”

Maria rolled her eyes as if she was talking to an idiot, “He’ll
hover, silly, and just blow the snow away.”

Rupert smiled at here naïvety and took refuge in the lobby.

 


           
Sarah eventually found a very dusty wind-up radio in the kitchen
tucked away in a corner behind a mug rack that crookedly held a
selection of ancient chipped mugs.  She wound it up, turned it
on and sought to find a local radio station.  In the end she
managed to find one called Fenband Radio just as they started a
weather report.  It was absurdly simple, snow, snow and more
snow during the day with the possibility of an overnight respite
with temperatures falling well below freezing.  The radio
announcer then turned to some local reports about roads that Sarah
had never heard of.  He ended up by announcing that Methwold
Hythe was experiencing a power cut and that the electricity
suppliers were saying that they would be off for at least twelve
hours.  Sarah shivered, all she knew about Methwold Hythe was
that it was the very next village, she hoped Trembine Halt would
not suffer the same fate.

 


           
Julia listened to the weather report and then turned to her
mother.  “Be like three years ago, weren’t we stuck her for a
fortnight?”

Jenny Flosse laughed, “You make it sound like a prison
sentence!  It was only ten days.”

She continued, “At least you’ve got Mark here as well, that is
if you can drag him off of his laptop.”

Julia smiled; she had four brothers, Colin, her twin who still
worked on the farm; Mark, who was two years older and an architect;
Norman, another two years older and now really the Farm manager and
Bill, two years older still and a doctor in far away
Edinburgh.  But it was always Mark who Julia had got on with
best, perhaps it was a mutual love of sports, whatever it was they
were close.  “I’ll go and annoy him in a minute.”

Jenny Flosse paused from kneading the dough, “I dunno, you two
were always as thick as thieves, do you remember when…”

 


           
Rupert stood over Ma Jones’ body and looked at Buster, “This is
going to be a problem as we can’t straighten her out.”

Buster nodded and screwed up his already squashed face, “Where
we gonna put her guv’nor?  We shouldn’t put her in the cottage
as she’ll thaw.”

Rupert saw the sense in his statement, “How about in her old
brick outside loo.  She’d be safe from rats there and stay
cold enough not to deteriorate too much.”

He swallowed hard, he hated talking about Ma Jones like a piece
of meat.  Buster nodded, bent down and picked up her frozen
body seemingly without effort.  They battled their way across
to the old outhouse and, after much struggling, Rupert pulled the
door open.  Buster gently placed her inside propped up between
the old WC pan and the wall.  Rupert closed the door. 
“Thanks for that.”

Buster shrugged, “No problem.”

Rupert nodded towards the house, “Maria doesn’t really expect to
fly out today does she?”

Buster squinted at Rupert through half-closed eyelids,
“Shouldn’t speak ill of my bosses, but they believe that money can
buy a solution to every problem; it’s just that old mother nature
doesn’t have a way of accepting payment.”

Rupert shook his hand and started out for the back door of the
cottage where he had to clear the snow out of the kitchen and lock
up.

 


           
Rupert arrived back to find Sarah hoovering in the lounge, she
smiled weakly at him, “Thought I’d make myself useful.”

He looked bewildered for a moment and then managed a smile, “You
don’t have to you know.”

Sarah shrugged, “If I don’t do something I’ll go stir
crazy.”

Rupert’s face creased into a genuine smile, “Then clean all you
like.  I thought that I’d make us a small omelette for
lunch.”

Sarah, instantly remembering the lumpy porridge, volunteered to
cook.

 


           
Slightly later Rupert put down the telephone handset and
shuddered.  He’d just informed the police of Ma Jones death
and now had to phone her daughter.  He set about trying to
think how to break the news, but was distracted by the sound of the
radio coming from the kitchen.  He fiddled with his perpetual
calendar, he didn’t mind being charitable to Sarah, but he found
her presence in the house disconcerting, most disconcerting. 
Not because she was female, but because he liked his solitude and
the quietness that came from living alone.  He put his head in
his hands, after lunch he’d go up to Flosse farm, surely Jenny
Flosse would be able to take her off of his hands.

 


           
Meanwhile Sarah was steadily working her way through a rack of
hen’s eggs.  So far she’d cracked open six out of the ten on
the egg-rack and of those six four had been bad.  She cracked
her way through the other four and found one bad.  She studied
the egg-shells, all the bad ones had been white and all the good
ones brown.  She decided that he’d probably mixed up two sets
of eggs and started whisking.  Once she had a sufficiently
fluffy mixture she set about chopping up some tomatoes, half a
pepper and added some cheese of dubious vintage.  Then she set
about studying the microwave controls.  She had considered
frying the omelette, but there was no way she’d eat anything out of
the only frying pan she’d found until it had been both sandblasted
and boiled for at least a month.


           
Buster checked his small suitcase.  He didn’t believe for one
moment that a helicopter would actually land and take them back to
London.  He actually preferred it here for two reasons,
firstly he quite liked the countryside and secondly it was easier
for him to keep an eye on both of his employers.  In theory he
was employed by Jeremy to protect Maria, but in reality he watched
over both of them.  Not that he was kept busy, just the odd
disgruntled punter and, once, a malevolent competitor.  But
Jeremy worked in a world where there were often underhand dealings
and unusual transactions that were at the margins of the law, so
the potential for harm was never very far away.  He wondered
about calling his sister, just too check if she was alright, but
smiled at the absurdity of his thought.  While he was battling
mounds of snow, his sister was living on the edge of a Californian
beach.  He effortlessly picked up his suitcase and set off for
the lounge.

 


           
Rupert pushed away his plate and energetically licked his lips,
“That was magnificent, how did you make it so fluffy?”

Sarah smiled as she’d seen the speed with which the omelette had
disappeared down his throat. “Microwave for forty-five seconds then
stir and another forty-five seconds and so on until the right
consistency is reached.”

After much frowning Rupert took an apple from the fruit-bowl and
Sarah watched him as he dissected it to remove both blemishes and a
dead maggot.  “Always lived alone?” She asked.

He paused between mouthfuls and took on the look of a haunted
soul, “No, only for the last four years, since…”  He voice
tailed off and then resumed in a sort of flat tone; “since my
sister and her son died in a car crash.”

Sarah realised that she was treading on forbidden territory, but
decided on one further question.  “So she used to look after
you?”

He nodded, “She wasn’t married and our parents were dead, seemed
logical that she’d live with me.”

They sat in silence for a moment and before Rupert gave out the
sort of sigh that encapsulates sorrow, sadness and resignation all
in one.  He deliberately changed the subject, “How about you,
any children?”

Sarah laughed, “No fear.”

Rupert nodded sagely, “And how does your husband feel about
that?”

Sarah sat deadly still, Rupert had obviously noted that she was
wearing a wedding ring, and an engagement ring, on the second
finger of her left hand, but should she tell him the truth? 
She swallowed, she could not lie to this man, after all he was a
vicar.  “Actually I’m not married, these are my grandma’s
rings, I wear them to fend off the lecherous so and sos I work
with.  Remember I work in a virtually all-male environment and
a single woman would be fair game.”  She hurried on, “And in
answer to your next question I have a small flatlet near Grantham
city centre and I live alone and I like it that way.”

Rupert sensed a high degree of prickliness in her reply and
shied away from and further questions.  He stood up, “Would
you mind washing up as I’d like to try and get to Flosse Farm.”

She nodded and he added, “There is a dishwasher in the utility
room if you want to use it, I never do – doesn’t seem worthwhile
for one.”

Sarah looked around, “Where’s the utility room?”

“On the other side of the dining room.”

He stood up, gave a cross between a smile and a scowl and left
in the general direction of the front door.  Sarah gathered
the plates, picked her way across the dining room, carefully
avoiding the little bits of paper on the floor, and opened the door
at the other end.  Rupert’s description of the room as a
utility room was a massive understatement; it was a full blown
kitchen complete with an Aga and a quarry tile floor.  It was
also freezing cold.  She quickly glanced around and was
peering at the washer/dryer when Rupert spoke from behind her using
his peculiar emotionless flat intonation.  “Anna used to use
this as the kitchen, but I prefer the kitchenette in the
lounge.”

He turned away and said off-offhandedly, “Light the Aga if you
want to, there’s plenty of wood stacked by the fire.”

With that he left leaving Sarah wondering as to just how you
light a wood burning Aga.

 


           
Rupert set off for Flosse farm at a fearsome rate.  He was
annoyed at Sarah for disturbing his peace and annoyed at himself
for being offhand with her.  He was just not used to women in
the house, lest not since Anna died.  He suddenly stopped dead
and, ignoring the freezing cold wind and the near blizzard
conditions, and thought of Anna.  He’d always been a loner,
never made any real friends at school and fewer at
University.  Once Anna moved in with him he knew that he’d
come to rely on her as the one person with whom he could feel close
to without any obligations or strings.  And then she had left
to take young Peter to school and never come back; and he’d never
said goodbye or thanked her for looking after the house
or…   He burst into tears again, he always did when he
thought of Anna.  It was ironic really, he often told people
that they would never forget the one they’d lost, but that they
would learn, in due course, to move on and live again.  Only
he’d never moved on, he still felt the loss of Anna as severely now
as he had the day she’d died.  Eventually he managed to quell
his tears and soldier on towards the farm.   He
hoped beyond hope that Jenny Flosse could look after Sarah as he
didn’t think that his emotions could take all the reminders about
Anna that she provided.










Chapter 5
Digging In


Sarah sat back on her haunches and watched the flames start to
consume the wood in the Aga.  In the cupboard next to the Aga
she’d found one of those small gas-cylinder blow-lamps and had used
that to get the wood burning.  She stood up and looked around
the kitchen and decided that it was as big, if not bigger, than the
lounge in her flat.  It was in fact just what she imagined a
farmhouse kitchen to look like, with a plain scrubbed table in the
middle and cupboards and work-tops around the edges, plus the four
most essential items on her list of things to have.  An
American style refrigerator, a washer/dryer, a deep-freeze and a
dishwasher.  The deep freeze turned out to be huge and packed
to the brim with food.  The washer/dryer looked easy to use
and both the refrigerator and dishwasher were full of black-spot
mould.  She found some dishwasher powder and set the
dishwasher to wash at its hottest setting and then decided to clean
the whole place up.  She knew that this was displacement
activity as it gave her something to do without interfering any
more in Rupert’s normal routine; she could also not bear to see
such a wonderful kitchen covered in the dust of studied
neglect.

 


           
Rupert was also in a farmhouse kitchen, that of Jenny and Harry
Flosse.  He was sitting at their scrubbed wooden table
drinking tea and eating farmhouse cake while Harry outlined the
current problems due to the snow.  Harry, a wiry man with a
pinched face and with the ingrained disposition of a taciturn
introvert, was speaking at a rate that Rupert had never heard
before.  Jenny, the epitome of a well-built farmer’s wife with
ruddy cheeks, cheerful disposition and a keen intellect butted in,
“But if all the roads are snow-covered and it’s still snowing
heavily how are we expected to get to Methwold Hythe to help them
out?”

Harry nodded, “That’s the nub of it dear.  I could try and
dig my way there with the tractor, or try and cross the open fields
where the snow has blown away, but that means traversing at least
four large ditches and frankly I don’t think it’s worth the
effort.”

Rupert nodded, “And if they are all in St Georges then they’ll
be OK for a good few days.  It’s out only church with a
purpose built kitchen and it’s heated by oil and there was a
delivery last week.”

Harry nodded, “And Old Freddy has shipped in a propane driven
gas-cooker so they can have hot food.”

Rupert nodded again, “Well I say leave be, you could get stuck
getting there and even if you made it then what?  You couldn’t
get them to Brandon or bring them back here, so they’d be no better
off.”

Harry sighed and agreed.  Jenny looked at Rupert, “Harry
says there’s a train in the station.”

“Freight and the drivers in my house for the moment, but I’d
like to get her billeted somewhere else.”

Harry raised a thinning grey eyebrow, “Her?”

Jenny laughed, “Women do drive you know dear.”

Rupert looked at Jenny, who immediately wagged a wooden spoon at
him, “Don’t ask!  Try Ma Jones, I’ve already got four of mine
here and we’ve collected a young woman estate agent called Petra
and her client called Simon.”

Rupert raised his eyebrows and Harry sighed, “Would you believe
they came to view the old Trembine Arms, seems he’s thinking of
buying it as some sort of retreat centre.  Silly man tried to
do a three point turn in the lane and dropped the back-wheels over
the ditch.”

Rupert screwed up his nose, “Couldn’t the front wheels pull it
out?”

Harry rolled his eyes at non-county-folk in general, “Front
wheels are off the ground; too late now, damned thing is blocking
the road and firmly stuck.”

Jenny suddenly looked worried, “Do you think they’ll be
alright?”

Harry patted her arm, “Colin knows how to handle the big
tractor.”

He looked at Rupert, “Young Colin’s gone down to try and pull it
out with the big ‘en   Simon went with him to retrieve
his laptop, would you believe that he’s worried about someone
stealing it?”

Rupert smiled at the absurd thought and stood up, “Thanks for
the cake, you sure Daniel’s OK in your old cottage?”

Harry frowned, “As OK as ever; when I visited him this morning
he was trying his hand at snow-sculpture, I ask you is that any job
for a grown man?”

Jenny tut-tutted, “He’s an artist dear.”

Harry rolled his eyes and opened the door for Rupert lowering
his voice as he did so.  

“I’ll tell Jenny about Ma Jones later.”

They both looked out of the door.  The snow had temporarily
stopped falling, but the wind was still stirring it up; from
somewhere nearby came the sound of a helicopter.  Rupert set
off for his house and as he reached the bottom of the farm-track he
met Colin, the male twin to Julia, driving the large tractor. 
Colin lent out of the window and bawled above the throb of the
engine, “Road’s clear, we’ve put the Mitsubishi in the gateway to
lower field, the exhaust pipe is flattened so it’s going
nowhere.”

Rupert raised a thumb and they drove by.  Rupert nodded to
himself, of all the Flosse children Colin always seemed happy to
bumble about on the farm in all weathers.  Rupert wondered if
it was in the genes, ‘nature or nurture?’  He asked himself
and pondered on the answer.

 


           
Sarah stopped washing down the worktop and paused, she had that
sixth sense that somebody was watching her.  She turned round
to see Hoof in the doorway looking at her with his head on one side
in a quizzical sort of manner, almost as if he was trying to put
two and two together.  Eventually he padded into the kitchen,
sniffed the Aga and lay down on an old rug in front of it. 
Sarah sensed that this had been his normal routine when the kitchen
had been in use.  She went over and rubbed him between the
ears, he signed contentedly and rolled onto his side.

 


           
Mr Gladbury, the area manager, on the other hand, was far from
content, in fact he was having an extremely bad day and knew that
it would get worse before it got better.  The rail network was
in chaos and as a result none of the Cargo-Haul trains were where
they should be.  Fortunately he only had one stranded driver,
Sarah, and she was the least of his worries as Signal Control had
informed him that her train was well and truly stranded, but
stranded well out of harm’s way.  Not only was Sara’s train
snowed in, but there was a total signals failure on the line she
was on and they could give no estimates of when this would be
resolved.  Mr Gladbury had made some tentative enquiries about
getting Sarah out by road, but given the weather conditions that
too was now impossible.  With all the other problems on his
hands Sarah was put to the back of his mind, although he resolved
to ring her when he could.

 


           
Sarah was also on Rupert’s mind.  He was sitting in St Mary’s
vestry hunched up over an ineffective fan heater warming his hands
while his mind ran through a list of options.  It was obvious
that he couldn’t billet Sarah at Flosse Farm.  He wouldn’t
contemplate requesting the inhabitants of Ambrose house to look
after anybody and to ask her to sleep in Ma Jones cottage while Ma
Jones’ body was in the outside loo was too macabre for him to
contemplate.  None of the other inhabitants of Trembine halt
would have the space to accommodate her, that is apart from him; in
theory he had four spare bedrooms and that was the nub of the
problem facing him.  Two of the bedrooms were uninhabitable in
that they both had no beds and were full of bits and pieces. The
third bedroom was his.  That left bedrooms number four and
five.  He screwed his eyes up and almost burst into
tears.  Bedroom five was an attic that was tucked up amongst
the eaves so it had reduced headroom; it had also been Peter’s
bedroom.  It still contained his tiny bed, most of his toys
and a fair percentage of his personal possessions.  Bedroom
four had been Anna’s.  It was more or less as Anna had left
it.  He had, with great emotional difficulty, cleaned it once
a month and disposed of a few pieces of her jewellery to his only
cousin, but that was all.  The very thought of allowing Sarah
to sleep in there seemed totally abhorrent and yet the logical part
of Rupert’s mind screamed at him that that was the only reasonable
solution.  He burst into tears and hugged himself and rocked
backwards and forwards moaning in a low despairing voice as tears
coursed down his face.  He remained in this desperate state
for at least ten minutes and then fell on his knees and called out
to God for help.  He knew that he was an emotional mess and he
also knew that he should have dealt with Anna’s bedroom long
ago.  He stayed on his knees, crying and talking to God, for a
long time.

 


           
One person with seemingly no worries was Buster, he was sitting
quietly while trying to read the newspaper.  He wasn’t doing
too well as a high-octane verbal interchange between Maria and
Jeremy kept pervading into his consciousness.  Maria was doing
her best to harangue Jeremy for not insisting that the helicopter
landed, whatever the risks; while Jeremy was trying to give her a
bombastic lecture for being too self-centred for her own
good.  Buster sighed and turned a page, if the normal cycle of
event ensued they would argue for about an hour, snipe at each
other for another half an hour and then withdraw from each other
for a couple of hours.  After that it would be make-up time
and by dinner this evening all would be, supposedly, sweetness and
light.  Buster had worked for them long enough to know two
things, firstly they could not live with each other and secondly
they could not live without each other.  Within this
incompatible volatile mix Jeremy and Maria alternately fought each
other and cherished each other.  He sighed and mused on the
strangeness of love and people in general.

 


           
Over at Flosse Farm Julia, Mark, Norman and Colin Flosse were in a
quiet huddle in Norman’s bedroom.  Apart from the disparate
ages ranging from Norman at 34 to Colin at 30 the three men could
have been triplets.  They were all huge at well over two
metres tall with muscles like shot-putters, identical oval faces
with chubby cheeks, blue eyes and delicately tapering noses all
surmounted by a thatch of jet black hair.  Mark sat back and
crossed his legs, “It’s no good Norman, you’re just got to go and
tell him.  I know it’s difficult, but you’ve got to do it and
the sooner the better.”

Norman rolled his eyes, “Easier said than done, I know that you
and Mark have escaped, but somehow me wanting to leave the farm
feels like a betrayal.”

Mark tapped leant forward and tapped him on the knee, “And if
you stay here then what?  You’d grow to resent him and the
farm.  Tell him, it’s not as if you want to do anything awful
for goodness sake, you only want to leave the farm and take up
acting.  And this job offer you’ve got shows that you’re
serious, most father’s would be proud of a son who turns up twice a
week on TV and becomes a household name.”

Norman smiled, “Oh yeah, nice and easy is it?  At least you
and Mark wanted to take up a profession, you with doctoring and
Mark with architecture, but you know what dad thinks of actors, job
offer or no job offer!”

Julia butted in, “Once he sees you on TV I’m sure it’ll be
OK.”

Colin grinned and put of his father’s voice, “Layabouts and
idlers all of them – money for old rope.”

They all laughed nervously, but none of them ventured an easy
way of breaking the news to their father that Norman wanted to be
the third son to break away from the farm.

 


           
Rupert eventually pulled himself together and went out the back of
the vestry to a small cupboard against the wall of the
church.  He swept the snow away and was thankful that this
cupboard was, for the moment, on the lee side of the church. 
He opened it up and busied himself with pouring paraffin into four
pressurised lanterns called tilley lamps.  He then checked
that he had some methylated spirits and some matches in a tin and
re-locked the cupboard.  He sighed and for a moment rested his
forehead against the door frame; he knew that he had to go home and
deal with Sarah, but frankly he’d rather have dealt with a pack of
wild wolves, at least they wouldn’t remind him of what he had
irretrievably lost.

 


           
Sarah opened yet another cupboard and discovered a collection of
cast-iron saucepans and various sized baking tins.  She
decided that she’d leave that for now and was just closing the door
when she spotted something lying in one of the tins.  It
turned out to be a plain brown envelope with ‘Rupert’ scrawled
across the front.  Sarah picked it up and noticed that the
flap wasn’t sealed.  It might have once been sealed, but the
poor quality glue had long age become granular and useless. 
Without really thinking she peered inside and extracted a small
piece of flowery notepaper.  For some reason she opened it up
and started to read and then wished with all her heart that she
hadn’t.  She remembered the story of Pandora’s box and this
envelope was now well and truly open.  It was a letter from
Anna to Rupert, in fact a last letter from Anna to Rupert as it was
her suicide note.  She glanced nervously at the door and then
at the recumbent Hoof, and then re-read the letter.

 

My Dearest Rupert,

 

   Last week my worst
fears were realised when after a second MRI scan Peter was
diagnosed as having a fast growing inoperable brain tumour. 
We both know that there is something wrong with him and his current
behaviour, but I never expected a death sentence to be passed on
him.

 

I could not bear to stand by and
watch him deteriorate into a gibbering wreck with no quality of
life, neither do I wish to live if the only good thing in my life
is taken away.

 

Please do not think ill of me, I
love you dearly.  Thank you for rescuing me from the sloth of
despond and for being better than a father to Peter.  The last
ten years have been the most contented years of my life – please do
not grieve too much for me as I’ve already taken too much of your
life and I have moved on to a better place.

 

Your loving sister.

Anna

 

Sarah methodically put the letter back into the envelope and
placed the envelope back in the tin.  Then after a moment’s
thought she put the envelope in her back pocket.  She needed
time to think; was it possible, was it really possible, that Rupert
had never discovered this note in four years?  And if he did
so now what effect would it have on him?  She felt a slight
unease at what she was doing, but she consoled herself with the
fact that she could always put the envelope back in its original
hiding place.  Her musings were interrupted by Hoof who,
without warning, sprang into life and rushed out of the
kitchen.  Sarah realised that Rupert had returned.

 


           
Rupert paused in the hallway.  There was music coming from the
kitchen and a light shining through the doorway, he almost
automatically called out, ‘Anna I’m back,’ but realised in time
that it must be Sarah in the kitchen.  He took a deep breath
to gain some emotional control and started across the dining room;
confronting Sarah was bad enough, confronting her in Anna’s kitchen
was almost unendurable.  He managed to get to the doorway and
then stopped as Hoff ambled past him and resettled himself on the
rug by the Aga.  That simple act by his dog almost caused
Rupert to scream.  Sarah looked at him and was shocked at how
dreadful he looked, his face was white, his hands were trembling
and he had a sort of glazed expression.  She began to wonder
if her meddling in the kitchen was wise.  He waved a hand,
“You don’t have to do this.”

Sarah decided on a nonchalant approach, “Can’t sit round doing
nothing, thought it would be a help, but…”

She noticed Rupert swallow as if forcing back something
indigestible and disgusting, “No, it’s fine, the place probably
needs a clean as I never use it.”  His voice sounded all
strained and hoarse.

“Mind if I clean out the ‘fridge?”

He managed a nod.  She suddenly felt the envelope in her
back pocket as if it were on fire.  “Did you find me a
billet?”

He looked away as if about to pronounce a death sentence with
the words being forced out in short staccato sentences.  “No,
you’ll have to stay here.  You can’t possible sleep in your
cab.  You’ll freeze to  death.  Flosse farm is
full.  Ma Jones can’t take you.  I have a spare bedroom
and you’re very welcome to stay here.”

The last sentence sounded false and hollow and Sarah realised
that whatever was bothering Rupert it was obviously taking him a
great effort to tell her she could stay.  He suddenly turned
around, “I’ll show you.”

Sarah put down a cleaning cloth and followed him up the stairs,
at the top he pointed to a door at the far end of the landing,
“There.”

He stood stock still as if powerless to move, she eased herself
past him and walked down the landing.  After a moments
hesitation she opened the door.  The room was like nothing
else in the house, for a start it was all neat and tidy and
secondly it was very feminine with floral curtains and a kidney
shaped dressing table with matching drapes and a triple mirror
placed in a corner.  She took two steps in and looked around,
what she was seeing hit her after about twenty seconds; it was not
a spare room, it was a memorial.  She turned and faced
Rupert who had crept up behind her, “Thank you Rupert, but I really
can’t sleep in here, the settee in the lounge will be fine.”

She thought that Rupert was going to faint as he rocked gently
backwards and forwards and eventually croaked, “No, I insist,
please sleep here.”

He suddenly sprang past her into the room like an animated
scarecrow.  He gabbled, “And feel free to use whatever you
find.  You can’t possibly wear the same cloths for days on
end.”

He waved his arms around and then fled from the room as if it
were haunted and the hounds of hell were after him.  Sarah
stood still for a minute and then walked around the room without
touching anything.  There was a small picture on the dressing
table of a slightly plump dark haired young woman with a hook nose
and really serious black eyebrows sitting next to a young boy in a
school uniform.  Sarah could almost imagine this dark-haired
woman conducting one last meticulous tidy up of this room
before…  Sarah shook her head and opened the wardrobe door to
the left of a small fireplace.  It was full of clothes; Sarah
rapidly shut it and moved over to the door on the other side. 
She expected more clothes, but found a very steep enclosed
staircase.  She bit her bottom lip and climbed it; she needed
no telling who the room at the top had belonged to.

 


           
Rupert had managed to get to the bathroom before he was sick. 
He heaved into the WC pan and shook violently as he sat back on his
legs.  He said to himself, “It is right!  I must…” 
He didn’t complete the sentence as he threw himself forward to
retch into the pan again.

 


           
Sarah, after her brief excursion into Peter’s room, exited Anna’s
bedroom and went to sit on the stairs.  She unconsciously sat
on the fifth stair from the bottom and tried to think.  When
she had been a child she had always retreated to the staircase in
her home so that she could both avoid the rest of the family and
sit in relative peace, so subconsciously she repeated the old
pattern and did the same now.  Somehow she had found herself
in an extremely awkward position; if she did sleep in the bedroom
it was obvious that Rupert would find it excruciatingly
difficult.  She heard him being sick in the bathroom and
decided that that ‘excruciatingly difficult’ was an
understatement.  On the other hand if she did not she would
have to sleep in the lounge, at least there was a lock on the
inside of the bedroom door.  She was also beginning to feel
used.  She didn’t think that Rupert was deliberately using
her, but her presence in the house and sleeping in Anna’s bedroom
was forcing him to face some demons from the past.  She placed
her head in her hands, “Oh God,” she said to herself, “what on
earth do I do?”

 


           
Norman and Julia were also sitting on a set of stairs waiting for
their dad to leave the kitchen and go into the lounge.  He
always went into the lounge if he was in during the afternoons and
Norman had told his brothers to make themselves scarce so that they
could have some time alone together.  Suddenly the kitchen
door opened and his father walked down the hall humming to himself
and went into the lounge.  Julia patted him on the shoulder
and he muttered to himself that he was 34 and a grown man and
followed his father down the hall; the time had come.










Chapter 6
Decisions


Buster looked at the clock and sighed.  It was three
o’clock and time for his afternoon rounds.  In this sort of
weather there was absolutely no point in undertaking them, but with
Maria and Jeremy on the warpath to not go would be a recipe for a
tongue lashing.  He carefully donned some wellington boots, an
all-weather overcoat and a cloth cap and exited the house by the
back door, which he carefully locked behind him.

 


           
Rupert came out of the bathroom and sat, somewhat weakly, on the
top step of the stairs.  Sarah skewed herself round to look at
him, he looked worse than dreadful.  She tried for a smile,
“How about I clear out one of the other bedrooms?”

He shuddered and feebly shook his head.  Sarah tried a
different tack, “How about I just go?”

His eyes opened wide and he shook his head, “No way, I’ll not be
responsible for your death.” He said huskily.

At the word death he screwed up his eyes.  Silence ensued
until Sarah said quietly, “Do you want to talk about it?”

She thought that he hadn’t heard, then in a quiet sort of
abstract voice he mumbled, “It’s difficult.  I keep expecting
her to come back through the doorway.  I know in my head that
she’s gone, but I just can’t bring myself to believe it.”

Sarah replied softly, “What happened?”  Trying to ignore
the discomforting feeling around her back pocket.

He took some time to answer, then it was as if every word was
being dragged out of him under duress.  “Peter went to school
at West Dereham, it’s 2.95 miles as the crow flies and the council
would only provide transport if it were more than 3 miles, so we
took it in turns to drive him to school every day.  She took
him on a Wednesday and never came back.”

Sarah probed a bit more, she just had to know what he thought
had happened.  “So it was a car crash?”

He nodded, “The road is dead straight for a mile and then there
is a sharp turn to the right with a giant Oak tree on the outside
of the bend.  The police say that she went into the tree at
way over 80mph.  She must have been in a hurry and then
distracted.”

He fell silent, but Sarah now knew enough to know that he had no
idea that Jenny intended to drive into the tree.  He suddenly
looked up, “And neither of them was wearing a seat belt, she always
put the belts on, she…”

He fell silent again while his body shook with racking sobs;
Sarah wondered what to do next.

 


           
Buster eyed the mound of snow suspiciously.  It obviously
covered a car, but there had not been a car in this position this
morning, so how come it was here now if the roads were
closed?  He looked around, but the snow had been blowing about
for hours and there were no discernible tracks.  He cleared
some snow off the bonnet and uncovered a Mitsubishi motif.  He
shuffled up to the passenger’s window and cleared away the snow to
peer inside.  A clear female voice said from behind, “It’s
alright, they’re up at the farm.”

He sprang round to face a duffel-coated, gum-booted figure with
a multicoloured bobble hat.  From the gap between the bobble
hat and a matching woollen scarf a pair of intelligent brown eyes
peered out at him.  He automatically estimated her size;
taller than him by half a head, well built and too far away for him
to jump, not that he had to.  The eyes blinked, “Sorry if I
startled you, I’m Julia Flosse.”

She held out a mittened hand and he shook it with his black
gloved hand noting the power in her grip and the length of her arm.
“Buster Smith.”

He waved an arm around, “Out for a walk?”

She giggled, well she made some sort of noise under the scarf
which fully covered her mouth. “Family’s having a row so it’s
better out here.”

Buster nodded, family rows he could understand.  Julia
pointed vaguely towards Ambrose House, “Is it true that you their
minder?”

Buster’s face smiled while his mind was scowling inside, his job
was supposed to be a secret.  “Not quite, chauffeur, general
assistant, but not really a minder.”

Julia laughed, “So a general assistant who goes out twice a day
in all weathers to walk round the village at exactly the same time
every day.”

Buster resolved to change his routine, “I like a walk.” He
replied nonchalantly.

The clothed head nodded, “I like a walk to, I just like to see
the countryside change – it’s different every day.”

Buster decided to probe a little, had she been watching
him?  “Work on the farm do you?”

“No fear, I’m a schoolteacher at Brandon High, PE and
maths.”

He tapped the car, “So who was in this?”

Julia thumped her mittened hands together, “Some dotty estate
agent and her client.  He wants to buy the Trembine Arms to
turn it into a Yoga centre.”

Buster could hear the scorn in her voice, “You don’t reckon much
to the idea?”

She shrugged, “Don’t go in for Yoga and he’s not exactly an
advert for calm, more like a cat on hot bricks since he’s been
stuck here.”

Warning bells rang in Buster’s brain, “What’s he look like?”

Julia shuffled from one foot to the other, “’Bout six foot tall,
medium build, dark hair, skin like a baby’s bottom and a face like
an angel.”

“Eyes?”

“Brown?”

“Accent?”

“Oxford – say you really are a minder.”

Buster twitched his nose.  He didn’t recognise the
description, but Jeremy had acquired many enemies with his ruthless
pursuance of gambling debts and ‘loan’ repayments.  Julia half
turned to keep the wind on her back, “He really is a yoga
instructor, he’s spent half his time with us on the phone arranging
and cancelling courses.  He says that being snowed in here is
costing him a fortune.”

Buster relaxed slightly, “And her?”

Julia shook her muffled head, “If you want more I’ll only do it
in the warm, I’m bloody freezing to death out here.”

Buster weighed up his options, “How about a hot toddy?”

“Sounds grand.”

Buster gave a last look around, for what it was worth in the
dreadful visibility and led her towards Ambrose House.

 


           
Sarah held onto Rupert as he sobbed into her shoulder.  She
had let her maternal instincts take over and climbed the stairs to
give Rupert a hug.  It had always worked with her younger
brother and she thought that it might be working now.  She
only hoped that she wasn’t storing up some dreadful legacy for the
future.

 


           
Norman exited the lounge, slamming the door with a violent
malevolence, and stormed up the stairs.  His brother Mark was
now sitting on the top step, “Didn’t go well then?”

Norman snarled, “No it bloody didn’t.”

Mark nodded, “Could hear you shouting up in the attic.”

“He called me wastrel and told me that if I thought there was
any money in acting for me I needed my head examined.”

Mark smiled, “He told me that I’d never get an architect’s
practice to employ me and Bill that he’d never get medical
degree.  So far he’s been wrong every time.”

Norman went to pass but Mark laid a hand on his ankle as he said
quietly, “The farm’s been his life Norman.”

Norman sighed and sat down next to Mark, “But it’s not my life
Mark, much as I love this place it’s not my life.”

Mark nodded, “But it is Colin’s life.  We all know that
Colin is the natural heir to this farm, we just have to get dad to
accept the fact.”

Norman put his head in his hands, “What’s he got against Colin
anyway?” 

He answered his own question, “Can’t he just forget that he
dropped out of university?”

Mark shook his head, “It weren’t only that and you know
it.  He married that tutor and then divorced her two years
later and we both know that dad doesn’t hold with divorce.”

They were silent for a minute and then Mark muttered, “Still
going?”

Norman stood up, “Too damn right I’m going, as soon as this
wretched snow passes I’m out of here.”

 


           
Petra Haston, estate agent out of need for cash, and Simon Jones,
yoga instructor to make a fast buck, stood in the old bar of the
Trembine arms and simultaneously shivered.  For want of
something to do they had inspected the whole of the Trembine arms,
Simon had even checked over the outside, but Petra had balked at
that and stayed inside, not that it was much warmer there. 
Simon swung his powerful torch beam around the bar area, “Good
space this; how old do you say this pub is?”

Petra gave him another false smile, maintaining an Estate Agent
persona was possible for her for half-hour bouts, but trying to
constantly maintain it was driving her crazy.  “Four hundred
years give or take a couple of decades.  Only the bar area
mind.  The back rooms were probably added in the eighteen
century, the kitchen in the Edwardian era and the upstairs rooms
sometime between the two.”

“And you’re sure the place has been treated for death-watch
beetle?”

She gave her false smile, “Of course.”

“And the thatch treated for flea larvae?”

“Undoubtedly.”

He turned away and smiled to himself, thatch was never treated
for flea-larvae so this woman had no idea what she was talking
about. In fact she was starting to get on his nerves.

 


           
Buster and Julia arrived at the back door and Buster let her in and
took her directly to a small lounge.  She took her duffel coat
off, “Please stick this with my boots will you?.”  She added
her hat, scarf, mittens and ear-warmers.  Buster dutifully
carried them out and then unceremoniously dumped them on the floor
next to her boots.  He eyed her through the open
doorway.  Now that he could study her fully he noted that she
was well built, say a size fourteen, possibly sixteen, but she was
not fat, rather she was naturally large.  She was also fit if
her neck muscles were anything to go by.  He walked softly
back into the lounge via the coffee machine and poured a tot of
whisky into each one.  He proffered one to Julia, “You look
fit.”

She benevolently smiled down at him, “Play rugby.”

His jaw dropped open, “Rugby?”

She shrugged, “Why should the men have all the fun?  Play
full-back for Brandon Rugby club.”

She flexed her arm, “Bet you work out.”

He nodded, “Gym three times a week.”

She flashed her eyes around, “A gym here?”

“Nah, only a rowing machine and a…”

He stopped and looked at the clock.  Squabble or not Maria
always had half an hour on the treadmill at four o’clock.  The
treadmill was in the room above the room they were in and made a
dreadful wheezing noise, but all was silent.  He looked at
Julia, “Just excuse me for a moment.”

He padded softly in his stockinged feet and peered into the
lounge, it was empty and nothing was out of place.  He crept
upstairs and checked every room one by one, again no-one and
nothing out of place.  He came back downstairs and met Julia
standing in the back lobby, “What’s wrong?”

He eyed her suspiciously, “No-one’s around.”

“Perhaps they’ve gone out.”

He rolled his eyes, “And perhaps the Queen is Adolph Hitler in
disguise.”

From somewhere he pulled out a huge flick knife which sprang
open and glistened with an oily sheen in the electric light. 
“Stay here.”  He commanded. 

He crouched by one of the doors off the lobby and then barged it
open with his shoulder.  It was a large utility room, and it
was empty.  Buster turned round, there was only the dining
room left.  Julia watched him repeat the same process, 
She noted that when he barged the door open he did not enter the
room but slid behind the door frame.  He looked into the room
and she saw the blood drain from his face.  He put his knife
away and she sidled up to him and peered over his shoulder. 
Maria and Jeremy were lying slightly apart, but their respective
pools of blood met in the middle.










Chapter 7
Holding On


Rupert eventually sat up and pulled away from Sarah.  He
was obviously totally drained, both physically and
emotionally.  He took in a sharp intake of breath and
trembled, “Thank you.”

He stood up and gazed down at her, “I mean what I say, use
Anna’s room and any of her possessions that you need to.”

She realised that he was trying to banish demons and hoped that
her staying in that room would be a start.  “If you say
so.  Can I cook you dinner?”

He clenched his fists, the tension in his taught fingers plain
to see.  “That would be good of you.  There is plenty of
food in the freezer, though tonight I’d rather you cooked it in the
kitchenette.”

He meant that he’d had enough for one day.  Sarah stood up,
“Excuse me asking, but is there a TV?”

He stood tottering on the top of the stairs, “No, I threw it out
of the window the day she died, that dreadful smug female news
present said that the police suspected suicide.”

He swiftly turned and entered what must be his bedroom and Sarah
sat back down on the stairs and hoped fervently for a warm spell,
one that was just long enough to get her out of here.

 


           
Julia looked at the bodies on the dining room floor, somehow it all
seemed unreal, especially as she had never ever met Jeremy or Maria
in the living flesh..  “Are they..?”

Buster didn’t move, “Yes.”

“You haven’t checked.”

He gave her a withering look, “Believe me they’re dead.”

She looked dubious and Buster edged himself across the room and
staying just outside the pool of blood reached over and felt
Maria’s wrist.  He repeated the operation with Jeremy. 
“Dead, no pulse.”

Julia took a couple of steps into the room, “What happened?”

Buster looked around at the blood spattered floor, “On first
look it would seem to indicate that she stabbed him, and managed to
hit some vital organ, while he hit her with the statue and broke
her skull.”

Julia detected a note of suspicion in his voice, “But you don’t
believe that?”

He shook his head while he sat down, “They rowed continuously,
but they were never violent and the knife comes from the kitchen
while the statue lives in the lounge not in here.”

He saw Julia’s frightened face, “Oh I’m not saying that it’s
impossible, just improbable.”

Julia looked around, “But how?”

Buster nodded, “How did they get in – through the front door I
guess.”

“You mean he was let in?”

Buster wrinkled his nose and said, “Might be a she, but I doubt
a woman could overpower them both,” while thinking that the woman
he was with was certainly fit enough.  He then decided that
the timing was wrong for Julia to be the killer as the bodies were
not cold enough.

Julia shivered despite the high temperature in the house, “So we
call the police?”

Buster sat still, “And how are they going to get here?”

Julia’s eyes opened, “We must call the police.”

Buster sat still, a million thoughts were whirring around his
mind.  If they had killed each other then what of all the cash
that Jeremy kept?  If they had been killed by an outsider then
the killer was still at Trembine Halt, unless they had a team of
huskies, and so would expect Buster to call the police.  He
glanced at Julia and wondered if she was up to a bit of
subterfuge.

 


           
Jenny Flosse dumped a mug of tea on the kitchen table and ignored
the over-spill on the table.  “Sometimes Harry I wonder if you
ever use any of the brains that God gave you.”

He crossed his arms, “A man’s got to have principles.”

She looked him in the face, “And are you stupid principles worth
alienating our children!  Colin’s good for the farm you know
it and I know it.  I also know that you’re not getting any
younger and you let him drive the big tractor because of you
arthritis.  Drive him away and you can kiss you farm
goodbye.  Sometimes Harry I despair.  Bill and Mark have
made good lives away from the farm and are a credit to you, I have
no doubt – no doubt – that Norman can do the same.  But our
one son who really loves farming you’ll hardly pass the time of day
with over some stupid out of date principle.  We all make
mistakes and I’m not saying that Colin didn’t make a mistake, but
believe me your making a bigger one now.”

Harry picked up his mug of tea, in forty years he had never seen
her so mad; he began to reflect if he could possibly have done
anything wrong.

 


           
Julia looked at Buster, “Are you suggesting that we clean this
place out of money and pretend that nothing’s happened?”

Buster shrugged, “They’ve got no children , I don’t know if
they’ve made a will, I do know that they have pots of money and he
likes to keep most of it in cash, that way the Inland revenue never
get to have their slice.  And I’m out of a job, minders that
lose their clients are regarded with suspicion.”

“So you won’t try to find who killed them at all?”

“Of course, it’s a matter of honour, but one takes what one
finds in this sort of situation.

She blinked, an hour ago she’d just gone out for a walk, now she
was in a room with two bodies and a man she’d never met was
proposing some sort of heist. 

 


           
Despite Rupert’s final plea to cook in the kitchenette and leave
the kitchen alone Sarah just had to rescue a couple of dishes from
the kitchen before she stacked the Aga with wood and closed the
door.  She’d decided, in about three milliseconds, that using
any of the kitchenware in the kitchenette could be hazardous to her
health, so she was preparing dinner in the rescued utensils when
Rupert wandered into the lounge.  He still looked like a man
on the edge of a breakdown, but at least his face had lost its
parchment look.  He wandered over to the window and ruffled
Hoof’s ears, “Still snowing Hoof, hope the power lines hold
out.”

It was almost as if Sarah wasn’t there.  She turned back to
her cookery.  In fact she normally didn’t have much time to
practise her culinary skills as weekdays she ate in the canteen in
Norwich and at weekends went in for convenience food.  She
turned saucepan number one down to a simmer and started on the
spaghetti.

 


           
Julia sipped her coffee and realised that Buster must have
retrieved it from the back lounge.  “We can’t just pretend
that nothing’s happened, we’ve got two bodies and somebody must
know that they are here – your helicopter pilot for a start.”

Buster shrugged, “Perhaps; Jeremy liked to keep his whereabouts
secret, that way he could drop in unannounced on one of his
casinos.”

“One of his casinos?”

“He’s got two, one in Birmingham and one in Manchester.”

Buster hesitated, just how much should he tell this woman? 
“Two legal ones that is.”

He suddenly leant forward, “It works like this see, people like
Jeremy and Maria often disappear.  People assume that the
police are on to them and that they’ve made enough money to make a
new life somewhere else.  I’m not even sure that Jeremy is his
real name, he popped up five years ago from seemingly nowhere with
loads of cash and just bought the Manchester casino from under the
noses of the local syndicate.  If he disappears the sort of
people he works with will assume that he’ll pop up somewhere else
with a new name and a new identity, believe me they won’t care;
once they know he’s gone they’ll be fighting over who gets what
before you can shake your toothbrush dry.”

Julia trembled, “Just because he was running on the edge of the
law doesn’t mean that we have to…”

She paused as a dreadful thought crossed her mind.  Suppose
she refused to join Buster, would she become a third body on the
floor?”

Buster watched her face.  He may not have had a fancy
education, but he was good with people and could often see what
they intended to do before they started, that was what made him a
good minder; he often intervened before any damage was done, not
after.  He reached into his pocket and tossed a mobile phone
over to Julia, “Phone the police if you want to, no skin off my
nose.”

Julia held onto the phone, “Just how much money are we talking
about?”

He shrugged, “Can’t say, if we clean out the safe and sell
jewellery I suppose a few hundred thousand – each.”

Julia sat and thought, this was exactly the sort of moral
dilemma that she loved to feed the pupils she taught, but this one
was for real.

 


           
The spaghetti, meatballs and cook in tomato sauce had all
disappeared with great alacrity down Rupert’s throat and if he had
any misgivings about her using the kitchen they obviously did not
extend to the food prepared in utensils from it.  She
wordlessly emptied the remains from the dish onto his plate and he
polished them off in several slobbering appreciative
mouthfuls.  She picked up the plates and took them to the
kitchenette, returning a few seconds later with two dishes of
bread-and-butter pudding; his twice the size of hers. 
Throughout the entire meal they had not spoken, except for him to
say grace.  This silence should have made the meal an
uncomfortable experience, but somehow it did not, rather it made it
a companionable experience.  Pudding finished she went to rise
to get some coffee, but he held up his hands and croaked something
that indicated that getting coffee was his job.  Sarah placed
the tray she had been eating off of beside her on the settee and
partially opened the door to the wood-burning stove.  Now it
was getting dark the temperature outside was obviously plummeting,
she began to worry about the state of her locomotive’s
batteries.

 


           
Julia expertly manipulated the controls of the ditch-digger on the
back of the old tractor and swung another bucketful of pebbles onto
the ever growing pile beside her.  She’d phoned her parents to
say that she was eating at Ambrose House with Buster and then
retrieved the old tractor from its current resting place in the
church car-park.  Her father always parked it there in bad
weather, just in case of emergencies.  She was now digging the
pebbles out of an enormous soakaway that lay between Ambrose House
and the adjacent, and slightly higher, fields.  They’d chosen
this soakaway as it was not only in the lee of the house, but also
out of sight of the farm.  As she manipulated the controls she
felt two sensations, firstly the thrill of doing something illicit
and secondly the penetrating and biting cold – this tractor had an
open cab and no heater.

 


           
They’d drunk their coffee, and a refill, before Rupert spoke, even
then he didn’t make much sense.  He sort of mumble at her;
“Thanks for the…  Don’t like to…  Food was
wonder…   It’s just unusual…  I’m not used to…”

Sarah nodded at him, “You don’t have to speak Rupert, I’m
content with silence.”

He seemed to relax and leant back into his settee.  Hoof
sighed and rolled over; silence reigned interspersed by the crackle
of wood from the stove.

 


           
Julia stamped her feet up and down while trying to get her frozen
fingers to hold onto the warm cup.  It had taken then roughly
ninety minutes to dig out the pebbles and some of the sub-soil
underneath, drop in the bodies and then scrape the pebbles back
into the hole.  She’d then gritted her teeth and driven the
back wheels of the tractor along the soakaway to level it off
before taking the tractor back to its resting place.  Now she
was trying to thaw out, but even the warm atmosphere of Ambrose
House was taking it’s time to penetrate.  Buster seemed immune
to it all.  He’d wrapped the bleeding bits of Jeremy and Maria
in cling-film, carried them out and placed them in the hole and
finally, jumped into the hole to arrange the bodies into one last
long embrace and cover them with a large brown horse-blanket. 
He suddenly appeared and thrust a huge bowl of steaming hot-pot
into Julia’s still freezing hands.  He gave his crooked grin,
“Haute Cuisine Hot-pot specially prepared in London by top
chefs.”

She surveyed the bowl, “There’s rather a lot.”

He grinned again, “Six helpings between us – one’s not enough to
make a decent swallow.”

He took a mouthful, “Where did you learn to use one of those
digger thingummies?”

She wondered if she could actually eat, considering what she had
just been doing.  “Spent four summer holidays cleaning out
ditches on the farm.  Round here ditches are important.”

He nodded and she surveyed her steaming bowl of food
again.  Eventually hunger took over and she started
eating.

 


           
Jenny Flosse looked keenly at Mark, she was in full interrogation
mode.  “Are you sure she’s never mentioned this Buster
fellow?  Bit unusual for our Julia to go cavorting off with
someone she doesn’t know.”

Mark stopped chewing, “She’s a grown girl mum; doubtless she’ll
tell you all about it over breakfast tomorrow.”

Jenny wrinkled her nose, “Never tells me anything.  I’m
sure there’s something going on at her school she’s unhappy about,
but I’ll probably be the last to know.”

Harry seemed to come out of a trance, “She’s a good lass, don’t
worry she’ll be alright, always falls on her feet that one.”

He turned to Norman, “And I reckon I owe you an apology for
flying off the handle like I did, it’s just that…”

Norman’s eyes opened in amazement, an apology from his father
and so soon!


           
The tiny bedside light threw enough light for Sarah to sit on her
bed and read.  She’d found a copy of Steinbeck’s ‘Of Mice and
Men’ in the bedroom and this was a book she had always intended to
read, but had never got round to it.  At the end of the first
chapter she paused and surveyed the room, it was cosy, but not
over-feminine; well laid out, but not regimented; creepy, but not
frightening and warm, but not hot.  She somehow knew that Anna
had been happy here as it was not a sad person’s room.  She
pondered over a mother’s love for her children and affectionately
remembered her own mother, or rather foster-mother, a woman of
large heart and large bosom.  She briefly wondered if she’d
ever be capable of such love and started on the second chapter.










Chapter 8
Revelations


Sarah woke up and rolled over to check her watch on the bedside
table, it was nearly nine o’clock.  She lay still for a moment
to see if there was any noise, but all was quiet.  She eased
herself out of bed needing no reminding that she was in somebody
else’s bedroom.  She padded over to the window and
shuddered.  It was still snowing with a vengeance and judging
by the angle of the snowflakes the wind had picked up as
well.  So much for her hopes of a small warm snap, by the look
of it she’d be stuck here for another day at least.  She made
for the bathroom and wondered what Rupert was doing.

 


           
Mark looked up as Julia entered the lounge, Julia surveyed the
scene.  The four men were ranged around the lounge and judging
by the sudden silence had been discussing something they didn’t
want her to hear.  She briefly wondered about joining them,
but knew that she had other fish to fry.  “Powwow?”

Her father gave a sheepish grin, “Just talking over farm matters
dear.”

She decided to sit on the arm of a chair for just a minute or
two, she hated being condescended to.  Mark burst out
laughing, “It’s all right Julia, we’re not trying to disinherit
you, were talking about dad talking more of a back seat and letting
Colin run things a bit more.”

She stood up, “Sounds like a good idea to me.”

She turned to Norman, “Can I borrow your cold-weather pull-ons
for a bit?”

Norman raised an eyebrow, Julia’s late night return from Ambrose
House had already been a topic for discussion.  “Surely you’re
not planning to go out in this?”

She shrugged, “Got a game of Scrabble to finish.”

“Must be some game!”

All the men laughed and Norman gave her the nod.  What she
had said was, in effect, true as Buster had pulled the scrabble set
out just before she had left him the previous night and made her
play a couple of words.  His explanation rang in her ears,
“Reckon you’re not used to lying to your family, you can now
legitimately tell them you’ve been playing Scrabble.”

She, in a funny sort of way, was now grateful for his provision
of an excuse.

 


           
As Sarah passed the dining room she stopped for a moment. 
Rupert was deeply engrossed in making a model class 59 locomotive
out of cardboard.  He suddenly looked up and stared at her as
if she’d suddenly walked through the wall.  He half smiled,
“Make my living designing cut-out models.”

She was intrigued, “I thought the church paid you.”

He wistfully shook his head, “House for duty. They give me a
house and pay the rates and in return I minister to the scattered
flock in these parts.  Wouldn’t be economic for them to give
me a full stipend.”

She walked into the lounge, “That’s really rather good.”

He gave a small smile of pride, “I have to produce two a month,
they go in the Complete Modeller magazine, if I can I also try and
get one wooden model a month in the Models for Everyone Magazine,
but they take longer to prepare. At the end of the year my agent
puts all the stuff together in on cut-out book and markets it
across India, apparently there’s a large market for such stuff
there.”

Sarah was intrigued, “Does it pay you enough to live on?”

He looked away, “I guess so.”

“You guess so?”

He shrugged, “I never bother to check my bank account, but it
seems to pay all my bills.”

She stared at him in disbelief, checking the bank account for
money, or lack of it, was a necessary chore for her towards the end
of every month.  He began to fidget with his pencil and took
on the disposition of a lost and despondent child.  The penny
dropped and Sarah said, gently, “Anna used to do it.”

He nodded and she decided to rapidly change the subject, “Had
breakfast?”

He nodded and then added, “There’s not much milk, we’ve not had
a delivery for a few days.”

“There’s plenty of evaporated milk in tins, want me to make some
up?”

“You can do that?  I thought it was only for a sweet sauce
on desserts and cooking.”

“Well it’s not perfect, but it’s better than black coffee.”

She left him and made for the kitchen.  She was now sure
that there was something wrong with him, surely he hadn’t been
always like this?  She wondered if he’d had a breakdown at
sometime and instantly became acutely conscious of the letter in
her back pocket.  She began to wonder what would happen if he
ever saw it, would it bring reality back to his life, or would it
drive him deeper into his own world?

 


           
Buster met Julia about a hundred yards from the farm, not that
anyone could have seen as the snow was falling thick and
fast.  They struggled through the snow towards Ambrose House
with Julia thinking how nice it was for him to have come for her
and him thinking that he’d better stay close to her just in case –
just in case whoever killed his employers decided to have a go at
Julia, especially as the snow made for perfect cover.

 


           
Jenny Flosse watched Julia disappear into the snowy murk and
thought that, just as she was disappearing from view, she saw
another figure next to her.  Jenny sighed and wondered, not
for the first time, about her daughter.  She was almost thirty
and, apart from a spotty youth during her second University
vacation, she had never brought home a man or, as far as she knew,
had a long-term relationship with a man.  “Too self-contained
by half,” said Jenny to herself.  Only one of her children,
Bill, was married, Mark was obviously seeing a woman and had hinted
that they might move in together, if the length of phone calls was
an indicator that would be sooner rather than later she
thought.  Norman showed no signs of any relationships with
woman and Colin had been definitely scarred by his brief foray into
marriage, but she somehow knew that both of them would form
relationships at some time in the future.  But Julia was a
constant worry to her, Jenny longed to see her ‘settled’ and
‘settled’ happily.


           
Ambrose House was just as Julia had left it, except the dining room
was now spotless. She raised an eyebrow at Buster.  He gave a
crooked grin, “Not too difficult, there was enough wax on the floor
to stop the blood seeping through and I mopped most of it up with
kitchen towelling – I burnt it on that small fire in the
lounge.”

Julia wondered if he’d ever done this sort of thing
before.  “Now what?”

“Now we have a nice hot cup of coffee and you tell me about the
inhabitants around here, after that we’ll take a look in the
safe.”

“You know the combination?”

“No combination, it’s got a pair of keys, both Jeremy and Maria
had one of each.”

They went into a medium sized clinical kitchen, all stainless
steel and marble.  Buster put the kettle on – it looked more
like an Egyptian pyramid with a handle – and they sat on stools
each side of a small jutting out breakfast bar.  Julia
realised that Buster had turned the heating down, it wasn’t cold,
but it wasn’t as roasting as before.  She involuntarily
shivered.  Buster grinned, “No heating in here.  It’s all
electric under-floor heating and Maria was worried that they’d all
get electrocuted if she ever spilled anything – not that she ever
cooked real meals you understand.”

Julia caught the tone in his voice, “You didn’t like them much
did you?”

He shrugged, “They weren’t bad, just totally self centred. 
A lot of people in their game have an easy come easy go attitude
and give money to local charities and that sort of thing.  Not
those two, if they couldn’t spend it on themselves they didn’t
spend it.”

“But they employed you.”

The kettle boiled and he got up to make the coffee, “Maria liked
to watch over the croupiers and one day a disgruntled employee
broke her arm.  In the same week my current boss died – of
cancer – so I was free.  I don’t think even then they would
have employed me, but another disenchanted punter had a go at
Jeremy with a walking stick and they came to me.”

He put a mug of coffee in front of Julia, plus a small packet of
biscuits. “Sugar?”

“No.”

He continued his tale, “We started on three months trail, two
months in I stopped a rival from setting fire to Jeremy's car and
it became permanent like.”

Julia stirred her coffee, “I can’t believe that they won’t be
missed.”

He grinned and scratched his nose with a finger the size of a
small cigar, “I’m not saying that they won’t be missed, but I am
saying that the people who miss them won’t be busting a gut to find
them – or report their disappearance to the police.”

Julia sipped her coffee, it was all so surreal.

 


           
Once the powwow broke up Colin donned a set of gumboots, wrapped
himself up in a pair of jumpers and a duffel-coat, filled a thermos
flask with piping hot coffee, put a huge chunk of his mother’s cake
into a tin box and set off into the snow.  Ten minutes later
he was knocking at the door of the Crossing Keeper’s Cottage. 
Jill opened the door and let him in, as soon as he’d discarded his
duffel coat he bent down, picked her up and gave her a big smacking
kiss on the lips.  She pushed him away, “You’re freezing cold,
it’s like kissing an ice-cube.”

She grinned as he put her down.  She was only just over
five feet tall and as thin as a rake, so she was used to him
scooping her up.  Only at the moment she wasn’t so thin as she
was wearing two jumpers; perhaps it was her Asian genes, perhaps
the thin walls of the house, whatever it was she felt cold, really
cold.  He proffered the thermos and the cake tin, and smiling
he sarcastically retorted, “Ah heap big man wades through deep snow
to bring food and drink to his loved ones.”

Harriet, the spitting image of Jill, but a head shorter and two
shades lighter, suddenly appeared in the doorway, “Cake?  Did
somebody mention cake?”

 


           
Buster took another biscuit, “OK, now tell me about who lives here
and who doesn’t live here, but is around for the moment.”

Julia considered where to start and decided to start at
home.  “I don’t know about normal, but normally around her
you’ve got my family; that’s my parents Harry and Jenny, plus my
two brothers Colin and Norman – you must have seen them all on your
rounds.  My brother Mark is also snowed in with us, but he’s
hardly a visitor.”

Buster raised an eyebrow, “What does he do?”

“Architect – specialised in bridges, especially wooden
bridges.  He’s also done some work with wooden roller
coasters.”

She gather her thoughts , “At the bottom of our farm track
there’s Flosse Cottage, there’s a guy called Daniel in there at the
moment.  He’s got a six months lease and he’s two months into
it.  I believe he’s a singer in some sort of band, says he’s
taking time out to try his hand at sculpture and recharge before
his next tour.”

Buster raised an eyebrow, “Describe him.”

“About five foot six, thin, rat faced, got a tattoo of a naked
lady on the side of his neck and a Mohican haircut.”

Buster nodded and decided that it was a small world, Julia had
just described Daniel De Foe, the so-called singer of a heavy rock
band called Raven Madd.  Jeremy had never employed him, but he
was well known on the Birmingham circuit.  Julia
continued.  “Next building is the crossing keeper’s cottage by
the level crossing.  Young mum called Jill Crow lives there
with her daughter Harriet, been there since the new school years
started.”

Buster wriggled on his stool, “Is she the Asian one with really
deep brown eyes?”

Julia nodded, “Comes from Southall in London, ‘bout five foot
one and as skinny as a rake.  Daughter starts at senior school
this year – her birthday is in October so she’s already
twelve.”

Buster seemed to be absorbing everything, “What brings them
here?”

Julia hesitated, she knew the real reason, and the given
reason.  “General story is that she wanted to get away from
London, doesn’t matter where she works as she’s a software
programmer and works from home.”

“And the real reason?”  Buster wasn’t missing a thing.

“My Brother and her are what you might call an item, except that
my brother keeps it a secret as my father doesn’t approve of his
divorce, let alone him seeing another woman.  She also wants
it kept quite for the time being as her family want her to marry a
nice Hindu boy.”

“You know her well?”

“Been there for a couple of evenings, it’s Colin she’s really
interested in.”

“How did they meet?”

“At an agricultural conference, she was demonstrating some
agro-management software.”

“Must be keen on him to move up here in the middle of
nowhere.”

“They met two years ago and have mainly courted on the Internet,
with Colin paying bimonthly visits to Mark, as far as my parents
are concerned.”

Buster nodded for her to go on, but she had other ideas, “Can we
move somewhere else, these stools are killing my bum?”

Buster laughed, “We can, but all the furniture here is designer
stuff, that means it looks chic and is nowhere near practical, all
form and no function as they say.”

Julia leapt off the stool, “No function is just about right if I
sit there any longer.”

 


           
The front door opened and Hoof bounded about six feet into the hall
and waited for Rupert to dry his paws on a towel that was draped
over the hall radiator, Sarah wondered if it had ever been
washed.  “He’s well trained.”

“Intelligent dog, well most of the time, just don’t let him near
deer droppings, for some reason he always rolls in them.”

“Coffee?”

“Please.”

She re-boiled the kettle and poured him out a cup of coffee and
added some of the made up evaporated milk.  He took a sniff of
the steam that was issuing from the cup, “Have you phoned in
today?”

“Just hello and goodbye; I think my boss is on the verge of a
nervous breakdown, as he puts it nothing is where it should be and
everything is where he doesn’t want it to be.”

He nodded and tried a sip, his face showed bewilderment, “This
isn’t bad.”

“Not if you have a sweet tooth.”

He ignored the retort, “Should you phone anyone at home?”

“No-one to ring.  Neighbours stopped the milk for me and
she’ll water my spider plant until I return.”

She paused, “Bit sad really, all I’ve got to worry about is a
spider plant that could probably survive a six month drought.”

“What about your parents?”

She shrugged, “They split up when I was ten; Mum took the baby
and Dad took my brother, he was just about to leave school.  I
ended up in a foster home, good one though as my Foster mum treated
us all as own; and before you ask she died last year.”

Rupert gazed into his coffee cup and said softly, “Don’t wish
for responsibilities, they only cause you pain and heartache.”

Sarah shook her head, surely you didn’t think that when Anna was
living here?”  And instantly wished that she’d bitten off her
tongue.

He gazed into his coffee cup and she thought that he wouldn’t
reply, suddenly he murmured, with real emotion; “You’re right, at
first I thought that it would be a burden her living her, but it
turned into a real joy.  It was the closest thing I have ever
come to having a family.  It gave me a wonderful insight into
how couples and families live.”

He sounded so lost and lonely.  Sarah was momentarily
fazed, but she decided to probe a little more as, once again, she
felt a discomfort around her back pocket.  “What sort of
insights?”

He looked up, “How people live together in seemingly harmony
when they have foibles that would drive anybody else crazy.  I
know that I’m messy, I hate tiding and yet I like a tidy place,
Jenny didn’t seem to mind, she just tidied up around me and
Peter.  And she had this habit of singing the same line of a
song over and over again.  She’d wake up in the morning with a
song on her mind, or hear one on the radio, and then sing the first
line over and over again for hours, but somehow I didn’t mind, it
reminded me that she was there and happy.”

Tears started to trickle down his face and Sarah wondered if she
had gone too far.  He suddenly, and without warning, switched
to his abstract flat voice, “I know hat I’ve got to talk about Anna
and try to focus on the good times, but I’ve had no-one I could
talk to, thank you for asking.”

He stood up, “Please feel free to work in the kitchen – the real
kitchen – it’s also something I’ve got to face, I’ve shut out that
part of my life for too long.”

He fled towards his study leaving Sarah wondering what she had
started and would he ever finish what had begun?










Chapter 9
Enlightenment


Julia wriggled on the plush leather settee, Buster was quite
right it looked fabulous, but was terrible.  The seat
cushions, from front to back, were a good nine inches longer than
her thigh bone, so if she tried to lean back she ended up at a
preposterous angle that caused her to slide down the smooth
leather.  She tucked her legs up onto the cushions and pushed
herself back against the upright cushions, they were so soft it was
uncomfortable; it felt as if she was leaning against slippery
porridge.  She gathered her thoughts, “I suppose the next
inhabited building is the vicarage.  Rupert lives there,
Rupert Greeve.  He’s a sad case.  His sister and her son
used to live with him, but she died in a car crash and he had a
breakdown, believe me he had a breakdown.  For the first few
months he used to wander around in his pyjamas oblivious of the
fact that it was midday and freezing cold.  I’m also pretty
sure that he used to eat food straight from tins until my father
persuaded the Diocese to put in a small kitchenette at the end of
his lounge.”  She paused as if wondering how much to say and
decided to leave out the fact that her mother, Ma Jones and Ella
Happleberry had taken hot meals to him in turn and that her father
had, on occasions, given him a bath.  However, she didn’t want
the vicar on Buster’s hit list so she filled in a few more
details.  “He used to be vicar hereabouts and have some
Diocesan Job, but after his breakdown he couldn’t continue and the
Bishop let him live in the house to be Vicar to us without
payment.  That actually seemed to hone his mind a bit and he
turned his hobby -–making paper models - into a job.  But he’s
still a few cans short of a six pack.  He really cares about
his parishioners, and he’ll do anything for them, he mucked out Mrs
Herbet’s stables for six weeks when she broke a leg, but he’s
terrible in the church itself on a Sunday.  He loses his place
in the service book, forgets where we are in the service and
somewhat rambles when he preaches, but he is getting better,
slowly.”

“Why do you put up with him?”

Julia gave Buster a withering look, “It’s a matter of Christian
love, he cared for his sister when she was a mental wreck and shows
real love and concern for us, so in return we care for him and help
him along.”

“Is he mentally unstable enough to kill anyone?”

She hesitated, “No, I don’t think so, but once, years ago, a
temporary tenant of our cottage said that young women who had
babies outside marriage were worse than prostitutes; Rupert broke
his nose.”

Buster grinned, a vicar with attitude, that’s what he liked to
hear.  “I’ve met him and your right, he does care about
people, but I got the impression that he doesn’t look after himself
very much.”

Julia looked him in the eye, “As I said he’s getting
better.”

Buster noted the defensive reply, “Who’s next?”

“Mr and Mrs Happleberry in the end cottage near here.  They
seem to have been here for a million years.  George used to
work on the farm and Ella used to be dinner lady at the primary
school in West Dereham; when they had one.   Neither of
them can drive; Ella never has, she used to cycle to work in all
weathers, and George’s not driven since his second heart
attack.  Really they’re both too old and feeble to be on your
hit list.”

Buster moved about in his leather armchair, “I know them, I’ve
talked to George when he’s in his garden.”

Julia squirmed to try and get more comfortable, “That leaves the
three visitors.  Rupert’s got a female engine driver called
Sarah staying with him, apparently her train’s snowed in.  I
know nothing about her.  Staying at the farm we’ve got Petra
Haston and Simon Jones.  She brought him to view the Trembine
arms and he dropped the rear wheels of his Mitsubishi in the ditch
and flattened the exhaust pipe on the railway sleepers that run
along the edge of the ditch – and which are supposed to stop people
driving into it.”

Buster suddenly took a keen interest, “What’s your
impression?”

Julia screwed up her nose, “If Petra’s an estate agent then I’m
an opera singer.  She knows absolutely nothing about
conveyancing or stamp duty.  I had a good chat with her over
breakfast and I suspect that she is an actress who is, as they say,
‘resting’ and working as an estate agent in the meantime. 
I’ve not talked to him as he’s a bit of a weirdo.  He does
Yoga all right, and I’ve no doubt that he’s got lots of courses
organised, but somehow he doesn’t ring true.  It’s more like
he’s on the Yoga bandwagon because there’s money to be made from it
rather than he actually believes in it.”

Buster sniffed, “Onto a good thing then?”

Julia smiled, “You should have heard him swear when Colin told
him that the exhaust had been flattened.  For someone who is
supposed to believe in inner strength he sure places a lot of store
on worldly goods.”

Buster grinned from ear to ear, “Can you describe them for
me?”

“Petra’s about my height, but a size twelve with an hourglass
waist.  She monitors everything she eats, she even turned down
some of mum’s treacle pudding.  Blonde, from a bottle, blue
eyes, short well shaped nose and perfect teeth.  I’m not being
bitchy, but I think she’s had a nose and ear job and extensive
dental work.  She’s also short sighted,– she wears contact
lenses and Norman had to lend her some cleaning fluid.  As for
Simon, I’d say he’s just over six foot tall, dark black hair,
though I’d guess he uses one of those blackening hair gels, grey
eyes and rotten teeth.  If he ever goes to the dentist it’ll
cost him a fortune, his teeth are crooked and his bottom ones are
showing signs of gum disease, and his breath smells. 
Otherwise he’s got a bland face with a squat nose.”

Buster turned his head slightly as if to hear better, “When you
say squat nose, is that natural do you think?”

Julia shrugged, “Who knows, but I’ll tell you one odd thing
about him, he’s got two mobile phones.  He was using one to
make calls to change hall bookings when the other one went off in
his pocket as it received a text message.  He pretended not to
notice.”

Buster smiled, Simon had just ousted Daniel for his prime
suspect slot.  He stood up, “Thanks for that.  Care to
take a walk to the safe?”

Julia hesitated and then stood up. This is what it was all
about, covering up the deaths and taking the money, but would she
be able to live with her conscience?

 


           
“So you see if you add a few small lines above her eyebrows it
looks as though they’re moving and it brings the picture slightly
to life.”

Harriet watch Colin deftly add a few lines above the rough
drawing of her mother and then had a go on the other eyebrow. 
Jill put her had around the door, “Harry, that film’s on if you
want to watch it.”

Harriet looked blank, “What film?”

“Annie.”

Harriet got up and turned to Colin, “Thanks for that, makes my
pictures look a lot better, Miss Hambling will be pleased.” 
She then wandered out.  Jill smiled at Colin, “Her school
choir is singing a couple of songs from the film, she’s been
driving me mad with ‘Tomorrow.’”

Colin pointed to a small folded paper model of a frog, “Rupert
been visiting?”

“Came to check that we were OK, he’s a nice man; he’s really
concerned how we’ll manage if the power goes off.  I used to
think that he was keen on me, but actually he’s just being
neighbourly.”

Colin grinned, “How do you know he’s not keen on you?.”

She laughed and rearranged a pile of cloths on an armchair to
prevent overspill.  “I don’t think Rupert thinks like that, I
reckon he knows that he’s not attractive to women, in any case I
think he’s too scared of women to let one close enough to look
after him properly.”

She crossed the room and sat on Colin’s lap.  She
whispered, “Thanks for coming, you’re the man I really wanted to
see.”  She gave him a big, sloppy, lingering kiss.

He put his arms around her and squeezed gently, “Had a secondary
motive.  First I needed to see you, secondly, how do you and
Harriet fancy coming back to the farmhouse for tea?”

Jill sat bolt upright, “You kidding?  Won’t you’re father
throw a fit.”

He squeezed her again, “Fed up of doing things in the dark, time
to be open.”

She flashed him a super-white smile, “Coming out you mean, you
and your Asian mistress.”

“You’re not my mistress because, contrary to my dad’s
procrastination, I’m not married.  And it’s not coming out, I
want to show you off.  To let them know who I love.”

She placed a hand on his forehead, “Poor man, he’s gone
snow-crazy.”

They laughed and Harriet, peering through the crack in the door,
smiled in unison.  She liked Colin and knew that her mother
liked him too, so much so that she was always happier when he was
around.  She crept off to watch the film and hoped that Colin
and her mum would also have a happy ending.

 


           
The safe turned out to be in the lounge behind the fireplace. 
Buster pulled a lever on the side of the fire-surround and it rose
slightly, he then swung it out the way to reveal the fire, still
burning, surrounded by metal.  Each side of the fireplace
there was a safe door.  He opened the left one without using a
key, it exposed a small cavity where there was a telephone
handset.  Buster gave his crooked grin, “Battery Powered
Satellite telephone, the antenna is on the roof mixed in with the
solar power thingamabobs.  Shows how paranoid they were. 
He  moved over to the safe, inserted a key and swung the door
back till it lay flush against the wall.  Julia could now see
a similar inner door.  Buster unlocked it and it swung on
hinges along its base until it lay open like an oven door. 
The safe was crammed full of brown envelopes on top of a small slot
containing a laptop computer.  Buster surveyed the morass of
envelopes.  “Jeremy used to bundle his notes in hundreds, so
if they’re £20 notes that makes £2000 and so on.  He grabbed
an envelope and tossed it to Julia, her heart missed a beat.

 


           
Norman looked up from his script as Petra entered the lounge. 
She flopped into an armchair and surveyed him through her lively
blue eyes, Norman noted that her eyelashes were a sort of mousy
brown.  She gave him a keen look, “Your sister was telling me
that you’ve landed yourself a job on a soap – Nightingale
City - I am envious.”

Norman was temporarily fazed, she grinned, “I did three years on
Stannard’s Cove.”

Norman stared at her, he’d watched Stannard’s Cove as a
teenager and couldn’t place her.  She rolled her eyes, “Go on
say it, ‘which one were you?’”

Norman, now totally fazed, stammered, “I’m sorry, but…”

“I was Mille, the headmaster’s daughter, remember?”

Norman stared, she looked nothing like the Mille he remembered,
the nose was all wrong and the ears didn’t stick out.  She
gave him a cross between a reassuring smile and a grimace. 
“Two months before my contract came up for renewal ,I was just
turned twenty but could easily look fifteen on screen, I fell down
a lift shaft visiting my grandmother in her block of flats.  I
didn’t fall far, about half a story, but I tried to rearrange the
pulleys on top of the lift with my face, the pulleys won.”

Light dawned in Norman’s brain, “I remember that, they wrote you
out of the story by saying that you’d had a car accident and
showing a body, but no face.”

She nodded, “Ruthless bastards, my mum told them that I’d need
plastic surgery and they decided straight away to dump me claiming
that as I’d be changing my looks I couldn’t continue playing the
character.”

“Were you in hospital long?”

“Not as an in-patient, but I’d broken my upper jaw and folded it
round into my palette plus trying to take off my left ear with one
of the steel lift-ropes.  They had to do the plastic surgery
and orthodontics in stages, I’m still 50% deaf in my left ear.”

“I hope you got some compensation.”

She screwed up her face, “Judge said that I was partly at fault
as I’d not noticed the lift wasn’t there when the doors
opened.  The council paid for all the surgery and dentistry,
but I didn’t get a penny on top for lost earnings.”

“Have you worked since?”

“Not on TV, least not in person.  I’ve done a fair bit of
voice-over work and a small stint in the theatre, but I prefer TV
and films.”

Norman finally got his brain into gear, “I thought I recognised
your voice, you did Antipodean Animals and Britain’s
Birds.”

She gave him a broad smile, “And I’m due to do Californian
Cats and Zimbabwe’s Zebras, but they’re behind with
the editing, hence my estate agent job.”

“No TV work?”

She sadly shook her head, “Not a sniff.  However, my agent
says that he’s lining up a series for me on BBC World
Service.  If it comes off I’ll be gainfully employed for
years.”

Norman waved his script at Petra, “Sometimes I think I’m mad,
leaving the stability of the farm for the fickle world of show
business.”

She unconsciously moistened her lips with her tongue and said
quietly, “All I say is ‘don’t give up the day job, or at least the
possibility of a day job’.  That was my problem, I fell into
the part in Stannard’s Cove as soon as I’d completed my O
Levels.  My drama teacher encouraged me to have a go at the
auditions, I never expected to land a part, but believe me it’s a
relentless treadmill.  The program went out three times a week
and we were on set six days a week shooting the episodes and making
those one-off specials and videotape extras, so I never had time to
learn anything else.  Frankly I didn’t think I’d have to do
anything else.”

She scratched behind her left ear, “Just be sure you know what
you’re letting yourself in for, Nightingale City goes out
three times a week on cable TV and that’s condensed, with some
extra scenes, into two weekly episodes on commercial
television.  To do that they must shoot at least five days a
week, if not six.  In other words, for the duration of your
contract – which no doubt can be terminated at the drop of a hat by
the TV Company – forget that you have a life, your life will be the
TV studio and endless scripts with multiple rewrites.”

Norman thought for a minute that she was talking out of envy and
pique, but then he realised that he’d read the shooting schedules
and he knew that what she said was true.  He tried to appear
nonchalant, “Be worth it if it was a way of breaking into TV drama
and films.”

She nodded, “That’s what I hoped, but I’ve become a
realist.  Of all the actors I knew in Stannard’s Cove
and Mosley’s Murder Mysteries that they shot in the next
door studio, not one made it into TV drama, apart from bit parts,
or into Film.  Not one; and they were both highly successful
series that ran for years.  Frankly, if radio and voice-overs
keeps the wolf from the door for me, that’s good enough for me; I’m
past my TV sell-by-date.”

Norman raised his eyebrows, “But you’re a very attractive woman
with a decent track record.”

She shrugged, “But there are younger women with better
pedigrees.”

She gave a knowing grimace, “It’s all right for men, they seem
to get more and more parts as they mature, but for women it’s the
opposite; that is unless you’re already a household name.”

Norman sat back in his arm chair a severely rattled man. 
He’d been able to argue with his father from a combative position,
but Petra’s words hit him at a totally different level.










Chapter 10
Tea and Cake


Julia wiped her hands on her dark blue denim jeans, “So far my
pile is worth £250,000, mostly in £20 notes, yours?”

Buster added another brown envelope to his pile, “£55,000 all in
fivers and £10,000 in fifty pound notes.”

“Is there much more?”

Buster tossed her another envelope, “About ten envelopes that I
reckon have money, the rest are a different size.”

The sat in silence on the floor counting money.  Twenty
minutes later Julia put her hands on the small of her back and
stretched.  “That’s £290,000 in twenties and £25,000 in
tens.”

Buster looked at his pile; “£20,000 in twenties, £55,000 in
fivers and £10,000 in fifties.”

They both did a mental calculation and Julia whispered, “That’s
£400,000 all in used notes.”

Buster poked about in the safe, “Ready for more work?”

“Think I’ll make some tea first, never realised that counting
money was so tiring.”

Buster nodded, “Real tea is in the plain silver tin, the tin
labelled ‘Tea’ contains Lady Grey Tea.”

Julia wandered off towards the kitchen and Buster waited until
she had left the room, he then extracted a small snub-nose revolver
from the safe and slipped it in his pocket.  He hated guns,
but at the moment the feel of the cold gun in his pocket was
reassuring.  He sat back on his haunches, he had expected over
half a million in cash, in fact nearer six hundred thousand. 
He knew that Jeremy normally kept about £150,000 in £50 notes and
wondered where the other money was and whether or not Jeremy had
paid it to whoever had killed him.  He listened to Julia
making tea in the kitchen and fretted over her protection, he hated
her going back to the farm, especially as Simon was his prime
suspect.

 


           
Petra watched Norman, she’d only been making conversation, but
something she had said had set him thinking.  She looked at
his big frame, massive weather-beaten hands and blue eyes, he
looked more like a steeplejack than an actor.  She decided to
add to her comments on acting.  “Having said all that, offer
me a contract and I’d be there like a shot, there’s nothing like
the buzz on set or the feeling of satisfaction when your program
wins an award.”

Norman seemed to come out of a trance, “Didn’t you win an award
as best adult actor playing a child from the TV critics?”

She nodded, pride spreading across her face, “Yes, and
Stannard’s Cove won three awards for best children’s soap while I
was on set.  As I said it’s a wonderful feeling.”

Norman nodded, “We won an award last year from The National
Farmers Society for our Organic Wheat and I know what you
mean.”

He suddenly rolled his eyes and squirmed, “But is that what life
is about, winning awards?  What about doing good and the
future of mankind?”

Petra blinked; philosophy was not in her repertoire.


           
The much battered spoon scraped around the edge of the bowl putting
Sarah’s teeth on edge.  Rupert licked his already moist lips,
“My that was good, what was it again?”

“A mixture of tinned beef stew with what I could salvage from
your carrot collection and a tin of beef soup that was only one day
past its eat-by date.  You really ought to take more care with
your pantry, if you ate some of the stuff in it I doubt that you’d
survive.”

He wiped his mouth on a handkerchief that had once, long ago,
been white.  “I work on the margins.  The dates can only
be an estimate and I reckon the manufactures will be a little
conservative in their labelling.”

Sarah crossed her arms, “Does two years out of date on a tin of
apricots seem conservative?  I thought it was going to explode
when I put it in the dustbin!”

Rupert gave a minimalist shrug, “Always seems a waste to throw
food away.”

She replied brusquely, “If you don’t, it could be the waste of a
life – your life!” 

Sara realised that she was being very firm, but the more she
investigated Rupert’s food supply the more unusable food she
discovered.

He surveyed her from under his bushy eyebrows, “Anything else
you want to berate me about, or have you finished?”

She briefly wondered about telling him to dump his duffel coat
and have a decent shave, she softened here voice, “Sorry, I didn’t
mean to go on, but you’re putting yourself in danger.”

He stood up, “Thank you for the soup, it was delicious. 
But as for my pantry, it is my life and frankly that’s worth
nothing.”

He stormed out leaving Sarah wondering what she had said to
trigger such a reaction.

 


           
“Yes mum that’s right, I’d like to bring Jill and Harriet to
tea.”

Colin paused to listen, “I know you’ve got a full house mum, but
it’s not often I ask to bring my girl-friend to tea.”

A smile spread across Colin’s face, “Yes I said girl-friend,
Jill and I have been seeing each other for some time.”

Pause.

“I didn’t want you and dad to start making a fuss, but before
you ask it is serious.”

Pause.

“Thanks mum, by the way Harriet thinks she’s a vegetarian.”

Pause.

“See you.”

He turned off the phone and sat down by Jill, “There you are,
it’s all arranged.”

“You didn’t tell your mum that my Grandparents were born in
India.”

“Is it important?”

“It might be to her.”

He put his arm around her and chuckled, “Trembine Halt is a
small place and I reckon my family know you are Asian and believe
me it’s not important to me, it’s just part of who you are and a
lovely part of who you are.”

She nestled into him, “Seeing your parents is one thing, seeing
mine…”

 


           
Julia drained her tea-cup, “What else do you think is in the
safe?”

“Business papers, but not much for us, I’ll leave most of it for
Dermot.”

“Who’s Dermot?”

“Jeremy’s so called business manager, he’s as bent as a nine bob
note.”

“So why does Jeremy use him?”

“’Cause Jeremy’s even more bent.”

He slid some papers across the floor, “What do you fancy? 
A Mercedes or a Land Rover?”

“Pardon?”

“They’ve got four cars, all of the Vehicle Registrations are
here and all have their pass-on certificates signed.  Jeremy
and Maria may have fought like cat and dog, but they trusted each
other implicitly.  They always kept the documents signed so
they could dispose of a vehicle quickly when the other one wasn’t
around.”

“Why would they want to do that?”

“Pay somebody off, give somebody a reward, have instant cash or
a million other reasons.  Anyway the Mercedes and the Land
Rover are in the garage here so they’re ours for the taking.”

“Show me.”

Julia struggled to her feet and Buster held out his hand to help
her and pull her to her feet.  She noticed that he didn’t let
go of her hand as he led her towards the garage, least she hoped it
was towards the garage.

 


           
Sarah looked up from washing her hands.  Rupert was standing
in the doorway like a lost schoolboy.  She popped a loaf of
bread in the oven and said, brightly, “Thought I’d bake some bread,
you haven’t got any, but you’ve got plenty of flour and enough
yeast to last a lifetime.”

She could be so bright because she’d spent half an hour taking
her frustration at being cocooned  here on a lump of
dough.  Therapeutic kneading her foster mum had called
it.  He shuffled forward, wringing his hands as he did
so.  “I’m sorry if I was sharp with you, it’s just that…”

His apology ground to a halt.  He took a deep breath, “It’s
just that Anna used to say exactly the same thing to me. 
She’d throw the food out and I’d store it away somewhere else, just
in case.  She used to get hopping mad.”

He burst into tears.  Sarah hesitated for a few seconds and
then went and gave him a hug.  Part of her brain screamed that
this was a dangerous thing to do, a second part of her brain told
her that she’d be gone, forever, in a few days so it was safe, but
the dominant factor was the part of her brain that had been
conditioned by her foster mum.  Conditioned to know that
sometimes a hug is all people need as mere words are all too
frequently useless.

 


           
Julia half-glanced at the Mercedes and fixed her eyes on the
Land-Rover.  “That’s beautiful.” 

The object of her attention was a Land-Rover Defender, top of
the range, in dark green.  She opened the door and smoothed
her hand over the three absolutely pristine beautifully upholstered
cloth seats across the front, she let her eyes take in the
dashboard and cab and decided that it must contain just about every
option from the catalogue.  Buster sniffed, “Don’t want the
Mercedes then?”

She shook her head, “Too ostentatious.”

Buster rolled his eyes as if in despair, “SLK 320 Three Litre V6
with all the options and special leather upholstery.  Drive
this and you’ll turn the head of every man in the county.”

She shook her head, “This is more me, and it wouldn’t fit in
around here; this is Land Rover Country.”

She turned to face him, “And I don’t particularly want to be the
object of desire for every passing male… ” 

She would have continued, but he held his hands up in surrender,
“No offence, just saying that it would enhance your already
attractive demeanour.”

A thought crossed her mind, “Did you want the Land Rover?”

“No way, I might get away with parking the Mercedes in a Casino
car-park, but not a Land-Rover.”

She nodded sadly, “I like the Rover, but what would I tell my
parents?  Dad would give his hind teeth – if he had any – for
a motor like this.”

Buster leaned his buttocks against the wing of the sleek silver
Mercedes and grabbed both her hands, “Tell them I gave it to you,
it’s near enough to the truth.”

Julia laughed, “Why would you give me such a vehicle.”

He stared at her, she coloured slightly, “Oh no, you’re not
buying me with a car, not matter how…”

He shook his head, “I’m not buying you, you should know that by
now.  If you take the stuff and I never see you again you
won’t be breaking our bargain.  I’m just giving you an excuse,
you’ve got yourself a rich boyfriend who’s besotted enough to give
you a Land Rover.”

She let go of his hands and crossed her arms, “I’m not sleeping
with you.”

Buster sighed, “Have I asked?”

“You might?”

He tucked his hands into his trouser pockets, “Call me old
fashioned if you like, but I don’t believe in sleeping
around.  Seen too much of the trouble it causes, besides –
don’t laugh – I believe in the sanctity of marriage, not the
transitory pleasures of the flesh.”

Julia nodded, “Agreed.”  She paused, “and I’m sorry if I
read you wrong, it’s not every day a girl gets offered a Land
Rover.”

He chuckled, “Well you’re the second owner and last time I
looked it had done just over 200 miles and most of that was on the
drive up from London.  Maria took it out once, Jeremy
never.”

Julia screwed up her nose, “Won’t your Dermot wonder how come
I’ve got it?”

“Dermot won’t know, besides he’ll be more interested in the BMW
and the Mini – their ‘City’ cars.”

Julia let her thoughts roam for a minute.  “Let’s let my
parents in lightly, I guess you’d better come back to the farm for
tea.”

Buster grinned, “Be a pleasure.”  Be a special please, he
thought, as not only do I get to see more of you, I also get to see
Simon close up.

She grinned, “I’ll give mum a bell, tea should be in about two
hours, that should give her enough time to panic, by the way, you’d
better not bring whatever it is in your left hand pocket,
especially if it’s what I think it is.”

He sighed, “That’s what I like, an observant woman.” 

He became solemn, “Seriously I do worry about protecting
you.  We haven’t talked about it, but we both know that the
killer, or killers, must still be here, by now they will be
beginning to wonder why the place isn’t crawling with police.”

Julia laughed, “Fat chance, if they can’t get out then the
police can’t get in.”

Buster nodded, “Exactly, the police can’t get in, and if they’re
really determined…”

Julia shivered, but not through cold.

 


           
The longer she hugged Rupert the more disconcertingly rewarding it
was for Sarah.  She could feel through her body that he was
calming down and responding to her hug, she also knew that she was
enjoying the hug as he held onto her.  Since she wasn’t saying
anything she tried to analyse her feelings; was this physical
enjoyment due to being hugged by Rupert?  Was it just being
hugged by a man?  Was it being hugged by a man who needed
her?  Was it just that it had been so long since she’d had a
hug from anyone?  Had she been alone too long?  As
thoughts raced through one half of her brain, the other half
noticed that she was in no hurry to part.

 


           
There was a noise outside the door and Norman shot Petra a glance
and hissed, “I must talk to you.  I want to know everything,
what’s it like to work on a TV soap set?  Is it just like any
other job when you get down to it?  I want to know everything,
good and bad.”

Mark walked into the room and stopped, was he disturbing
something?”

 


           
Eventually Rupert and Sarah parted as if by an unsaid mutual
agreement.  He stood looking totally bewildered for a moment,
finally he muttered something and trotted out like a rewarded
schoolboy. Sarah leant against the table.  Previously she had
been worried that she’d stir up emotions in him, now she was
worried that he was stirring up emotions in herself.

 










Chapter 11
Preparing For Dinner


Jenny Flosse cornered her husband in the bedroom.  “Now
Harry you’re not going to do anything daft are you?”

He feigned surprise, “Me?”

She sat down on the bed to change her faithful slippers for
comfortable shoes.  She sighed, “I’ve been chatting to Mark.
Colin’s been seeing this lass for well over a year and they met two
years ago, so this isn’t a flash in the pan and it’s only been your
antagonism to his divorce that’s prevented him from bringing her
here before.”

Harry gave up trying to tie his tie and let Jenny do it for
him.  When she’d pulled it tight enough to crush his windpipe
he freed it off, “I get the message – I’ve been a bit of a
twerp.”

Jenny nodded and said carefully, “This lass…”

Harry smiled, “I know, this lass is the one who lives at the
keepers cottage, I can talk to Mark as well you know.”

Jenny sighed with relief, “Then you know.”

He raised an eyebrow, “Know what?”

Jenny swallowed, “That she’s…  She’s not English.”

Harry laughed, “O come on Jenny I’m not that bad.  And
according to her daughter she was born in Southall on the outskirts
of London and her parents were born in Birmingham, so she’s as
English as they come.”

Jenny’s mouth almost dropped open, “You’ve talked to the
daughter!”

He nodded as he tried to pull on a pair of shoes, “Think her
name is Harriet.  She was drawing the church and wanted to
have a look inside, apparently she had a school project on
sketching buildings.  She told me where she came from and said
that she thought our church was beautiful, especially the window
behind the altar.”

Jenny shook her head, “You weren’t in the church alone with her
were you?”

He shook his head, “Rupert was there doing something or
other.”

Jenny licked her lips, she said casually, “You know Julia’s
bringing a friend too.”

Harry froze, his Julia with a man!  “Who?”

“I think she called him Buster; he’s from the big house.”

Harry looked at Jenny as if she were mad, “You sure?”

“Yes, do you know him?”

Harry shrugged, “Seen him walking about, never struck me
as…”

He tailed off.  Harry loved his sons, but he doted on his
daughter.  He had in his mind he sort of man who would be
perfect for his daughter, Buster didn’t conform to any of his
specifications.  Too old, too short, too common and too
suspicious.

Jenny stood up and faced him, “Don’t you dare!  This is the
first man she’s brought home in ten years.  If he’s good
enough for her he’s got to be good enough for you, do you
understand?”

Harry nodded, “I just want her to be happy luv, as happy as
us.”

She kissed him on the forehead, “Then let her choose.”

Harry nodded and smiled, but his thoughts were in turmoil and
one thing was for sure, he’d give this Buster a good going over, he
wasn’t having Julia marrying a ne’er do well.

 


           
Hoof stirred and for a brief moment lifted his head off of the rug
and glanced towards the door.  Sarah noted the movement and
followed his gaze.  Rupert was standing there and for a moment
Sarah was stupefied by his appearance.  For a start he was
properly shaved, had on a decent pair of trousers and what passed
for a clean shirt, but it wasn’t the clothes, it was the
demeanour.  He was standing like a page boy at a wedding who
was all dressed up, but wasn’t sure of the reason why.  Sarah
gave him a smile of approval, “Dinner’s not for over half an hour,
it’s taking longer than I thought in the Aga.”

“What is it?”

“Roast Lamb from the bottom of your freezer with a few veg I
could salvage from the rack.”

He nodded and turned round.  To her amazement he started to
clear up the mess in the dining room by packing the odd bits of
paper and half-made models into some shoe-boxes, she began to
wonder, could one hug make that sort of difference?

 


           
Buster opened another brown envelope, studied the contents and
announced to Julia, “Another IOU.”

He tossed it onto an ever growing pile.  Julia sucked in
her cheeks and puckered her lips, “Pair of passports for a Mr and
Mrs George and Juliana Andrews, plus driving licences for the same
names – this time they’re Irish.”

Buster nodded, that was the third pair of passports they’d
found, one South African, one Canadian and one Irish.  “Told
you the sort of people they were, here today and somebody else
tomorrow.”

He waved a piece of paper and waved a key, “Bank Storage Box in
London, I’d guess it was their emergency disappearance box.”

Julia swallowed hard. “This envelope’s got a pair of wills.”

Buster’s eyebrows rose and surprise crossed his face, “They made
out wills?”

She nodded and opened one, her eyes flicked down the single
sheet of paper.  “He left everything to her, that’s it plain
and simple.  Nothing about what happens if she dies
first.”

She opened the other will and again her eyes flicked down the
page, “Ditto.”

She say perfectly still and Buster noticed that she’d started to
tremble.  She lifted her eyes to look at him, “They really are
dead aren’t they?  This isn’t some form of video game or TV
drama, they were real people and now they’re real dead people.”

She went pale and tears started to flow down her cheeks. 
Buster shuffled over and put his arm round her.  She started
quietly sobbing and Buster, as he held her close, reflected that
she’d probably be the only person to shed tears over them.

 


           
From somewhere Rupert produced a lemon coloured table cloth that
looked brand new and deftly started to lay up a table for three, he
hesitated and removed a place setting, much to Sarah’s
relief.  He looked through the doorway, “Will we need
spoons?”

“Hopefully, I’ve put in a frozen strudel, you seem to have a
collection of them.”

He nodded, “Like strudel, it’s a nice mixture of pastry and
fruit.”

He noted her washing down the worktop over the washing machine,
“How’s it going in there?”

Sarah noted that there was a distinct absence of angst in his
voice.  “Almost finished – superficially anyway - to be really
thorough I’d have to run all the pots and pans through the
dishwasher.”

He leaned against the doorpost and watched Sarah, she decided
that while he was in this mode it wasn’t an uncomfortable
feeling.  “I talked to my boss, he says you can invoice him
for £20 a night B&B and another £10 for every evening
meal.  As I said you’d never get rich on what he’d pay.”

He wiggled his bushy eyebrows, “Can you really stay anywhere for
that sort of money?”

Only hostels, but then I’m only a train driver, not a
manager.”

He nodded, “Why a train
driver?”            

She threw the now filthy tea-towel into the linen bin that she
had cleaned out earlier of several large spiders and a long dead
moth, and paused for thought.  “It’s a combination of working
alone and yet being in control.  I’m also not much of a
conversationalist, I can’t stand tittle-tattle and office gossip, I
used to wilt with embarrassment when I worked in an office.”

He rolled his eyes and sniffed, “I tried working in an office
once, it was dreadful.  I hated the routine and the feeling
that any initiatives would be stifled because they didn’t fit into
‘the system,’ whatever ‘the system’ was.”

She came round and leant against the table to face him from
about ten feet.  “What sort of office?”

“Income Tax assessment.”

“Sounds dreadful.”

“It was, at least for me, some of the others seemed to love
it.”

She sat on the table and dangled her legs, “So you became a
vicar?”

He laughed, it was a cross between a wheezing pneumonia victim
and a growling dog.  “No, I became a Ranger in the Yorkshire
National Park, being a vicar came later.  I was 27 when I
first became ordained and my first post after being a curate was
here and part-time working for the diocese as prison
Chaplain.  I did that for five years and then…”  He
paused, “then Anna died and it all became different.”

He swallowed as if forcing back bile.  He looked Sarah in
the eyes, “When I say different I can only go by what others say,
life became a blur.  I remember waking up once in a ditch in
my pyjamas with Harry and one of his sons trying to pick me up,
they took me to the doctors and she gave me some pills.”

Sarah watched him carefully, “Did you take them?”

“For a while.”

There was a ping from behind her and Sarah slid off of the
table, “Dinner should be ready in about five minutes, that is if
I’ve got the hang of this oven and I don’t give us food
poisoning.”

She opened the oven door and inspected the contents, she smiled
at Rupert, “Will you carve?”

 


           
Petra open her eyes wide; Norman and her were now ensconced in his
bedroom, where they were discussing acting.  “You mean it
honestly hasn’t occurred to you?”

He shook his head in amazement and she giggled, “But if your
role is that of a visiting vet who has an affair with the local
midwife you’re going to have to kiss her, perhaps more.  If I
know anything about soap opera writers, probably a lot more.”

Norman swallowed nervously she gave him a beautiful smile, “You
mean you’ve never done a stage kiss?”

He shook his head, “Wouldn’t know where to start.”

She rose and sat next to him, “I’ll show you.  First of all
you must get the embrace right, like this.”

She put her arms around him and then adjusted his hands around
her.  “Now keep you hands here and keep them still, movement
must come from the face and neck to emphasise what’s going on and
allow close-ups.  Then you.”  She pressed her lips
against his and murmured, “Open you mouth slightly and pretend that
you’re sucking on a slice of succulent orange.”

They kissed again, and again and again.  A few minutes
later she said, “And then, if you want to progress you…”

She pushed him over and kissed him while lying on top of
him.  After six, or seven kisses of increasing length she
grabbed him and rolled him over so that he lay on top of her. 
After a minute or two they shuffled fully onto the bed and she
rolled, once again, on top of him; after yet another kiss she
pulled down his trouser zip.  Three minutes later they were
making mad passionate love that went far beyond what any producer
of a soap opera of a national TV soap would require.


           


           
Harriet pulled on a bobble hat, “Must I wear this?”

“Definitely,” said Jill

Colin pulled on a similar garment, “You can lose a tremendous
amount of heat through the head and then, when your brain is frozen
solid, you start to do daft things, like walking into ditches.”

Jill pulled on hers, “Right, lead on McDuff.”

Harriet paused, “Your mum does know that I’m a vegetarian?”

Colin nodded, “She’s probably fretting over that very fact at
this moment.”

 


           
Jenny Flosse was indeed fretting over that exact fact.  This
simple high tea was becoming both a meal of significance and a
brute to prepare.  For a start Julia, her normal helpmate on
such occasions, had not yet arrived and everybody else in the
family seemed to have disappeared, as usual.  Salvation came
in the form of Simon, who not understanding the dynamics of the
house yet arrived downstairs early.  Before he knew what was
happening he’d been press-ganged into laying the infrequently used
dining room table for eleven when there only appeared to be enough
cutlery for ten.

 


           
Julia dried her eyes and shivered despite the warmth of the
house.  Buster gently squeezed her shoulders and let go. 
She shivered again, “Be honest with me Buster, are we in danger or,
even worse, is my family in danger?”

Buster started gathering brown envelopes and stuffing them back
into the safe, they’d been through them all.  “Reckon your
families quite safe, as for us I think so.”

“You only think so.”

Buster stopped and made eye contact.  “If they just wanted
to take revenge on Maria and Jeremy we’re safe.  If they were
after the money and our untimely arrival disturbed them before they
could find the safe…”

He put the two Vehicle Registration Documents into his back
pocket and watched Julia.  He’d known that the shock would hit
her sometime, but now with the imminent family meal, and Simon
present, was not the best time.  “We’ve got to act natural, as
if we really believe that Jeremy and Maria left in the
helicopter.”

She stood up and flexed her knees as he closed the safe and shut
the fireplace.  He reiterated his statement, “It’s important –
act natural.”

He hesitated and then tossed her one of the keys, she caught it
and held onto it with a blank look on her face.  He grinned,
“We’re partners.”

She tossed it back, “Then I trust you.”

Buster pocketed the key and tapped the wall clock.  “Time
to go.  You up to this?”

Julia hesitated and then nodded, “But what on earth do we tell
me parents, they’re going to want to know how we met – in every
gruesome detail.”

Buster took her arm and guided her towards the door, “We’ll talk
on the way, but believe me we’ll keep it simple, anything else will
lead to trouble.”

 


           
Petra lay on her side with her head on Norman’s shoulder.  He
gave a contented sigh, “I can’t believe we just did that.”

She pinged his ear with her forefinger, “Didn’t enjoy it
then?”

“It was wonderful.”

She giggled, “That’s the trouble with screen kisses and handsome
men, they’ve got to look realistic, but you’ve also got to control
your physical metabolism or it can take over and then…”

Norman eased himself into a more comfortable position with his
arm around Petra.  “But how do you do that?  One minute I
was just kissing you and then…”

She tickled his chin, “And then I felt your body respond. 
I could have pulled away then, but I didn’t want to.”

He swung his face to look in her eyes, “You could have really
pulled away?”

She kissed him on the tip of the nose, “In theory, but women
have physical drives to you know.”

Norman groaned, “They how on earth do you control a screen
kiss?”

“Practice,” she said, “lots of practice.”

Norman’s face split into a wide grin, “Oh, I think I’m going to
enjoy that.”

Suddenly there was the sound of a gong from downstairs and Petra
gave him a quizzical look.  He sighed, “Ten minute
warning.”

Petra raised one of her well manicured eyebrows, “Didn’t ring
yesterday.”

“Yesterday it was just dinner, today it’s ceremonial. 
Colin’s bringing his girlfriend, so it’s going to be question time,
but oh so politely.”

They rolled out of bed and tidied themselves up.  Norman
checked that the coast was clear and they sneaked out of the
bedroom and made for the floor below.

 


           
Mark, from the higher landing, watched them cross the landing below
towards the stairs.  His bedroom was partially above Norman’s
and he’d heard quite unmistakable sounds coming up through his
floor.  He was totally surprised at his brother’s behaviour,
especially with someone like Petra who he’d only known for a couple
of days.  Mark only hoped that his father didn’t discover them
for formal meal, or not, there’d be ructions.










Chapter 12
Dinner


Sarah sat down opposite Rupert and immediately found it slightly
disconcerting. Sitting at and angle to him in the lounge on settees
had been fine, but here they were face to face; it was almost like
a romantic meal.  Rupert surveyed her from under his eyebrows,
wordlessly he got up and moved chairs to be at right angles to
her.  Before he started to eat he hesitated, “Do you mind if I
say grace?”

“Course not.”

He said a brief grace and they started to eat.  To Sarah’s
relief they ate in silence, but not the silence of strangers, more
like the comfortable silence of two people who did not need to
speak to convey companionship and contentment.

 


           
Harry Flosse surveyed everyone grouped around the table, he turned
to Jill, “Do you mind if we say grace?”

She grinned at him showing her white teeth and smooth face, “I’m
not a Hindu Mr Flosse, I’m a Christian and I would be most happy to
have grace said.”

Harry bowed his head and said a fifty second grace.  Jenny
then started to dish up, she first looked at Harriet, “I’ve cooked
you a nut and baked bean roast, is that OK?”

She smiled and nodded, “Yes thank you.”

“Help yourself to vegetables, but the gravy’s made from Beef
stock so you may not want it.  There’s a small amount of
vegetable stock in the yellow jug if you’d like something wet on
your roast.”

She then worked her way around the table; as Harriet was sitting
on the same side of the table as her, and on her right, she
continued anti-clockwise around the table.  Down the right
hand side were Jill, Colin and Julia.  Across the back, Buster
and Harry, and up the left hand side, Petra Norman and Mark. 
Finally there was Simon sitting on her left.  It never
occurred to her that the inhabitants of these position had taken
them deliberately.  Jill to be next to Harriet to not leave
her isolated, Colin next to Jill so they could be close, Julia next
to Buster for protection, Buster diagonally across the table from
Simon so that he could surreptitiously vet him, Harry next to
Buster so he could try and ascertain Buster’s intentions towards
his daughter, Petra next to Norman in their newly found friendship,
Mark next to Norman so that he could warn him to be careful and
Simon trying to get as far away from Petra as possible as she was
beginning to irritate him beyond his level of tolerance.  In
fact all was set and people sat correctly for a truly memorable
meal.

 


           
Harry opened the batting as he reached for one of the baked
potatoes, “How long have you known my daughter then Buster?”

Julia shot him a fearful look.  Buster grinned.  “Long
enough to know that she’s a fabulous woman.”

Harry added some beans to his plate, “And how are …”

He tailed off trying to remember the names, Buster helped him
out.  “Maria and Jeremy?  Having a long rest I expect,
did you hear the helicopter yesterday?”

Colin butted in, “I did, damn thing scared the life out of me;
he was so low.  I think the pilot followed the line of the
railway track to find Ambrose House, he certainly flew along it on
his way in.  I didn’t see him leave.”

Buster watched Simon, to all intents and purposes he was deep in
discussion with Mark and in any case he didn’t register anything on
his face at the mention of an helicopter.  Julia decided to
change the conversation, “Did I tell you that the school were going
to change my contract and let the new teacher Michelle run the
school hockey team?”

Her father’s head shot up, he knew how precious the team was to
Julia. “Can they do that?”

“Apparently, and I’m down to teach RE.”

Harry smiled, “Well that may not be too bad, better than running
about in the pouring rain.”

Julia continued to steer the conversation, first onto the
weather and then to get her father to talk about the effect of the
snow on the farm.  She smiled to herself and considered the
likelihood of her father questioning Buster further to be
small.  It was a shame therefore that she could not read his
mind, or his intention, at some time, to steer the conversation
back.

 


           
Simon started to explain to Jenny, for the umpteenth time, why Yoga
was so relaxing and Mark noted that Petra was engrossed in a
cross-table conversation with Jill about computers.  He nudged
Norman, and said quietly, “Be careful, you could be running into
danger.”

Norman half turned towards him.  “Pardon?”

“You and her in your room this afternoon, for goodness sake be
careful.”

“She was only giving me an acting lesson; did you know she was
an actor, she was in Stannard’s Cove for years.”

Mark sighed, “Then it was bloody realistic acting, just don’t
let dad catch you.”

Norman gave a shifty glance across to his father.  “I’m a
grown man Mark.”

“And you’re under his roof.  Remember how he went mad at me
when my marriage broke up?  If he caught you…”

Norman nodded, “Message received and understood.”

Mark said quietly, “Who is this Buster guy?  Julia’s never
mentioned him.”

Norman gave a slight shrug, “Search me.”

Mark suddenly sat up, “Pardon?”

“I said would you like a little more vegetable?”  Intoned
his mother.  Mark and Norman immediately suppressed a grin,
the message was not really ‘would you like a little more vegetable’
but a coded family message of, ‘please stop your private
conversation and join in with the rest of us.’  Which, like
obedient children, they dutifully did.

 


           
Rupert sighed and sat back, “I haven’t eaten lamb like that for
years.”

Sarah sniffed and stacked the plates, “Probably a bit tough as
it had been frozen for half a lifetime.”

A look of horror crossed Rupert’s clean shaven face, “I didn’t
mean…”

Sarah laid a hand on his shoulder, “I know I was only
joking.”

Rupert grinned like a schoolboy and stood up to follow Sarah
into the kitchen and watch her heat the tinned custard.  She
placed the saucepan on the Aga and started to stir.  “Actually
I haven’t eaten real lamb in a long time either.  Goodness
knows where they get the stuff the canteen at Norwich calls lamb,
could be zebra for all I know.  And on Sundays I usually
survive on sandwiches.”

“Sandwiches?”

She glanced at him and offered a smile, “I like to go walking on
a Sunday.  I go to church and then catch a train somewhere,
anywhere, and walk.”

Rupert nodded, “Get the train for free.”

“Some inter-company agreement, it’s the one and only perk of the
job.”

Rupert’s eyes took on their faraway look.  “I used to walk
on the moors, people say that they’re all the same, but it’s just
not true.”

Sarah lifted the saucepan to stop it boiling over.  “He who
hath eyes let them see.”

They moved back and ate their strudel in silence, each
remembering the walks they had done and the views they had
seen.

 


           
“Is it right that you were in the army?  Asked Harry, as he
offered Buster some more carrots and suffering a black look from
Jenny in the process.

“Yes and no,” replied Buster.  Yes I was in the army, but
not as a squaddie, I was a civilian driver, used to driver one of
those multi-wheeled tank transporters.

Despite her reluctance to take part in an interrogation, Jenny
joined in.  “Why did you join?”

“Didn’t really, it sort of happened.  I worked for a
company that moved large loads, you know boats and ship’s
propellers, that sort of thing.  When the Middle-East conflict
broke out the army wanted all of its own drivers out there and gave
my company a contract to supply drivers.  I spent just over
three years driving across Europe and Egypt.”

Harry frowned, “Thought they shipped tanks by rail for long
distances.”

Buster shrugged, “I just drove the lorries, left the economics
up to the logistics boys.”

Julia said, quietly, “Why did you leave?”

He smiled at her, “Conflict came to an abrupt end and the Army
no longer needed us.  Once I got back home my company didn’t
need me either and paid me off and I used my lump sum as investment
collateral and haven’t looked back.”

Harry opened his mouth, but Jenny got in first with 
“Anyone for more meat?”  And his opportunity passed.

 


           
“Suffolk,” said Rupert, “the pathway from Felixstowe Ferry
northwards up the coast.  Much underrated county Suffolk, it
may not have any significant hills, but it’s got wide open skies,
beautiful fauna, friendly pubs and a bird population to die
for.”

Sarah shook her head, “Never walked in Suffolk.  For me my
best walk was from Grassmere to Skipton.  It was beautiful
weather, sunny, but not to hot, the birds were singing, the scenery
breathtaking and the air pure.”

They sat in silence, each savouring the memory of their best
walk.  After a little while Rupert suddenly came to. 
“Coffee?”

Sarah nodded, “Have you walked much around here?”

Rupert paused on his journey through the door, “Actually no,
cycled a lot though.  In the summer I try to cycle round the
parishes, you meet more people that way.  The old motorbike is
a bit noisy.”

“Motorbike?”

“Aerial Arrow 250cc two-stroke. A genuine British bike with
genuine oils drips and periodic unreliability, still it is over
forty years old.”

“Not a car driver then?”

He shook his head, “I had the motorbike and Anna had the…” 
he paused for a second, “Anna had the car until she crashed, I
never replaced it – never saw the need.”

Sarah tried to be nonchalant, “I haven’t got a car either. 
I’ve got one of those electrically assisted pedal cycles. 
Cheap to run, insurance is less than £10 a year and I can use cycle
paths.”

Rupert gave a half nod and wandered into the kitchen. 
Sarah had been worried that he’d really slipped back into life as
it was with Anna.  Clean shave, laying the table for three and
all that, however, she was now convinced, following his Anna
remark, that wasn’t the case and she wondered if she was causing
him more harm than good.  Besides, the contents of her back
pocket continued to niggle her.

 


           
Jenny, completely innocently, turned to Simon, “What did you do
before you became a Yoga instructor?”

Buster waited for the reply.  Simon chewed his mouthful of
food before replying.  “I ran some line-dancing and aerobics
courses.”

Buster listened with half an ear to the conversation, after
observing Simon during the meal he was pretty sure about two
things; firstly the guy was after a fast buck where he could make
it and secondly that he probably was not a killer unless there was
a vast profit in it for him or he needed to protect his skin. 
Buster half turned to Julia and said in a voice only she could
hear, “I’d rather you didn’t sleep here tonight.”

Julia raised an eyebrow, “This is my home?”

Buster nodded in agreement, but his concerned face gave another
message.  Julia licked her lips, just how was she going to
tell her parents that she’d rather sleep at Ambrose House without
them thinking she was sleeping with Buster?

 


           
Jenny smiled at Harriet, “Is that OK for you dear?”

“Yes thank you.”

Jenny watched as Harriet manoeuvred the cabbage towards the edge
of her plate.  “Do you like living here, must be a change from
London?”

Harriet finished her food before replying, “Most of the
time.  The school’s better, but I miss my friends.”  She
paused and before adding decisively, “But mum’s happy up here
because she’s near Colin and if she’s happy it’s the right place to
be; wish we had a garden though, we used to grow sunflowers every
summer.”

Jenny nodded and made a mental note to talk to Henry about
letting Harriet grow some sunflowers along the edge of the field
behind their house.  “You go up to Brandon High this
year?  Julia teaches there.”

Harriet gave an apprehensive nod, “They took us to look
round.  They said that I couldn’t learn Hindi and I’d have to
learn French, I hate French.”

Jenny, only half concentrating as she was trying to determine if
everybody had finished eating, replied, “Why do you want to learn
Hindi?”

Harriet shot her a withering look, “Because it’s the language of
my ancestors and when we go on holiday to India I want to speak the
proper language and be a real Indian and not a visitor.”

Jenny, still only half concentrating, replied casually, “Oh,
when do you intend to go to India.”

Harriet put down her fork, “When Colin and mum get married of
course, he’s promised her a honeymoon in India and said that he
wouldn’t believe in taking mum there without taking me.”

Jenny’s full attention returned with a startle, “Married?”

Harriet nodded seriously, “Of course, they’re Christians and it
would be wrong for them to just live together, that’s why mums in
the cottage and Colin is over here.”

For the first time Jenny realised that Colin hadn’t invited Jill
to tea as a prospective girl-friend, but as his prospective
wife.

 


           
Sarah laid her coffee cup to one side and stretched her bare feet
out towards the fire.  Rupert had been lost in his own
thoughts for nearly half an hour. She said quietly, “Tell me about
Anna.”

He turned his sunken eyes onto her, “It’s a long story and I’m
sure that you’re not interested.”

To her surprise she replied, “Its part of your story, so I am
interested,” and then wondered why she would ever say such a
thing.

He gave a shallow smile, “If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

He placed his mug on the floor, “Don’t know where to begin
really.  She was always a wild child, not naughty, but pushing
the boundaries.  You know, if there was a child who wanted to
wear a nose-stud at school, and be the first to do so, it would be
Anna.”  He suddenly smiled, “You should have seen the trouble
she caused when she dyed her hair pillar-box red and wore a skin
tight dress the day she started sixth form.”

He leant forward and poked the fire in the stove, “Rather lost
touch when I went to Yorkshire and moving here didn’t help
either.  Then one day she rang me up.  Said she needed a
rest in the country and sounded so desperate that I invited her up
for the weekend.  She was a mess, not her sort of programmed
stylish mess, but a real mess.”  He screwed his eyes up, “She
was hooked on drugs, any drugs, heroin, cocaine, tranquillisers,
anything and she smelt dreadful.”

Rupert shot a look at Sarah, “My parents hadn’t told me, said
that it was bad enough having a drug addict for a daughter and that
I needn’t know what she’d been up to.”

He looked back at the fire, “And she told me that she was
pregnant, not a clue who the father was.  That’s why she came
to me, she knew that she couldn’t stay on the stuff with a baby on
the way and couldn’t bring herself to have an abortion, though I
found out years later that she’d made appointments abortion clinics
twice and then walked away.”

He looked back at Sarah, admiration in his eyes, “She came off
via cold turkey, didn’t use substitutes or panaceas, she just came
off.  Stopped smoking at the same time.”

He sighed, “Reckon Peter saved her life; if she hadn’t become
pregnant she’d have died of an overdose in some rubbish laden
hell-hole or other.”

Sarah stirred, “She sounds quite a woman.”

He nodded, “But she was hell to live with the first couple of
years, she was totally unpredictable.  I went out to church
one day and found her slicing her arms with a Stanley knife when I
came back early, she said the pain was the only way she could get
through to herself.  A couple of months later she went missing
for two days and came back with two broken wrists; she never said
how she got them.  To be honest I think that if she hadn’t had
Peter she’d have committed suicide.”

He turned to face Sarah, “But she worked through it, by the time
Peter was four she was on an even keel and began to enjoy life
again.  She even courted for a time, but nothing came of
it.”

He went silent for a moment and then smiled, “I remember
when…”

 


           
As they all set off from the dining room to the lounge for coffee
Julia sidled up to Mark and hissed, “I need help.  I need to
sleep at Ambrose House tonight, how on earth do I tell dad?”

Mark rolled his eyes, “What is it with the snow?  We’ve
only been snowed in for a couple of days and Norman is playing
nooky with Petra, Colin suddenly brings his intended fiancé home
and you want to go off to Ambrose House to…”

Julia interrupted him, “Norman and Petra?”

“They say they were practising acting, if you ask me it was
method acting with a vengeance.”

Julia grabbed his elbow and looked in his eyes, “I’m not
sleeping with Buster OK, but I do need to sleep at Ambrose
House.”

Mark nodded, “I’ll think of something.”

The all settled into the lounge and Harriet yawned, Julia smiled
at Jill, “She can sleep in my room if you like till you go
home.”

Mark suddenly grinned like an idiot, “Actually I’m sure that
Julia wouldn’t mind if you slept there as well – there’s a pull out
rolling mattress under Julia’s bed.  I’m sure she’d love to
sleep in one of the luxury bedrooms at Ambrose House that she’d
described to me.”

Jill shook her head, “I couldn’t possibly…”

Julia woke up to Mark’s solution.  “It would be no trouble,
and I’ve always fancied sleeping between silk sheets.”

Jenny looked from Mark to Julia, she knew that they were up to
something, they always had been as kids and Jenny now had that same
feeling.  Colin joined in, “That would be marvellous. Sure you
don’t mind Julia?”

“Not in the least, she can then realise just how much you snore
when the wall starts to vibrate in sympathy.”

“I do not snore!”

“Oh sorry, it must be Norman at the other end of the house.”

The conversation descended into teasing and Julia gave Mark a
big smile and a mouthed ‘Thank you’ just before her father brought
the coffee in and normality returned.

 


           
“…we even tried our hand at dry ski-slope skiing, but I’d forgotten
everything and kept falling over, much to Peter’s glee.”

Sarah smiled, Rupert was describing the last holiday time he’d
spent alone with Peter while Anna had been having a short holiday
by herself.  Rupert suddenly wriggled in his seat, “Then a
fortnight after Anna returned they died in a needless car
accident.”

Sarah decided to probe a little, “Did the police check the car
over afterwards?”

“He replied, somewhat passionately, “What was left of it – they
said they could find nothing at fault, but I’m sure the accelerator
must have stuck open.”

“Had it stuck open before?”

“No, but I always maintained the car myself, it saved money that
way.  Maybe I missed something, something that would have
meant…”

He tailed off into silence.  Sarah said quietly, “And maybe
there was nothing you could have done.”

He held a hand up, “Stop, please don’t go on to say that she
could have done it deliberately, the police hinted at that, but
that’s a terrible thought.  Anna loved Peter, he was her whole
life.  She’d never take her own life and take Peter along for
the ride.”

Sarah was sure he didn’t intend the pun.  “Suppose Peter
was desperately ill?”

He shook his head, “She’d have moved heaven and earth to find a
cure or love him till the end.  I know she was suicidal at
times, but never, ever, in the last eight years.”

“You can’t blame yourself Rupert, it’s probably one of life’s
great unknowns.”

He nodded, “I know that and I don’t know that.  I keep
going over it in my mind, supposing I had…”

Sarah laid a hand on Rupert’s hand and said softly, “Would Anna
want you to live like this, trying to take the blame for what’s not
your fault?”

He shook his head and stood up, “Thanks Sarah it was good to
talk of the good times.  Please shut the stove doors before
you come up”

He walked out without looking at her.  Sarah sat deep in
thought for a good fifteen minuets before reaching into her back
pocket and placing the brown envelope, with its little message of
despair, into the stove.  She didn’t know if this was the
right thing or not, but she was sure about one thing, if Rupert
knew what Anna had done it would shatter his illusion of her as a
loving mother.  She sighed, perhaps it wasn’t an
illusion.  She wondered how far she’d go to protect a child of
her own from a terrible death before getting up and closing the
stove doors.  She muttered to herself, “It’s all academic.”
And went to bed. 










Chapter 13
Fall Out


Buster stamped the snow off his boots and then, with great
difficulty, started to pull them off.  Julia, already devoid
of footwear, opened the lobby door into the hall, it was like
entering a sauna.  “Is the house always this hot?”

“Always.”

“Can’t you turn it down?”

Buster grunted as his left boot became free, “Love to, but as
the builder’s nicely put it, there is a slight design fault in the
heating system, the heating is either flat out or off.  So if
you turn the thermostat down the heating clicks off and never comes
on again until you press an over-ride button on the control
panel.  He pulled off the other boot and waddled over to the
thermostat in the lounge, he turned it down and Julia couldn’t
notice the difference.  “If you get cold,” he said, “the
control panel is in the walk in airing cupboard next to the pink
bathroom.”

Julia nodded, she could feel the warmth of the floor beneath her
feet and it was somehow both comforting and disconcerting. 
Buster stretched his arms upwards, “Ready for bed?”

“Not yet, wide awake after our mini-trek through the
arctic.”

He grimaced, “Why grown men ever want to cross the snow-caps is
beyond me.”

He looked up the stairs, “Fancy a root about in their study
then?”

She nodded and he led her upstairs into the room over the back
lounge.  To call it minimalist would have been an
understatement.  Three walls were off-white and the fourth was
a huge picture window with matching off-white vertical
blinds.  In the centre, in grand isolation, sat the only real
piece of furniture – a giant S shaped desk with two leather
executive desk chairs.  It was obviously a double desk with a
chair placed each side.  Buster closed the blinds.  “If
you press the silver button on the edge of the desk there’s a small
compartment with their laptop in it, one each end his and hers so
to speak.”

Julia opened the compartment and opened the laptop.  Buster
sighed, “No good looking there, it’s double password protected and
I don’t know the passwords.”

Julia peered at the screen, “No it’s not, but there’s nothing on
it, just an MSDOS chevron.”

Buster walked over and peered over her shoulder before checking
the second laptop, with the same results.  Julia pressed a few
keys, “And there’s no windows directory, my guess is that the hard
disc’s been wiped clean.”

Buster’s eyes swivelled to the two matching black patent leather
briefcases in the corner of the room.  Julia looked at him,
“Why would they wipe their hard-drives?”

Buster whispered, “Because they were never coming back.”

Julia cocked her head, “How do you know?”

He shrugged, “I’ve never seen Maria so miffed as when the
helicopter wouldn’t land.  If they were departing for good
that would explain all.”

“But there’s piles of money in the safe, and spare
passports.”

Buster nodded, “But you don’t take it, or them.  Be a red
flag to customs, piles of banknotes and more than one
passport.”

He gave Julia a briefcase, “Start working on the combination
locks.  Start with 000 and then 001 and so on.  There’s
only 1000 combinations each side.”

“Oh whoopee,” she replied before sitting down.

 


           
Sarah lay in the bed and listened to the sounds of the house. 
Unlike her flat it wasn’t human sounds or mechanical sounds, just
the odd creak of timber and the gentle wind against the
window.  She began to wonder if houses like this had really
nasty creepy-crawlies when she fell asleep.

 


           
There was a plop and Julia proudly announced that she’d got
one.  She tried the same combination on the second lock both
forward and reverse with no luck .  She decided to start her
combination checking on the second lock at 555 and got lucky, the
lock popped at 562.  Buster looked up, “Don’t open it!”

She hesitated with her fingers on the edge of the lid.  He
pointed to the brief cases’ motif.  “Open it while pressing
that in, if you don’t you’ll get covered in yellow dye.”

She did as she was told and opened the case.  They sorted
out the contents.  A make-up bag, a night-dress of expensive
turquoise diaphanous material, a dozen pairs of pants, an equal
number of bras and a pink envelope.  Buster investigated the
envelope and placed the contents in front of Julia.  “First
class tickets on Eurostar to Paris and flights from Paris to
Portugal..”

“But where then?”

He shrugged, “They’d have a hotel booked and stuff already there
for the next part of the journey or an apartment that they’d have
in reserve for years and looked after by a faithful concierge.”

“And you didn’t know?”

He shook his head, “Not a clue, not a bloody clue.”

Julia looked around, “And they’d just walk away from this
place?”

Buster thought for a moment, “Probably not, this is their
English Bolt-hole.  They’ve poured thousands into this place
and not told anyone – not even Dermot – where it is.  When
they’re up here they always use their mobile phones, never a
landline.”

Julia swallowed, “So the money in the safe and the extra
passports are in case they ever need to come back?”

He nodded, “Probably, make sense in case they had to leave
somewhere in a hurry.  Safe house so to speak.”

He went back to fiddling with the other briefcase and Julia, for
want of something to do, inspected the one that was open.

 


           
Norman was surprised when his door opened and Petra slipped into
his room wearing Julia’s spare dressing gown.  She slipped it
off and slid into bed beside him totally naked.  “I thought,”
she said with a giggle, “that you might like some instruction in
bedroom scenes.”

She silenced his reply with a kiss.


           
The fire crackled as Colin sat with his arm around Jill on the
lounge sofa, every body else had gone to bed long ago.  Jill
yawned and stirred under his arm, “It’s been lovely Colin.  I
really think that your folks are nice.”

“Mum didn’t grill you too much?”

She shook her head and Colin smelt a hint of the perfume she
always sprayed on her hair.  “I thought I’d get the third
degree over Harriet, you know who’s the father and so on, but she
was more interested in how I’d cope living in the country, it
doesn’t enter her mind that if we married you might move to London
to live with me.”

Colin sighed and she suddenly felt tension in his arm, “That’s
because they’re pinning their hopes of the farm onto me. 
Bill’s already left home, Norman wants to leave yesterday and
Julia’s got a career in teaching.”

She looked up into his eyes, “That’s fine by me, you’d be a lost
cause in London.”

She felt him relax, “Do you really mean that, it’s a heck of a
change of lifestyle for you.”

She nodded, “Isn’t that why I moved up here, as a try out? 
I actually love it and it’s a far better place to bring up
Harriet.”

Colin shifted slightly, “You’ve only been up here long enough to
qualify for a holiday pass.”

She put a finger over his lips, “And I’m happy to extend that to
a lifetime pass, OK?”

She kissed him tenderly on the lips and stood up, “Now I really
must get some sleep.  It was lovely of your sister to let us
have her room for the night.”

Colin smiled and led her upstairs, the fact that his sister may
have had an ulterior motive for vacation her room never crossed his
mind.

 


           
There was a second plop and Buster smiled, “Would you believe the
second combination was 007 and I started at 999?”

Julia walked round the desk as he opened the case.  He
spread the contents out.  One portable electric shaver, three
pairs of silk boxer shorts, a bag of men’s toiletries, four brown
envelopes and one pink envelope.  Two of the brown
envelopes  had names and addresses on them and a small clutch
of stamps, but none of them were sealed.  He opened the pink
envelope and tipped out two passports, both in the right names, and
$2000 of traveller’s cheques, half signed by Jeremy and half by
Maria.  He picked up a brown envelope and took out the
contents.  Julia waited while he read what looked like to be a
closely typed two page letter with a vehicle registration document
on the back.  He finally looked at her and cleared his throat
of some imaginary obstruction.  “Letter to Dermot telling him
that this letter is a confirmation of an e-mail sent at midnight
today stating that both casinos have been sold to a company called
Black-Ball Holdings and that he is now employed by them.  It
also states that as a thank you for the work he’s put in for them
they’ve transferred ownership of the BMW to him.”

Julia said softly, “So they were leaving.”

Buster nodded and picked up the second envelope, it had a half
page letter, again with a vehicle registration document pinned to
the back.  “This is to Caitrín, she’s head croupier in the
first casino they opened.  They’ve given her the Mini.”

He took the third envelope, it held a one page letter, closely
typed.  Buster read it and re-read it before checking the
envelope.  He then tipped out the contents of the final
envelope, two cheque books, a brand-new bank cheque guarantee card
and two small letters.  Buster looked at Julia, bewilderment
in his eyes, “These two books are for me.  The letter states
that they have gone abroad for an indefinite period and while
abroad will be unreachable.  They’ve asked me to look after
this place and await their return.  They’ve set up a bank
account in my name and state that they’ve authorised £3000 a month
to be paid in monthly from an offshore account for a period of ten
years and that if they’re not back by then I’ll get a final payment
of £20,000 to walk away and leave the house to rot.  The
second cheque book is for paying the house bills, rates and
suchlike.”

Julia’s eyes opened wide and she did a swift calculation,
“That’s £380,000 they’re offering you.”

He puckered his lips, “If you say so, drop in the ocean to them,
reckon their both multi-millionaires by now if they’ve sold both
casinos.”

“They must trust you.”

He ignored he statement and looked at the first of the two small
letters as he spoke, “They’ve even forged my signature on the back
of the cheque card and at the bank, and they’ve even told me to get
the heating fixed!”

He looked up and waved the letter, “Solicitor’s letter
confirming that I’m authorised by them to make any repairs and
alterations to the house that I see fit and draw on the house
account until they get a countermanding letter.  Second one’s
a copy.”

Julia frowned, “Suppose you didn’t want to play ball?”

He waved the long letter. “I’m to leave a plea for a Mr Kenneth
Eric Broxton-Smith of Haverhill in Suffolk to contact his
solicitors as a matter of urgency in the personal column of the
Times on three consecutive Fridays.”

He tossed the letter down, “They want ten years of my life as a
bloody caretaker.”

Julia looked at him, “Wanted Buster, it’s what they wanted; it’s
not what’s happened.”

He simmered down and Julia said softly, “You know what this
means, you could live here forever and be paid for the
privilege.”

He shrugged, “Ten years isn’t forever.”

She walked back round her side of the desk and sat down. 
“But it needn’t be ten years. They say walk away and leave the
house to rot, suppose, given that we know they are never coming
back, you just stayed on once the ten years is up?”

Buster pondered on this and then looked Julia straight in the
eyes.  “Only one reason for doing that.”

“Which is?”

“If I was living here with a lass like you,” he paused, “no not
a lass like you, but you and you alone.”

 


           
Mark listened to the muffled noises coming through his floor and
sighed.  He was glad that Jill, Harriet and Simon were at the
other end of the house and that his parent’s bedroom was in the old
annex over the kitchen that was totally isolated from the
noises.  He just couldn’t understand his brother at all in his
liaisons with Petra.  He sighed again and thought of Laura,
his almost girl-friend.  He resolved to give her a call in the
morning and fell asleep before he could think of what to say.

 


           
Sleep was not so forthcoming for Sarah.  She had fallen asleep
and then woken up with a pain in her hip from a lumpy
bedspring.  She’d tried shuffling around in the bed, but the
mattress was so dished in the centre that she just kept sliding
back onto the offending spring.  In the end she put the light
on, stripped off the bedclothes and picked up the edge of the
mattress to turn it over.  When she had it vertical she spied
a thin red folder that had been lying under the middle of the
mattress.  She slid the folder onto the floor and completed
her mattress turning operation.  She did not look at it until
she was back in bed with the bedclothes around her.  It was
obviously Jenny’s medical file on Peter.  There were three
vivid colour pictures from some sort of scan on Peter’s brain –
they meant nothing to Sarah – and a number of letters from
consultants in London, Manchester, Edinburgh and Amsterdam. 
They all said the same thing, which was basically, ‘we understand
your predicament, but the tumour is too deep to be operable.’ 
There was one exception, a letter from a surgeon in Maine who said
that she could operate, but if she did so she couldn’t guarantee
getting the complete tumour out and Peter, if he survived, would
undoubtedly be severely brain damaged following the operation and
need lifetime care.  Sarah sat still for a few minutes and
then made an instant decision.  She pulled on her boiler-suit
and padded downstairs.  She’d just burnt the last letter, and
the wallet file itself, when she heard a noise behind her and
turned round.  Rupert was watching her wearing a pair of red
striped flannelette pyjamas that should have been in a
museum.  He nodded in approval and said, to Sarah’s total
dismay, “I should have burnt them a long time ago,”

 


           
There was another creak from somewhere and Jill idly wondered where
it came from.  The roof?  The support beams?  Some
pipe cooling down?  She turned over.  Her life was
changing and changing fast.  She’d settled down into a working
from home routine while looking after Harriet, but her routine had
been disturbed, severely disturbed, by Colin.  She met him at
a conference and she had given him her email address for further
information.  Within a week he sent an email asking her out to
dinner.  She didn’t accept, but they’d exchanged a number of
emails, a large number of e-mails.  Then the met again and the
upshot was she’d moved up here to be near him knowing that he
couldn’t move the farm to London.  Now they were practically
engaged and she was sleeping, for the first time, in his
house.  She smiled to herself; she liked the house, and his
parents, which was just as well for she could see her future mapped
out.  Marriage to Colin, and the farm, and life in this house
till she died.  She said to herself longingly, “I wish,” just
before she fell off to sleep.

 


           
Julia stared at Buster, “You can’t be serious, we only met two days
ago.”

“I can and I am.”

“People don’t just live together out of convenience.”

He gave her a lingering smile, “I’ve fancied you since I saw you
ploughing last summer.  You look grand on that tractor, hair
blowing in the wind, concentration on your face and total
competence in your movements.”

She fidgeted on the seat, “Then you’re enamoured by a
fantasy.”

He shook his head, “Not now I’ve met you in the flesh, your all
I imagined and more.”

He looked her straight in the eyes, “Believe me I’ve seen all
types of women in numerous countries and in these last years with
Maria and Jeremy lots of fancy women, but you’d knock ‘em all into
a cocked hat as far as I’m concerned.”

She shook her head, “But you don’t really know me, there’s not
been enough time.  I’m just a school teacher, probably a
boring schoolteacher, who’s lived all her life, apart from teacher
training college, here in the country.”

He treated her to a wonderful smile, “Nothing wrong in that is
there?  I tell you I’ve seen the world and most of it is not
worth seeing.”

She became all wistful, “I’d like to see the Taj Mahal by
moonlight, surf on a sandy Australian shore, ride the rapids in
Canada and ski in Norway while the Aurora Borealis shine
overhead.”

He said quietly, “Well we could do those things, we’ve got the
money.”

She laughed at the thought, “We’d soon get through our £400,000
at that rate.”

He tossed a small key onto the table in front of him, “Not if I
know Jeremy and Maria, they were going via London for one reason
only, to pick up something at a bank deposit box and my guess would
be diamonds.”

Julia raised an eyebrow, “How would they get them through
customs and why would they bother if they can transfer money
anywhere in the world?”

Buster grinned, “Swallow them in London and net the proceeds in
Portugal, or if they’re in Jewellery form just be blatant and wear
them.”  He leant back, “and as for transferring money a lot
can go wrong.  The police can follow the funds if your
careless, other compatriots may divert the funds and, believe it or
not, they could get caught up in somebody else’s scam.  No,
they’d want a little insurance and diamonds are the best way of
providing it.”

She suddenly laughed, “So you’re offering me trips to romantic
places and diamonds.”

Buster shook his head and looked at her intently, “No I’m not,
I’m offering love and commitment; diamonds come later.”

 


           
“Pardon?” Said Sarah as her heart missed several beats.

“I should have burnt them long ago.”

Sarah swallowed, she felt like a naughty schoolgirl caught
smoking behind the bicycle sheds.  She mumbled, “I just didn’t
want you upset by them.”

He leant against the doorpost, “Anna showed them to me years
ago, I can never understand why people write letters like
that.”

Sarah looked at him in bewilderment and then realised that he
thought she was burning something else.  “Letters like
that?”

“Poison pen letters telling her she was a lousy mother.”

Sarah recovered her equilibrium, “Any idea who sent them?”

“None whatsoever, but they stopped when the Trembine Arms closed
and the Jacksons moved away.”

She closed the stove doors.  “I’m sorry if I was
presumptuous, I just thought…”

He stood upright and stared at her in a tender manner, “Please
don’t be sorry, it’s nice to know that someone cares about my
feelings rather than my physical well being.”

“Aren’t they linked?”

He turned away, “Probably.”

She watched him leave and realised that she now had another
problem, that of finding the poison pen letters and disposing o
them out of Rupert’s sight.

 


           
To Julia’s amazement the sheets in the spare bedroom were actually
made of silk, she slipped between them and felt the luxury of
them.  She thought over her day and Buster’s final outburst
about offering love first and diamonds later.  She’d told him
she’d think about it merely as a way of letting him down lightly,
but as she lay in the silk sheets she began to think about it more
seriously.  So far in her life she’d been a total disaster
area as far as men were concerned.  There was something about
being a PE teacher and a country girl that put men off, she’d been
the only girl in her year not to have an escort to the end of year
ball, not just in the final year, but every year.  She’d begun
to believe that she’d be a permanent wallflower and now Buster had
come along with protestations of love.  The question was,
could she love him?

 


           
Buster sat in the room below and worried.  First of all he
worried that he’d said too much too quickly to Julia and that in
consequence she would be frightened off.  What he’d said to
her was true, what he’d omitted was that after seeing her on the
tractor he’d avoided her like the plague because if Maria had got
even a hint of his feelings for Julia she would have unmercifully
have sacked him as she’d instructed him to stay away from the
locals at all costs.  Secondly he had a more serious worry he
hadn’t shared with Julia.  Jeremy and Maria’s laptops may be
in the house, but their electronic diaries weren’t.  He’d
searched their bodies, their briefcases and their bedroom, in fact
all the usual haunts.  He knew if there was one thing both of
them would never leave behind it was their diaries as they
doubtless contained all the information they needed about contacts,
bank account numbers and suchlike.  The problem was, if they
were not in the house, who had them and why?










Chapter 14
The Morning After


Harriet awoke, as usual, about 6am.  She lay in bed for
about half an hour and then, ever so quietly, climbed out of bed to
look at the bookshelf.  Most of the books looked boring, but
there was a little cluster of books at one end of the shelf that
looked more friendly.  She took out the first book and looked
at the cover.  She climbed back into bed and started to read
Animal Farm by George Orwell.

 


           
Colin woke up around the same time.  He crept to the bathroom
and sluiced his head under the tap; late nights and short sleeps
didn’t agree with him.  By 6:50am he was down in the kitchen
loading up the Aga with coke and putting the kettle on.  He
turned the radio on low and looked out of the window.  It had
stopped snowing and looked dreadfully cold.  He could clearly
see across Lower Field to the station, except that the station was
hidden from view by a long snow-dune.  He listened to the
weather report as the female announcer gleefully told him that the
temperatures had dropped to well below freezing with the low
temperatures due to last for a day or so,  She went on the say
that the worst of the snow was over, that was unless you lived in
East Anglia as Norfolk, Lincolnshire and Suffolk could expect more
snow from the East by mid-afternoon, but this was not expected to
reach the Midlands before the following day.  He turned the
radio off and automatically noted that the wind had dropped to a
gentle breeze.  He wondered if it was worth trying to clear
the snow from the lane.


           
Norman stirred into life about half an hour late and found himself
poised on the edge of his bed with the naked body of Petra lying
face down between him and the wall.  He smiled in recollection
of their ‘practise at bedroom scenes’ and at the gentle odour of
her sweat.  He noted that she had stubble under her arm and a
small black tattoo of a butterfly on her right shoulder
blade.  He sighed contentedly and then heard Mark walking
about in the room above.  He froze in absolute panic. 
His parents had an en-suite bedroom that had a tiny sink and a
shower cubicle, but his father preferred to come into the main
house’s bathroom for his morning shave and the luxury of a bigger
sink.  Normally he’d been and gone before Norman got up, but
these were not normal times and if his father should discover Petra
going back to her room…”

He kissed her on the ear and she opened an eye.  He
whispered, “It’s morning!”

She groaned and mumbled about the time.  He whispered,
“It’s gone seven thirty.”

She rolled over, “Is that all?  Sod off and let me
sleep.”

Rebutted he didn’t know what to do next.  In the end he
crept out of bed and, following nature’s call, went to the
bedroom.  He was very careful to close his bedroom door behind
him.

 


           
Norman need not have worried as his parents were sitting up in bed
drinking a cup of tea.  Jenny sipped her tea and enjoyed the
luxury of tea in bed; for years they had got up at the crack of
dawn to run the farm, but of late with both full mechanisation and
Colin they had taken to getting up later.  In any case with
the snow there was nothing Harry could do on the land.  “Seems
a nice lass,” she sighed.

Harry seemed to instantly know who she was talking about. 
“Young Jill?  Reckon she’ll be good for Colin, can’t
understand why he hasn’t brought her here before.”

Jenny could have told him, but she refrained.  “Harriet’s a
nice girl too.”

Harry nodded, “Aye, she’ll make a nice granddaughter.”

Jenny pondered on this, it had not occurred to her that if Colin
and Jill married Harriet would become a de facto
granddaughter.  She’d always expected the normal sequence of
marriage, birth and then grandchildren.  She contemplated the
prospect of a near teenage granddaughter and found it
agreeable.  She then jerked out of her cogitation, “Pardon
dear?”

“I said it’s not Jill and Harriet I’m worried about, it’s that
man Buster, whatever is Julia thinking of?”

Jenny put her cup down on the bedside cabinet.  “He’s
Julia’s choice dear, would you rather she paired up with that
disgusting son of the Bottomleys or that weird looking farm-hand
from Cleest Farm that is always finding excuses to come over?”

Harry sniffed, “She could always find herself a nice
teacher.”

Jenny was quiet for a moment and then said softly, “Harry dear,
this is the first man she’s brought home in how many years? 
The last one I recall was that spotty young man called Theo who she
brought home from college and who broke her heart by asking
somebody else to the end of year ball.  She’s not the catch of
the year anymore and frankly if Buster will make her happy and give
her a secure home then he’s good enough for me.”

Harry caught the undertones in her voice, but decided – even
knowing that he was on dangerous ground – to persist.  “But we
know nothing about him.  I mean, what does he do?  And if
he’s in cahoots with that Jeremy fellow then that’s not a good
endorsement as I would trust him to mow my lawn.”

Despite his best attempts to avoid eye contact Jenny fixed him
with a no nonsense stare.  “I seem to recall that my parents
thought that you were a useless yokel and wanted me to marry a nice
solicitor or a dentist, but not a farmer.”

He gave a low chuckle, “Yeh, they did give me a hard time at the
beginning.”

Jenny continued with her stare, “And did it make any
difference?  Not a jot, in fact their antagonism to you made
you more exiting for me.”

Harry got the message, “All right, I’ll back off, but believe me
if he hurts her I’ll run my tractor and plough over his private
parts.”

Jenny burst into laughter and, eventually, Harry joined in.

 


           
Jill rolled over and watched her daughter reading.  She was an
avid reader, especially since they’d moved out here, and would read
everything and anything.  Jill glanced around and took in the
room.  Obviously a woman’s room, but not truly feminine. 
There was a proper dressing table, but few cosmetics on it. 
Piled in the corner was a couple of pairs of hockey boots and what
looked like well-used football boots.  Hanging on the wall was
a pristine hockey stick with some sort of brass label and a pair of
crossed lacrosse rackets.  So Julia was obviously a sporting
person, Jill shivered, she’d hated sports at school and found her
sport’s mistress an ogre of the worst kind.  She sat up and
Harriet looked at her, “Have you ever read Animal
Farm?”

Jill yawned and tried to get her brain into gear, “A long time
ago.”

Harriet snorted, “Well I think the pigs are real mean!”

 


           
Rupert chewed on his toast and watched Sarah as she drank her
tea.  It was obvious that she disliked tea with milk made up
from evaporated milk.  He resolved to find her some real milk
for her tea, in fact it somehow became terribly important for him
to find her some real milk.  She watched him eat his toast
made from stale bread that she would have given to the birds long
ago and wondered if he really didn’t know about Peter’s medical
condition.  After her scare of the night before she’d found
the small bundle of poison pen letters in a top drawer and, when
Rupert was in the bathroom, had burnt them in the Aga.  She’d
read a few of them, they all appeared to be in the same vein. 
However, if the accusations were correct, Anna was not the all
embracing epitome of motherhood that Rupert believed.  The
letters accused her of carrying on with the landlord of the
Trembine Arms and frequently getting so drunk that she couldn’t
even crawl home.

 


           
Simon woke up about eight o’clock when he heard the muffled sound
of Jill and Harriet talking in the next door room.  He rolled
out of bed and stared out of the window.  More snow must have
fallen and it looked mighty cold even though no snow was falling at
present.  He wondered if he could walk to the main road and
thumb a lift.  Although he was being made welcome the
incarceration in the farmhouse was beginning to drive him
crazy.  Being here was not in his plan, in fact it was messing
up his life.

 


           
Julia slowly rose from the depths of a deep dreamless sleep to a
warm comfortable place where she was so cosy she could have been in
heaven.  She lingered there as long as she could, but nature
has a way of calling and, ultimately, she became awake enough to
pad across to the en-suite bathroom and go to the toilet.  She
came out of the toilet, wrapped a bright-white bath-robe around her
and sat down in a low armchair to gaze out of the window. 
‘Window’, she thought, ‘this house is all windows.’  There was
a thought at the edge of her brain, but it wouldn’t come, so she
dismissed it and thought of Buster.  She was beginning to like
him, but knew that she hardly knew him.  She tried to think
what she did know.  Well, he was six years older than her,
left school at fourteen, used to be a member of a boy’s club and
boxed for them for a while and had driven round half the world with
the British Army before becoming a minder.  He’d also been
tender to her and was very protective of her.  But was that
enough?  She sighed to herself, it was certainly enough for a
start.  She suddenly jerked up and realised that she’d either
been asleep, or near sleep, in the chair.  She called, still
sleepy, “Come in.”

Buster walked in carrying a tray with a full breakfast of boiled
egg, tea, toast and fried sausages, egg, bacon and tomatoes with
all the trimmings.  Now this sort of pampering, she thought, I
could live with.

 


           
Sarah looked up from her book, she’d found a copy of
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy in Anna’s room, and
listened again.  Once she was sure that somebody was knocking
at the front door she went and opened it as she was alone in the
house with Rupert and Hoof off for a walk.  A duffel-coated,
gum-booted figure with a multicoloured bobble hat stood on the
doorstep.  It pulled down a woollen scarf to reveal a woman’s
face.  She proffered two pints of milk. “Hi, I’m Julia from
over at the farm, Rupert says that you need milk.”

Sarah took the milk, “Oh that’s great, how come Rupert didn’t
bring it himself.”

Julia beat her arms against her sides, “He’s at the farm, I’m
staying at Ambrose House.”

Julia noted the mystified look on Sarah’s face, “The big house
on the other side of the cottages.”

Sarah nodded, still not quite sure of the geography.  She
proffered the milk, “Coffee?”

“Wonderful.”

Sarah went into the kitchen while Julia took off her duffel coat
and gum boots before walking into the kitchen, “Had to come past
anyway as I was going home for some clothes.” 

She looked around, “Say, Rupert’s opened up the old
kitchen.”

Sarah laid out some mugs, “Seemed silly to leave it in
mothballs, it’s such a lovely room.”

Julia gave her a quizzical look.  “You mean he let you open
it up?”

“Sort of.”

Julia wriggled onto a kitchen chair, “Didn’t think he’d been in
here since his sister committed suicide.”

Sarah shot her an anxious look, “You mean you know she
committed suicide?”

Julia rubbed her face to try and warm up the cheeks, “Everybody
knows she committed suicide; everybody apart from Rupert.  The
coroner said it was suicide, the police surgeon said it was
undoubtedly suicide and the police traffic inspectors could offer
no other solution.  Rupert, on the other hand, can’t – or
won’t – believe it.  As far as he is concerned Anna was a
saint.”

Sarah pushed over a mug of coffee, “But she wasn’t?”

Julia cupped her hands around the mug, “Shouldn’t speak ill of
the dead, but attentive and doting mother, yes; saint, no.”

Sarah chose her words carefully, “Is it true she used to get
drunk?”

Julia laughed, “Absolutely and totally ratted every Friday
night, but to be fair only Fridays as she didn’t have to drive
Peter to school the following day or go to church.”

Sarah sipped her coffee, “Did you know her well?”

“Not really, we came across each other, couldn’t do anything
else in a small place like this, but were really ships passing in
the night.  I didn’t understand her world and she didn’t
understand mine.”

Sarah raised a questioning eyebrow.  Julia took a swig of
coffee.  “I worked for a living, she lived off child benefit
and Rupert’s charity.  Oh she looked after Rupert all right,
and believe me he’s one of those men who need looking after, but
her world was Peter, Peter, Peter and alcohol in that order.”

Sarah nodded and Julia looked her up and down.  Her mother
had told her, on the phone, that Rupert had turned up clean shaven,
wearing fresh clothes and dreadfully anxious to get milk for
Sarah.  Anxious enough to traipse through the freezing snow
rather than ringing up to ask.  She wondered what sort of
woman could have that effect of Rupert, after all nobody and
nothing else had.  “Dad says that that’s your train in the
station.”

Sarah grinned, “Well and truly stuck in the station. 
Before I can move it I’ll have to check that none of the brakes are
frozen on and hope I can get enough traction to pull away, and I
can't do that until they’ve repaired the signals.”

Julia automatically looked out of the window onto the freezing
landscape.  Sarah followed her gaze, “I don’t suppose your dad
could dig the snow away from the sides of the power unit.  I’d
like to start the engine to charge the batteries.”

Julia grinned, “No need to ask, there’s a ditch digger on the
back of the tractor in the car-park and I’ll do it – after another
cup of coffee!”

Sarah laughed and put the kettle on.  She liked Julia and
her easy manner and, if tackled nicely, she might get further
information from her about Rupert that she could get nowhere
else.

 


           
While Julia was out of the house Buster had another good search for
the electronic diaries and found nothing.  He stood in the
hall and mentally went round every room, at least one good thing
about a minimalist house was that there were few nooks and crannies
to hide anything.  He went back into the lounge and
re-investigated the sofa.  He pulled off the cushions, felt
around the cracks and found nothing, except a little slit in the
fabric almost in the left hand corner of the settee.  He tried
to put his hand through, but it was too small.  He sighed and
took out his trusty flick knife.  Two cuts of fabric later and
his hand was delving inside the depths of the settee.  To his
amazement he recovered Maria’s diary, a diamond ring, a small
ladies penknife (open) and a lipstick.  He sat back on his
haunches and thought.  Maria must had cut the fabric and then
pushed the items through, to do so she must have been really
anxious.  Buster felt around the other end of the settee, but
here there were no slits.  He put the cushions back on the
settee, pocketed his findings and went down into the basement, part
of the house he had not yet shown Julia.  He took a shotgun
out of the gun cabinet and laid it on the small workbench. 
The shot gun had never been used in anger, like the Land Rover it
was part of the image Jeremy and Maria had wanted to project, or
perhaps believe.  He found a saw and took off two thirds of
the barrel.  Next he pushed the sawn barrel end behind the
workbench, picked up a box of cartridges and took the shotgun to
his bedroom.  He reasoning was simple, he now knew that the
hit had not been an in and out affair.  There had been enough
time for Maria to hide her valuables and she had been killed in a
different room; that took time and possibly planning.  If that
were the case the killer, whoever they were, was extremely
dangerous and the more insurance Buster could muscle up the better,
and in his book a sawn-off shotgun was very good insurance
indeed.

 


           
Sarah waved and Julia shouted something like ‘up with girl-power’
before driving away on her tractor.  Sarah grinned to herself,
she had begun to like Julia and had instantly felt at ease with
her, more so that anybody else she had met.  She paused and
listened to the thrum of the locomotive’s engine instantly knowing
from the sound that all was well despite the bitter
temperatures.  As she checked over her locomotive she thought
about what she had learnt from Julia.  Rupert, following
Anna’s death, had had a terrible nervous breakdown.  On the
other hand she was full of praise for the way Rupert had taken Anna
in and helped her to break free from drugs.  He was also
apparently quite tolerant of her Friday night drinking, providing
she didn’t go back to the vicarage; apparently he let her sleep it
off in the church vestry.  She’d also learnt that Rupert was
loved by the community and respected for his efforts in looking
after them as Vicar.  As for individual relationships, Julia
had fallen about laughing.  “Would you have him, he’s just too
scary for words?”  She’d said in paroxysms of laughter. 
All in all he appeared to be an enigma, his attributes obviously
endeared him to the community, but not to individuals, and
especially not to members of the opposite sex.  She went
back to her cab, turned the heater full on and called up her
boss.

 


           
Norman carefully opened his bedroom door and looked inside, his bed
was empty.  He sighed with relief and walked into his bed
room. The door closed behind him and a pair of  bare arms
draped themselves across his shoulders.  She whispered in his
ears, “Hello big boy, come back to rescue a damsel in
distress?”

And, despite his misgivings, he smiled in anticipation.

 


           
Mark watched out of the window as Simon plodded through the snow
down the farm track.  Mark wondered where he was going and
hoped that Simon realised that Lunch would be in under the hour and
not walk too far before turning back.










Chapter 15
Unravelling or Tangling?


Julia walked back towards Ambrose House carrying a couple of
carrier bags of clothes and some toiletries.  The air was
clear and crisp and she enjoyed the stroll despite the bitter
cold.  She noted the set of boot prints going down the drive
and then into the lane.  She idly noted that she’d lost them
in the confusion of tracks and prints between the station and the
vicarage before picking them up again on the other side of the
vicarage.  When she got to the lane beside the church that led
up to Ambrose House she noted that the tracks went straight
on.  She walked up the lane, waved to the Happleberrys in
their lounge and diverted to talk to them.  Once she had been
assured that they were alright she continued up to Ambrose
House.

 


           
A few minutes behind her Jill and Harriet made their way home to
the Crossing Keeper’s Cottage, they were not going to stay, but
pick up a few items and go back to the farm.  In truth Jill
had been unprepared for isolation through snow and did not have a
fully stocked larder, or a deep freezer full of food.  Jenny
Flosse had gently teased this out of her and then suggested that
Harriet and her stay at the farm.  Jill had been bowled over
by the open hospitality and welcome and the fact that Julia, whose
room they would be occupying, seemed totally unconcerned about
vacating the room for them.  Harriet suddenly spoke, “They’re
nice aren’t they?”

“Who?”

“Colin’s mum and dad.”

“Very nice.”

“If you marry Colin, would we live in the farmhouse?”

“We’ve not thought about it,  Our house isn’t very far from
the farm.”

Harriet screwed up her face in concentration, “But Colin
couldn’t park his tractor outside our house without blocking the
lane.  You have to keep your car in the church car-park, be
nicer for it in their big barn.”

Jill stopped and turned to Harriet, “Would you mind if I married
Colin?”

She shuffled from foot to foot, “Of course not.  You should
do it before you become an old maid or he finds someone else.”

Jill laughed and started walking again.  Harriet said, over
casually, “Would Rupert marry you and Colin?”

“I expect so, he is the vicar.”

“Scary,” said Harriet.  “You might end up married to
anyone.”

Jill laughed again, she felt like her world was opening up for
the better.  “He’s not that bad.”

“Not,” said Harriet firmly, “if you want a paper frog, but he is
weird, really weird.  He didn’t even know what Pop Idol
is.”

Jill stopped before her front door, “There are more important
things in life Harriet.”

“Yeah, like getting married.  You know what you’re always
telling me.”  She put on a voice, “Look after the small things
and…”

They entered the house laughing, despite the snow, or maybe
because of it, life was good.

 


           
Sarah noticed a movement on the platform and saw Rupert waving at
her.  She opened the cab door and he climbed in.  He
waved a thermos and shouted over the engine noise, “Hot soup.”

Sarah looked doubtful, she’d been through Rupert’s larder and
usable tins of soup there weren’t.  He gave a foolish grin,
“From the farm, Jenny Flosse’s best.”

Sarah nodded and turned the engine off, she’d run it for nearly
an hour and figured that in the equation of battery top-up verses
fuel spent she’d probably reached equilibrium.  He poured out
the soup, Sarah took the tin cup, “Thanks for getting the milk,
it’s so much better.”

He beamed with pride, “Least I could do.”

He pointed to the signal, “Still no workee?”

“Apparently some farmer up the line pulled up all the cables
while clearing snow on a level crossing.  The repair team
can’t get there, not that that matters, in theory signal control
can give me the verbal go-ahead to crawl along at a snail’s pace,
but the line’s still blocked by the other train and its driver has
managed to get home.”

“I’m glad,” said Rupert.

Sarah swung her head to look at him, “Pardon?”

He momentarily look horrified at his statement before clearing
his throat, “I said I’m glad.  It means I’ll have your company
for another day or two.”

Sarah stared at him and he hung his head and looked away
mumbling in short staccato sentences.  “It’s been different
having you.  Normally I don’t like guests.  They get in
the way.  But you’re easy to be with.  You
understand.  And…  And I like having you around.”

As if exhausted he slumped against the side of the cab. 
Sarah sought for words and first went for practicalities.  “If
I were you, I’d take my head off of that window, it’s so cold your
ear might stick to it.”

Like a dutiful schoolboy Rupert sat up straight.  Sarah
sought for words to reply to his statements whilst trying to
analyse her own feelings.  She realised that over the last
couple of days, despite the tensions surrounding Rupert and his odd
behaviour, she’d been content, in fact more content than for many a
year.  She replied carefully, “I’m enjoying my stay too,
although I must admit that it’s been difficult at times.”

He twisted a fistful of his old duffel coat between his hands,
“You mean sleeping in Anna’s room?”

Sarah laid a hand on his knee, “I mean trying not to be
Anna.  It’s no good expecting me to take her place and you
slotting into your old routine as if nothing’s happened.  I’m
not Anna, I’m Sarah and I’m a different person.”

She thought, from the look of utter despair on his face, that
she might have gone too far, so she added, “But I know what you
mean.  It’s nice having a meal and not having to talk to be
polite, yet it’s good when we do talk over coffee.”

His eye’s lit up, “That’s what I mean about you understand.”

“Did Anna ‘understand?’”

He sighed, “She sometimes took silence as an indication of
tension.”

He poured himself some soup using the cap of the thermos
flask.  They sat in silence for a few minutes listening to the
tick tick tick of the cooling engine and watching the white
landscape.  Rupert broke the silence by murmuring in a sort of
hoarse whisper.  “I’ve been thinking and I’ve had an
idea.”

He shuffled in his seat while Sarah dreaded what might come
next.  He licked his already moist lips and ran his hand
through his untidy hair.  His idea came out in a fast burst of
speech as if by saying it fast he’d get Sarah to hear it all before
she answered.  “I wondered if you’d like to make Anna’s room
your own and from time to time come and stay and maybe we could go
out walking together - I’m not proposing anything untoward, I just
thought that you might like to…”

He tailed off into silence and watched Sarah from his deep set
eyes like an animal seeking affection from an uncertain
master.  Sarah considered his words and tried to think what
lay behind them.  “Can I think about that for a moment?”

He nodded glumly and went to stand up, saying something like
“I’ll go and leave you to it.”

Sarah put her hand out.  “Don’t go, just let me think.”

She poured herself, and him, some more soup and, once again,
they sat in silence.

 


           
“Lipstick?”  Queried Julia, “why her lipstick?  I know
some people get attached to certain colours, but I hardly think
that would qualify it as among your valuable possessions.”

Buster, who had not even considered this point, picked up the
lipstick and took off the cap.  He screwed the brightly
coloured lipstick in and out.  Julia stared at it and said,
bewildered, “It’s not even the colour she was wearing when we…”

Buster went to the kitchen and came back with some kitchen
roll.  He screwed the lipstick as far as he could out of the
container and then grasped it in the paper towelling.  Having
pulled it out of it’s holder he looked inside and shrugged his
shoulders.  “Nothing.”

Julia studied the lipstick.  “Got your knife?”

He opened his knife and handed it to her.  She started to
cut the lipstick up into thin slices.  Before she got half-way
a diamond rolled onto the paper surface.  She continued to
slice up the lipstick and then chopped up the slices.  She
found three diamonds.  Buster examined them and put them
down.  “They always shared the load, and if she’d hidden three
diamonds then I’d bet my bottom dollar so did he.”

Julia wrinkled her nose, “But men don’t wear lipstick, so
where…”

While they were thinking Julia examined the diamond ring that
had also been in the settee.  Buster watched her eyes, “Like
it?”

“It’s exquisite, see how the ring curves above one diamond and
below the other, but it’s so well made that if you turn it over it
looks exactly the same.”

Buster looked at the ring.  Maria had had it made as a
thumb ring, but on Julia’s podgy hands thumbs were out of the
question.  He reached over and took her left hand, he placed
the ring on her second finger, it just made it over the
knuckle.  She grinned and went to take it off, but the
movement of the skin under it made the knuckle that little bit
larger, so it wouldn’t come off.  Buster grinned, “See, it’s
ordained.”

“What’s ordained?”

“You and me.”

She stopped trying to take the ring off and examined it, and the
implications of which finger it sat on, again.  “You
serious?”

“Wouldn’t say it otherwise.”

She rotated it on her finger.  “If I wear it for the moment
I’m not saying yes, I’m just not saying no.”

“That’s fine by me.”

She stood up, “Deodorant.  There’s a deodorant stick in the
toilet bag in Jeremy’s briefcase.”

They moved as one towards the study.

 


           
Colin tossed another log on the fire and went back to his
armchair.  He and Mark were waiting for the start of the
football coverage.  “I can’t understand it, dad’s vehemently
against me having a divorce, won’t recognise it and then in the
space of one weekend tells me how grand he thinks Jill is and why
haven’t I brought her home before!”

Mark chuckled, “I suspect mum’s got at him.  Anyway you’ve
probably got Julia to thank.”

“Julia?”

“Dad may be worried about the dubiousness, in his eyes, about
the relationship between you and Jill, but believe me he’s more
worried about that Buster fellow.”

Colin flicked his eyes to the clock and then back to Mark,
“Where did she get him from?  I can’t remember Julia ever
having  serious boyfriend and then she suddenly pulls a rabbit
out of the hat and turns up with him.”

Mark shook his head and smiled, “Did you hear dad trying to get
information out of him?  It was a lesson in answer avoidance
and generalities.  Buster told him everything and nothing”

Colin picked up the TV remote.  “Do you think she loves
him?”

Mark burst into laugher, “If I know our Julia any man she’d fall
for would be a super-athlete, not a butler, or whatever he is.”

Colin ran his fingers over the buttons.  “Minder, she told
me he was a professional minder.”

Mark raised an eyebrow.  “Bodyguard?  Him?”

Colin turned the TV on.  “Seen the size of his forearm
muscles, I wouldn’t go arm-wrestling with him if I were you.”

Mark settled down in his chair, “Perhaps that’s the attraction,
arm wrestling!”

They both burst into laugher as their dad came through the
door.  He sat on the settee between them, “Started yet?”

Colin pressed a button and the screen of the large TV filled
with a picture of a football pitch and two lines of men in coloured
shirts.  “Just about,” said Mark and they all settled down for
an afternoon’s football, after else there was nothing else to
do.

 


           
“I’d want more,” said Sarah ending the silence.  “Having a
refuge up here and companionship is fine, but after a while I’d
want more I know I would.  We’re not too old age pensioners
seeking solace and economies.  I’m not saying that we ought to
rush into anything, but I’d want you to know that if I agree, and
our companionship is agreeable, then I would probably want more
than companionship in the long run.”

She turned to look at him, “Are you capable of that?”

He took on the appearance of a startled rabbit and then grabbed
a fistful of duffel coat, throttling it between his hands.  “I
don’t know.  I’m not very good with…”

He took a deep breath, “But I’d like to try, I can’t
promise…”

She laid a hand on his twisting pair of hands, “Well that’s good
enough for a start.”

He looked helpless. “What do I do?” he whined.

She stood up and looked down at him.  “For a start you take
more care of yourself and throw out that disgusting coat and next
you can tell me what you want me to do with Anna’s things. 
Charity shop?”

He looked aghast, shuddered and gave her a troubled smile, “I’d
rather you took what you want and we burn the rest, plus Peter’s
things.  I know it’s a waste, but it somehow seems right.”

Sarah rubbed his shoulder, “You mean closure.  Once they’re
gone they’re gone and there’s no turning back.”

He shuddered again.  She half sighed, “Are you ready for
this?”

He nodded and muttered something she didn’t catch. 
“Pardon?”

He gave a fleeting grin, “It’s what my headmaster used to
say.  ‘The prize is worth the pain.’”

She punched him on the shoulder and they made their way back to
the rectory.

 


           
Come half time Colin stood up, “I’d better go and get Jill before
it gets dark.”

Harry nodded, “Keep an eye out for Simon will you?  Think
he’s down at the Arms sizing up his new empire.”

Mark stretched his arms up in the air, “Can’t be.  Petra
must have the keys and she’s in the back room talking acting to
Norman.”

Harry looked up, “Well where is he then?  Don’t tell me
he’s still out there since lunchtime.”

He rose, “I’ll go and ask Petra to phone him on his mobile.”

Mark leapt to his feet, “You sit down dad, I’ll do that, need to
go for a leak anyway.”

Before his dad could answer he was halfway to the door; one
thing was for sure Mark did not want his dad discovering what
‘acting discussions’ really involved.  To his relief, Norman
and Petra were sitting close, but not doing anything else, when he
went into the back sitting room that was normally his parent’s
domain.  He explained to Petra their concerns and she fished
out a mobile phone and pressed a pre-set button.  She put the
phone to her ear and after a minute of so said, “Simon?  We
were wondering where you were.”

She listened and her immaculately plucked eyebrows twitched,
“Say again.”

She looked at Norman, “He’s in some country lane that’s been
dead straight for ages and turns sharply by a large tree which has
some sort of brass plaque.”

Mark leant against the wall, “Stone me, he must be at Anna’s
tree, however did he get there in weather like this.”

Petra’s eyebrows twitched again, “He says that the lane round
the corner is totally blocked with snow and there’s a lorry across
the road, obviously been there sometime.”

Mark looked out of the window at the failing light.  “Tell
him to stay there and I’ll come with a tractor, silly twerp
whatever is he thinking of?”

Norman stood up, “It’s OK bro, I’ll go, I’m more used to our new
tractor than you.  I’ll take that, it’s got really decent a
cab heater and all the wheels are the same size so they shouldn’t
dig in.  Petra put her head on one side as soon as Norman had
left, “Why is it called Anna’s tree?”

Mark made a helpless gesture with his hands.  “Woman called
Anna died there a few years ago, she wasn’t the first, and there’s
been a death since, but her death was memorable so it’s sort of
been named after her.  If Simon can brush the snow away he
should find her name on the plaque.”

She shuddered, “Gruesome, don’t like to think about death.”

Mark tossed his head slightly, “Happens to us all sooner or
later, after all life is a terminal illness.”

Petra made a face, leant back and crossed her long slim legs
while Mark studied her.  She would not have been his choice of
partner for Norman, she was over-fastidious about her appearance
and definitely too flighty in her demeanour.  “Can I ask you
something?”

Petra interlaced her fingers, reversed her palms and thrust out
her arms, “If you want.”

“Not playing about with my brother’s emotions are you?”

Her face suddenly transformed into a look of hardened
steel.  “I think that’s for me and him don’t you?”

Mark recognised the signs and left the room none the wiser, but
considerably more apprehensive.

 


           
The deodorant stick lay in tiny pieces before them, but there was
not a single sparkle of diamonds.  Buster picked up the
portable shaver and dismantled the shaving head – nothing.  He
put it down and then picked it up again.  Using his knife he
prised off the battery cover and took out the battery, squashed
into the underside of the battery were three  diamonds of
roughly the same size as those in the lipstick. Julia studied them
as they sparkled, “I thought you said they’d have diamonds in their
deposit box.”

Buster carefully prised the diamonds out of the battery. 
“Probably, these must be some sort of safety net, just in case of a
real emergency.”

Julia pursed her lips, “Fancy living like that, always prepared
to run.”

Buster laughed, “It’s all a matter of reward.  The way they
were creaming off the takings I suppose they were making eight to
ten grand a day.  You work it out – over a year that’s about
three million a year.”

“And nobody noticed?”

“Of course they’d noticed, but if your willing to plough half
your illicit earnings back into sweeteners, never pay your friendly
tax man and charge extortionate interest on any loans you issue,
you could probably still make a couple of million a year.  And
that’s not counting any illegal gambling.  As I said they
popped up from nowhere already loaded and intended to disappear
even more loaded.”

Buster paused, “But your right, these last few months they’ve
been frightened of their own shadow and spending more and more time
here where they assumed they were safe.  I guess they were
waiting for the sale of the casinos to come good, or some other
deal.”

Julia wrinkled her brow, “Why didn’t they run earlier then?”

Buster sighed, “I guess it’s all a matter of risk and the lure
of yet more vast amounts of money.  It becomes a drug in the
end, perhaps worse than a drug.”

Julia shook her head, “There’s more to life than money.”

Buster grinned, “But it sure helps the wheels go round.”

They laughed, but Buster could see the worry on Julia’s
face.  He reached over the desk and held her hand, “I’ll
protect you, believe me I’ll protect you.  I may not have done
such a good job for them, but no-one, no-one, is going to get
anywhere near you.”

They went downstairs and Buster started to close the blinds in
the lounge.  Julia suddenly darted forward, “Wait!”

She peered through the window at some headlights moving down the
lane.  “That must be one of my brothers going out in a
tractor.”

She fished a mobile phone from her pocket as Buster closed the
window blinds.  She talked with Colin for a minute or two and
then put her phone back in the pocket of her jeans. 
“Apparently Simon’s gone for a walk and ended up at Anna’s
Tree.”

“Anna’s tree?”  Echoed Buster.

“It’s about two miles from here on the way to West Dereham.”

Buster stood stock still, “Did they say if he was intending to
leave?”

“No, they thought he’d just gone down to look at the Trembine
Arms.”

Julia paused, “You don’t think that he…”

Buster shrugged, “Must have a hell of a reason for leaving to
try and walk through that lot.”

He didn’t tell Julia, but Simon was now back as definitely top
of his list of suspects










Chapter 16
Disposal


Sarah became flabbergasted at the effort and decisiveness Rupert
suddenly put into the task of clearing out Anna’s bedroom.  He
opened the window in her room, ignored the icy air it allowed in,
and started throwing items out of the window.  Anna had been
at least one size, if not two, bigger than Sarah so there were
virtually none of her clothes that would fit Sarah, apart from a
pair of red denim jeans and a couple of skin tight polyester turtle
neck jumpers that were languishing in the bottom of the chest of
drawers and obviously forgotten.  Sarah did, for modesty sake,
save some of the undies.  After about twenty minutes, and
every drawer and wardrobe, Rupert paused before starting on the
bookcase.  Sarah watched him and then darted forward,
“Stop!”

He paused and stared at her.  She gently took some
photograph albums from his hands.  “You might want these
later.”

He seemed bemused and she said gently, “You’re not destroying
her memory, just re-using the room.  You might need these
sometime, happy memories and all that.”

She could see in his face the strain this was all causing
him.  She touched his shoulder, “Do you want to stop for a
cuppa?”

He shook his head violently, “No, I must do it now, before I
…”

He suddenly thumped his arms on his sides, “Sorry, sorry, this
is going to be your room.  You must decide what goes and what
stays.  I’ll do Peter’s room.”

Sarah moved to go with him and he stopped at the foot of the
stairs, “If you don’t mind I’d like to do this myself.”

Sarah moved over to him, “Are you sure?”

He reached out and gently stroked her right cheek, “I’m sure,
I’ll be OK.”

With that he ran up the stairs and Sarah looked round the
room.  She said to herself, “Well that picture of The
Scream is definitely going, work of art or not.”

She lifted it off the wall and went to throw it out through the
window face down.  When she got to the window she stopped,
taped to the back of the picture was a small plastic bag of white
powder.  Sarah tore it off the picture and stuffed it in her
pocket.  She looked at the picture of Anna that was still
sitting on the dressing table.  “Just how much more cleaning
up after you am I going to have to do?”

She threw the picture out just as a plastic crate of toys fell
past her from above. 

 


           
Norman sat in his cosy cab crawling through the snow.  Despite
large wheels and four wheel drive the tractor was not having an
easy time in some places.  Eventually he reached the main road
and turned towards West Dereham.  The road here was not so
much buried under snow as covered in a thick layer of ice
crystals.  Norman began to wonder how Simon had managed to get
so far in such dreadful conditions.  Eventually, in the beam
of the powerful headlights, Anna’s Tree came into view. 
Norman brought the tractor to a halt almost at the base of the
tree.  He killed the head lights and opened the cab
window.  “Simon, are you there?  Simon!”

There was no reply, Norman swung the movable spotlight around
and eventually found a set of tracks leading to the passenger door
of the skewed lorry.  He went to climb out of the cab, but the
lorry door opened and Simon climbed out; even by the light of the
one spotlight Norman could see that he was almost exhausted. 
Norman opened the cab door and Simon started to climb in. 
“Stand behind me and you’ll find a little dolly seat to rest your
bottom on.”

Simon, however, had other ideas.  He pulled himself up into
the cab, but stood beside Norman.  “Look mate I want to go on,
can you take me?”

“No way, we’re going back.”  Replied Norman decisively.

“£50.”

“No, we’re going back, there’s no way through from here.”

“£100?  £200?”

Norman looked at his anxious pale white face, “Not for a million
pounds.  We could die out here if I turned the tractor over or
if we got stuck.”

Norman suddenly let go of the cab support and grabbed Norman’s
thick waterproof just below the throat.  “I said I wanted to
go on!  Don’t you understand?”

Norman laid a huge paw of a hand across Simon’s hand placing his
thumb on the ball joint of Simon’s thumb.  He started to
squeeze.  Simon screamed in agony two seconds later. 
Norman shouted at him to let go.  Eventually Simon did let go
and Norman obliged by doing the same.  Simon toppled from the
cab and fell into the soft snow.  He gave Norman a frightened
haunted glance and for a moment Norman thought he was going to run
for it.  However, some form of common sense must have kicked
in as he stood up, brushed himself down and climbed into the cab to
stand behind Norman.  Norman put the tractor into gear and did
a careful multi-point turn before starting to follow his tracks
home.  All the way he was conscious of Simon standing behind
him and all the way Simon said not a single word.

 


           
Meanwhile Petra was experiencing a new phenomenon, worry: or to be
more exact worry about another person.  Normally she breezed
through life concerned only for herself, but she found herself
looking at the clock and anxious about Norman’s safety.  She
knew that she’d started the ‘acting lessons’ with Norman for a bit
of fun and to relieve the boredom of life in a snowed in farmhouse
where the only satellite TV channels were dedicated to
sports.  However, over the last few hours she’d talked to
Norman more than she’d talked to anyone.  She knew a lot about
him and his fears and he knew a lot about her life and
experiences.  She couldn’t put it into words, but she knew
some sort of bond was growing between them.  She left the
sanctity of the back room and sought out Mark.  “He’s been an
awful long time.”

Mark looked up from the football, Petra sighed inwardly, why did
men get so exited about football?  “He’ll be OK, don’t forget
he’ll be taking it slow in this weather.”

“But he’s been nearly an hour and you said it was only a couple
of miles.”

As if in reply the windows started to light up with the tractor’
headlights.  Petra, to her great surprise, found herself
sighing with relief.


           

Sarah held her hands out hand towards the bonfire and warmed
them.  Her face already felt like toast.  They’d carried
all the stuff from the bedrooms to the end of the vicarage garden
where Rupert had poured a gallon of paraffin onto the pile before
setting it alight.  He stood next to her, hands in his
pockets, staring at the flames as if they were Jenny and Peter’s
funeral pyre.  After what seemed to be an age he seemed to
come to.  He deftly took off his moth-eaten duffel coat and
threw it onto the bonfire.  Sarah was startled by the
action.  He turned to face her seemingly oblivious to the
snow, “It’ll be safe now, we can go in.”

“But your duffel coat, what’ll you do?”

He ran his hands through his hair, “Wear Anna’s, well it was
never actually hers.  I saw it in a sale and bought it for her
for the winter, but I never had a chance to give it to her.”

Sarah fixed him with a friendly stare, “Don’t you ever, on any
pretext, at any price, under any circumstances ever by me a duffel
coat.”

Rupert burst into cackles of laughter, “Round here, in the
winter, believe me you’ll soon want one.”

They went inside and the bonfire burned on, burning not only the
tangible reminders of times gone by, but – perhaps – also
destroying some of the destructive emotional ties to that time as
well.

 


           
Buster drummed his fingers as the tractor’s headlights briefly lit
up the window blinds.  “Could you invent a reason for going to
the farm?”

Julia looked up from Maria’s electronic diary, she’d been trying
different passwords for almost half an hour.  “Don’t need a
reason, it’s my home.”

“Hmmm,” said Buster, “I’d like to know what Simon was up
to.”

Julia sighed and stood up, “OK, you win, we’ll try your pop it
in the freezer trick.”

Buster extracted the data card and took the diary to the kitchen
and stuck it in the freezer.  “Remind me again why you’re
doing this.”

Buster grinned, “Some electronic devices loose their memory when
you take them below the temperature at which they’re designed to
operate.  With any luck this little beauty will wake up as if
it’s just been born.  And that means without a password
protection.”

They went to the lobby and Buster held up Julia’s duffel coat
for her to put her arms in.  She shuffled into it and they
went through the booting up procedure.  Julia pulled on her
bobble hat, “I’ll set the alarm.”

She went into the hall, opened a cupboard door and pressed in
six numbers, the alarm began to bleep gently.  They exited the
house and Buster slammed and locked the door.  Julia looked at
the snow which was just beginning to fall again.  “Don’t know
why we do that, I mean if it went off the police couldn’t get
here.”

Buster took her arm, “I know, but believe me the sound of the
bell they installed would scare the burglar to death.”

They set off for the farm and halfway down the drive Julia
glanced back and then stopped dead.  “Windows!  That’s
what’s been bugging me.  This house is all windows, except one
room and that’s where…”

Buster rubbed his black gloved hand across his face, “No-one to
see.”

“Could do, from the back garden of one of the cottages, or the
upper story of the vicarage.  If we can see them they can see
us.”

Buster nodded, “Quite right, now can we get a move on?  I
want to get to Simon before he thaws out.”

Julia gave him a friendly punch, stick her arm through his and
they slithered their way to the farm.

 


           
Sarah. Now showered and wearing the red jeans and an off-colour
mustard yellow top (no wonder it was at the bottom of the drawer!)
popped her boiler suit and underclothes into the washing machine,
they now not only smelt of sweat but also smoke.  She heard
the water running above and knew that Rupert was now also having a
shower even though the hot-tank had probably not had enough time to
recover its temperature.  She went to the Aga and tossed in
the white powder, slamming the door behind it.  “Am I
mad?”  She said to herself, “Setting up a room her with a man
I hardly know and a man who by all accounts is not completely
compos mentis.”  She sighed, this was at least the third time
she’d asked herself this question in the last half an hour and she
was none the wiser now than when she’d started.  She rummaged
in the freezer and pulled out a pair of frozen-meals-for-one that
she’d spotted the day before.  She checked the ‘eat by’ dates
and realised that they were both a week overdue.  She sighed
again, and said to Hoof, “Well I suppose they won’t kill us,”
before turning to the microwave.  Hoof’s ears twitched and
then went still, of all the inhabitants of the vicarage he seemed
the most content with the new arrangements.


           

Julia sat down in the kitchen and kicked off her gumboots,
Buster did his by the back door.  Jenny ruffled her hair as
she passed and get to the kettle.  Julia winked at Buster,
“Why don’t you go to the lounge, if I know my family they’re
probably watching match of the day or fixture of the week by
now.  I’ll bring you a coffee.”

Buster dutifully walked out of the kitchen.  Jenny poured
out two cups of coffee and offered one to Julia.  As Julia
reached out for it her mother suddenly screeched, “Julia!” 
Before grabbing hold of Julia’s left hand.

Julia, realising what she thought, mumbled; “It’s not…” 
But her words were compressed out of her by a huge motherly
bear-hug.  Harry put his head round the door, “Is everything
all right in here, I thought I heard someone scream.”

Jenny held up Julia’s left hand, “Look, they’re engaged!”

Julia watched as surprise, concern, bewilderment, bafflement and
finally pleasure crossed her father’s face.  He came forward
and kissed her on the cheek, “Congratulations dear.”

Julia wondered about having a final attempt to explain that
although she was wearing a ring on the second finger of her left
hand she hadn’t actually agreed to anything with Buster other than
not giving an outright refusal.  However, she decided that
she’d never be able to do it in a way her parents would
understand.  He father held her hands, “I must admit Julia
that Buster would not be my choice, but if he makes you happy and
takes good care of you then that’s good enough for me.”

Julia intuitively realised what a strain that statement had put
on her father and kissed him on the cheek and hugged him.  She
stepped back and whispered, “Don’t make too much fuss will you,
Buster can be a bit shy.”

Her father totally ignored her and turned to his wife, “Have we
still got that fizzy white wine?”

He didn’t wait for an answer and turned to Julia, “Haven’t got
any Champagne on ice I’m afraid love, but we have got that wine
Bill brought back from his trip to Budapest.”

Julia shuddered, she’d tasted that particular wine from Budapest
and could have told her father exactly why her brothers had left
the rest of the crate untouched.  However, she let him have
his moment, after all if can’t be every day that your only daughter
walks in with an engagement ring on her finger, even if the said
daughter didn’t realise it at the time.

 


           
Hoof licked out the plastic dishes the meals had been in and
settled back down in front the lounge fire.  Rupert appeared
with coffee and sat down.  Sarah was amazed at  his
sartorial transformation.  Gone were the old sloppy clothes
and in were a pair of decent black trousers and a clean, if
un-ironed, red shirt.  He’d also combed his hair and obviously
also had another shave.  She decided that he really was making
an effort.  Unfortunately now he was more presentable it was
also more noticeable that he had copious amounts of hair growing
from his nostrils and his ears.  He put his feet up onto a
footstool and Sarah almost burst into laughter as both socks had
holes in them causing both his big toes to show through. 
Instead she wriggled her toes and felt the warmth of the
stove.  “I suppose you won’t be able to get to whatever church
you were due at tomorrow.”

His eyes opened wide, “Is it Saturday?  With you here and
the snow I’d rather lost…”

“Saturday all day, don’t tell me you haven’t got a sermon
ready.”

He gave a sort of breathing in and out chortle, “I’ll think of
something.  I was due at Methwold Hythe in the morning, but
I’ll hold a service here instead.”

“Will anybody come?”

He leant forward and rubbed his hands, “Oh yes, I’ll ring the
bell half an hour before the service and people will come, you’ll
see.”

He turned to her, “You said you go to church, which
flavour?”

“Church of England, I usually go to the eight o’clock to give
myself the rest of the day to walk; besides there’s no coffee after
that service and hence no compulsion to talk to others.”

“You don’t like that?”

She thought a moment, “I don’t mind talking, but I do object to
people prying.  You know, ‘Have you met a nice young man
yet?’  ‘Don’t you think you ought to get a more feminine
job?’  And ‘Sarah!  Have you met Alan?’  Or William
or Henry or some other single bloke that they want to palm me off
with.”

Rupert grinned from ear to ear, “And you don’t like Alan, or
William or whoever?”

She sat still and answered after some thought, “It’s not Alan or
William or any of the others.  I just don’t seem to gel with
them.  I did go to a couple of the vicar’s wife’s matchmaking
teas, but most men find it difficult that I’m a train driver and
that I enjoy being a train driver.  I’m also not into small
talk, so I find it difficult with them.”

Rupert rubbed the palms of his hands down the sides of his
trousers.  “Do you find it difficult with me?”

“I find it hard when I inadvertently tread on parts of your life
that upset you and I don’t mean to upset you.  Otherwise, no,
I don’t find it difficult to be with you at all.  In fact I
find it…”

She sought for the right words as she could see her reply was
important to him.  “In fact I find it comforting.  In
fact despite the snow and the circumstances it feels like I’ve come
home, come home to a place of contentment.”

Rupert opened his mouth, but Sarah gently rested her hand on his
arm, “Please Rupert, no more questions.  To be truthful I’m
not good at analysing my feelings and I can only say that I’m
comfortable with you and content here, as I said before only time
will tell if there’s anything beyond that.”

Rupert nodded, “No more questions, but…  But…”  he
took a deep breath, “I don’t know what to do.”

Sarah patted his arm, “Then don’t do anything, just be
yourself.  Let’s just spend time being ourselves and not
pretending to be what we’re not.  As much as I’d like to be
one of those women who can scoop up a handful of flowers and
arrange then to brighten up a house I know that I’m not.  So
lets just not pretend with each other and see if we like the real
us.”

He nodded sagely and looked serious for a minute of two. 
He looked up, “Does that mean I can pick my toenails?”  He
said with a grin.

Sarah grinned, “Definitely not, least not where I can
see.” 










Chapter 17
Parties


“To Julia and Buster”

The glasses clinked and Norman slapped Buster on the back. 
Buster, who had taken the news that he was now engaged to Julia
seemingly without surprise, looked at his glass.  “Interesting
wine this, the first sip sort of paralyses the throat muscles and
the second sip sets your tongue on fire, what did you say it
was?”

Mark laughed, “Bill brought it back from Budapest; he was given
a case of it as some sort of present.  Half the bottles are
labelled ‘Produce of Croatia’, most of the rest are labelled
‘Produced in Europe’ and one bottle was marked, ‘Romania’s finest,’
so where it actually comes from is anybody’s guess.”

Petra giggled, “Too much of this and my throat will
disappear.”

“All right, all right,” said Harry, “it’s all we had available
to toast the happy couple.”

“So, when’s the happy day sis?” Asked Colin.

She smiled demurely, “We haven’t set a date yet.”

“Where will you live?”  Chipped in Jenny.

Buster grinned while intently watching Simon, who looked like a
nervous rabbit.  “Ambrose House.  I’m looking after it
while Maria and Jeremy are away and they could be gone for some
considerable time, at least ten years.”

Simon didn’t flinch.  Jenny tut-tutted, “Won’t that be
difficult, living with somebody else’s things?”

Buster shrugged, “They said make it my own while they’re gone
and I will.”

Petra rolled her eyes and offhandedly remarked to Julia, “Not a
real home though, not yours, no security.”

The tone of her voice angered Julia, so she gave Petra a wicked
smile, “Buster’s got plenty of security.  He gave me a Land
Rover as an engagement present.”

Harry’s jaw dropped open, “A Land Rover?”

“Top of the range short-wheelbase Land Rover Defender with all
the trimmings.”

Petra’s eyes bulged, obviously the thought of being given a Land
Rover did not appeal to her; Julia decided to rub it in, “He did
offer me a Mercedes SLK, but I’m really a Land Rover girl at
heart.”

Norman burst into laughter, “That’s our Julia, country to the
core.”

Jenny produced some home made biscuits and the mass meeting
broke up.  Petra sidled up to Julia, “Did he really offer you
a Merc?”

“Yep.”

She shook her head in disbelief before glancing furtively around
and lowering her voice.  “Say. Have you got any pills?”

Julia frowned at her, “Pills?”

She glanced around again, “I mean birth control pills.  I
only had one spare in my handbag.  If you haven’t a couple of
morning after pills would do.”

Julia scowled at her and hissed back, “For your information I
don’t have either and I use neither.  And before you ask I
don’t have a secret cache of any other contraceptives, I don’t feel
the need.”

Petra blinked back surprise, “But you’re engaged!”

“That doesn’t mean that I conduct myself like a slut.”

Stung by the retort she moved away leaving Julia wondering as to
why she felt the need for the pills in the first place.

 


           
Buster watched Simon leave the room and, while no-one was
particularly looking, slipped out after him.  He followed
Simon up the stairs and cornered him by following him into the
bathroom.  Simon looked up in surprise as Buster pushed in
behind him and closed the door, locking it behind him.  Buster
gave him what he hoped was a menacing look.  “Right Simon, why
are you really here?  And don’t give me any of that Yoga
centre guff.”

Simon, summoning courage from somewhere, turned up his
nose.  “None of your business.”

Buster swiftly moved his hand and, as by a miracle, an open
flick-knife appeared in his hand.  Simon stared at the long
pointed, and obviously sharp, blade as if mesmerised.  “You
wouldn’t use that in the house.”

“Try me,” snarled Buster, “now why are you here?”

He took a fraction of a pace towards Simon, whose eyes bulged in
fear.  He gasped, “Petra, I fancied the bitch OK?  I was
in the estate agents paying my hall hire bill and she started
coming on strong about me buying my own centre and I sort of fell
into the game.  I thought a nice ride in the country and…”

Buster grimaced, “And?”

“And nothing, she wouldn’t play.  She looks the type, but
repelled my advances.  In the end I gave up; she’s a vacuous
one that one, all come-on and no follow-through.”

Buster waved his knife, “So why did you do a runner, what’s
there to hide?”

Simon looked startled at the notion of running, he croaked,
“Renie.”

“Who?”

“Renie, it’s our anniversary.”

Buster looked him in the eye, “Didn’t know you was married.”

“I’m not, she is.  Her husband goes to Barcelona every
three months for a long weekend and if I don’t show she’ll think
I’m not interested any more.”

Buster groaned, Simon was a gigolo, but not a killer: he could
see that he didn’t have it in him.  “Meet her at one of your
Yoga classes did you?”

Simon nodded weakly.  Buster took another fraction of a
step forward and held the knife an inch below Simon’s chin. 
He whispered menacingly, “Let me make one thing clear boyo, if I
catch you anywhere near Julia I’ll slit your throat without a
second thought.  Do I make myself clear?”

Simon sniggered, “Don’t go for the butch type myself.”

Buster, with his left hand, grabbed him by the throat and lifted
him slightly, “That goes for Jill too.  And if I catch you
anywhere near that young girl, your dead-meat – savvy?”

Simon croaked his agreement and Buster, in one smooth move, let
go of him, folded and pocket his knife and stepped away.  He
looked Simon in the eye, “Don’t think I won’t, I’m not in the habit
of making false promises.”

He paused, “Tell me while you were looking at the Arms with
Petra, did you see anybody else?”

Simon, regaining a bit of bravado, snapped back, “What’s it to
you?”

Buster moved towards him again.  “Humour me.”

Simon made a helpless gesture.  “Only that weird looking
guy in a threadbare duffel coat and his dog, that’s all.”

Buster nodded, “Now I don’t need to tell you that our little
talk has been private do I?”

Simon shook his head and Buster unlocked the door and let
himself out.  Simon slumped onto the WC pan and put his head
in his hands.  His legs wouldn’t stop trembling.

 


           
Buster made his way back to the lounge deep in thought, Simon may
be many things, but ruthless killer no.  But if not Simon,
who?  He swung the door open and entered the lounge, Colin
looked at him, “Thought we’d lost you.”

“Just been to a mirror to make sure my throat’s still
there.”

Colin, who’d drunk nearly two glasses of the alcohol, laughed
heartily.  Jill took the opportunity to sidle up to
Julia.  She whispered, “Congratulations and thanks. 
Don’t know if you meant to, but you’ve sure taken the pressure off
me and Colin.”

Julia gave her a shoulder crushing hug, “Has he popped the
question yet?”

“Sort of.  I know he will and he knows I’ll accept, we just
haven’t done the formal bit yet.”

She grabbed Julia’s hand, “Can I look at your ring?”

Julia obliged and Jill stared at it.  “It’s beautiful, I
like the way the two diamonds lay perpendicular to the ring, but it
sort of snake’s around them.  Must have cost a fortune.”

She looked at Julia, “You’re very lucky, Buster seems a
wonderful guy.”

Julia, with two-thirds of a glass of nearly neat alcohol in her,
decided to ask the question nobody had yet dare ask.  “What
about Harriet’s father?”

Jill made a face, “Bastard.  He was a work colleague and I
thought we had a stable relationship and I was wearing his
ring.  We got over-drunk at our engagement meal and one thing
led to another.  Then, when I became pregnant, he dropped me
like a sack of potatoes because he has afraid of his parent’s
disapproval.  Swine even offered to stay with me if I had an
abortion and told no-one.”

Julia reached out and held Jill’s arm, “He just walked
away?”

Jill flashed a shark like smile, “He would have.  I chased
him through the Child Support Agency to make him pay, but he fought
it all the way.  I had to get a judge’s order to make him take
a paternity test.”

Julia nodded, “So he contributes towards Harriet’s upkeep?”

Jill shook her head, “He took the paternity test and left the
country, never been seen since.”

Jill looked into Julia’s eyes, But I wouldn’t trade Harriet for
anything and yes, Colin does know the whole story.”

They continued talking while Buster circulated round to Petra,
who was now on her fourth glass of wine.  He sat down beside
her, “How can you drink that stuff?”

“Gets better with every glass.”

“Tell me,” has asked carefully, “what do you think of
Simon?”

She gave a drunken grimace, “Guy’s a slimy toad.  Brought
me all the way out her to look at that disgusting wreck of a
building and then makes a pass at me.”

“But you don’t fancy him?”

“Rather eat maggots.”

He watched her sip away a third of the glass of fizzy liquid,
“Fancy Norman though?”

She giggled drunkenly, “Smashing bloke, wild in bed.”

Buster patted her on the shoulder and circulated round to
Norman.  He whispered in his ear and Norman glanced at Petra
and then nodded.   Buster, finally, made it back to
Julia.  She turned to look at him in his well-pressed
open-neck shirt and well cut trousers.  “Wondered where you
were.”

He gave a sort of sheepish smile, “Just looking after you by
checking out the interlopers.”

“And?”

“And nothing.”  He gently stroked her forearm, “Now my
little fiancée, have you any more surprises in store for me?”

She whispered, “My mum saw the ring and put two and two
together, before I could say anything the whole family knew.”

“Perhaps,” he said softly back, “you didn’t really want to say
anything.”

She gave him a toothy smile, “Perhaps.  Maybe.  Who’s
to know?”

He grinned, “Fancy asking this lot over to ours tomorrow? 
At least we could give them better wine than this.”

She laughed, “Did you say ‘ours?’”

“I did.”

“Then you’re on.”

 


           
Rupert could lay in bed no longer.  He had a germ of an idea
and, like an exited child, he needed to check it out
immediately.  He pulled on some clothes and padded down to the
kitchen, stepped over Hoof and let himself into the garden. 
He rounded the corner of the house and let himself into the
dilapidated garage.  In the garage was his faithful Aerial
Arrow motorcycle, a motley collection of rusting bicycle parts and
a one time pillar box red Mini under an old pair of blankets. 
He turned on the fluorescent lights, which flickered slightly due
to the cold, and pulled the blankets off the Mini.  He opened
the bonnet and checked the oil, then he opened the boot,
disconnected the battery lead, topped up the electrolyte levels and
connected a charger.  He sat in the driver’s seat and moved
the long wobbly gearstick from gear to gear.  He tried the
pull down wire door release and slid the windows back and
forth.  He tried to visualise the construction of the car and
how the sub-frames were connected to the monocoque body.  He
climbed out, plugged a mobile hand-lamp into the mass of wiring
over the old bench and laid the blankets on the floor.  He was
about to look underneath when Sarah’s voice startled him. 
“Whatever are you doing out here?  You’ll catch a death out
here in this weather.”

He looked up sheepishly from his kneeling position.  Sarah
stood in the doorway with a plum coloured dressing gown wrapped
round here, he could see her breath in the air and realised, for
the first time, that it was indeed freezing cold.  “I had an
idea,” he said somewhat hesitantly.

Sarah looked at the Mini; Rupert patted it affectionately, “It
was my fathers.  Series one, genuine low mileage and now
exempt from car-tax.  I wondered if…”

He tailed off in embarrassment.  And then mumbled, “I
wondered if I could get it on the road for you.”

“For me?” Sarah replied, somewhat amazed.

He nodded vigorously and babbled, “You’ll need some form of
getting here and you said that you only had an electric bicycle and
there’s only three trains a day stop at the halt and none of then
would probably suit you and…”

“Whoa, stop!”  Sarah interrupted, “can’t we talk
inside.”

He stood up and unplugged the lamp.  “How did you know I
was out here?”

“Hoof howled, I guess because you went out without him. 
Good job he did or I’d have to thaw you out in the morning.”

Once back in the kitchen Sarah lifted the lid of the Aga and put
a kettle on.  “How old is that car?”

Rupert calculated, “It’s 1964, but dad only did a couple of
thousand miles a year.  It’s got about 40,000 on the clock,
which is nothing.”

“And how long has it been sitting out there?”

Rupert furrowed his brow, “Twelve, no fifteen years.”

Sarah smiled at Rupert, “It’s a lovely idea Rupert, but won’t a
lot of bits need replacing, don’t they perish or something?”

Rupert nodded, “Probably need new brake cylinders, perhaps some
new brake hoses, possible new rubber hoses for the engine, perhaps
a new battery, maybe the sub-frame mounts will need a welding job,
the rubber suspension balls should be OK, but they’ll need
checking.  And the tyres would have to be checked, but it is
up on blocks so they might be serviceable.”  He stopped his
litany of repairs and looked at Sarah, “But I can do all
that.  I’m good with my hands.”

“Well, why haven’t you done it before?”

He looked amazed at the question, “Never wanted to let anybody
have it before, it was my fathers.”

Sarah was touched.  “That’s really nice of you Rupert, but
there’s one snag – I can’t drive.”

His eyebrows rose and he froze as if he’d seen a ghoul, or
something worse.  “You can’t drive, but you drive that
ginormous train out there?”

“But not on the road.  I’ve never gone for a driving
licence, no need.”

He suddenly seemed deflated and spoke in a downward tone, “It
seemed such a good idea.”

She poured him a cup of tea and passed it over.  She said
gently, “And it is a good idea, an excellent idea and I’ll tell you
what.  I’ll take some driving lessons and go for a licence if
you have a go at the mini – I can see you’re itching to get your
hands on it.”

He brightened up and Sarah added softly, “And I’m very touched
that you’d let me use something that’s special to you.”

He became all coy and they sat in silence facing each other
across the kitchen table in the early hours of the morning. 
She wondering if he was a project oriented sort of guy and she was
anything more than just his next project and he wondering how to
tell her that he’d thought of the room and the mini because she as
becoming special to him without sounding like a complete fool.










Chapter 18
Consequent Effects


Harry swung his legs out of the bed and sat up.  The room
spun and he put his head in his hands.  Jenny pulled herself
into a sitting position behind him.  “Headache dear?” She
enquired, knowing full well what the problem probably
was.   He didn’t answer, she said softly, “Why don’t
you come back to bed and I’ll get you some aspirin and a nice cup
of tea.”

He swung his legs back onto the bed and lay down, “Forget the
tea,” he croaked, “Just get me the aspirin.”

She said ,in jest, “Always get you a hair of the dog.”

He visible shuddered and she duly got him a glass of water and a
couple of aspirin.  She briefly wondered how the others were
doing before she started making herself a cup of tea.

 


           
Of ‘the others’ Norman wasn’t doing too badly.  He had a mild
headache and a throat like a suede overcoat, but otherwise he was
fairly unscathed, but then he’d only sipped about half a glass of
the deadly liquid from Budapest.  Petra, on the other hand,
was at the other end of the spectrum.  She was lying in the
bed in a foetal position, clutching her head in her arms and
looking like an advert for bleached calico.  Norman lightly
touched her hair and half whispered, “Can I get you anything?”

She trembled at his touch, the pain from the volume of his voice
and the blinding light from the slit between the curtains. 
She felt as if her entire body hurt and that if she so much as
blinked an eyelash the repercussions would be
unbearable.  Somehow she managed to croak, “Paracetamol,”
before the sound of her own voice made the room spin and her
stomach rebel.

Norman smiled at her antics and went off to the bathroom and the
medicine cabinet.

 


           
Julia was faring a lot better.  When she’d got back to Ambrose
House with Buster he’d made her drink almost a pint of water and
eat some slices of buttered toast before she went to bed.  The
result was she’d woken up with a dull ache, but nothing
serious.  She slipped on a luxurious bath-robe and made her
way to the kitchen.  Buster was already there, he poured her a
tea without asking and held a slice of bread over the
toaster.  She nodded and he popped it in.  “How do you
feel?”

“Bit of a head, but nothing much.  That wine was lethal;
how’s you?”

“Fine.”

Julia gave an all over tremble, “Well I pity Petra this morning,
she was pretty far gone last night.”

Buster buttered the toast.  “She’ll survive, her type
normally do.”

“What type is that then?”

“Slightly self-centred, out for a good time and not caring for
tomorrow.”

Julia bit into a piece of toast that she stole from his plate,
“What type am I then?”

“The sort that captures a man’s heart and holds him ransom to
her every whim.”

She laughed and then held her head, “Ooh, maybe I’m not so
fine.”

Wordlessly Buster passed over a box of Ibuprofen; she took
two.

 


           
Breakfast at the farmhouse turned out to be a quite affair with
only Jenny, Norman and Colin present.  They ate in silence
until Colin spoke as they drank their second cup of tea.  “Can
you give us a hand in the barn Norman?  I want to put the
bucket scoop on the new tractor, but I’m not sure how it
fits.  You went on the course when we bought the thing, can
you show me?”

Norman gave a brief nod, “’Course.”

The piled the crockery in the dishwasher and made their way to
the rear lobby to tog up for their excursion. Jenny went upstairs
and checked in on Harry, who was sleeping like a baby, before going
in to Norman’s room to place some freshly washed underwear on his
bed.  She walked into the room and froze in disbelief. 
Petra, stark naked, was curled up in the middle of his bed with all
the bedclothes strewn on the floor.  She made a feeble
movement and groaned.  Jenny noted that she was sweating
profusely despite the bedroom not being over-warm.  Jenny sat
on the edge of the bed, concern about Petra’s health temporarily
over-riding questions about her presence in her son’s
bedroom.  “You alright dear?”

“Oh shit.” Groaned Petra

“Can I get you anything?”

She moaned, “Water.”

Jenny dutifully fetched her a glass of water.  Petra
managed to half sit up, drink the water and carefully, oh so
carefully, lay back down again.  She gasped, “It’s not what
you think.”

Jenny patted her on the shoulder causing her to flinch
away.  “Oh yes it is dear,” she said, “oh yes it is.”

She rose and let herself out of the room, once out she paused
and then, full of anger at he son’s conduct, half-slammed the door
behind her.

 


           
Sarah stared at Rupert and almost burst into laughter.  He’d
gone all black.  Black shoes (slightly scuffed), black
trousers (somewhat shiny round the pockets), black clerical shirt
(faded round buttonholes) and black blazer (with tarnished brass
buttons.)  The only problem was that his trouser zip was
undone thus exposing a pair of bright red pants.  She decided
on directness, “Your trousers are undone.”

A look of abject horror crossed his face and he zipped himself
up.  Sarah wiped her hands on a freshly washed teacloth. 
“So what’s the form today?”

He poured some of the precious milk on to some oats and put them
in the microwave.  “I’ll go over to the church in a minute and
put the heating on.  Service will be at eleven and I’d be
grateful if you’d bring over those two large thermos flasks full of
boiling water before then.”  He stopped the microwave and
stirred the sticky mess in the bowl before re-starting it. 
“You don’t have to come.”

Sarah checked the Aga, “Of course I’ll come.  I thawed out
some chicken overnight – well I think it’s chicken - and I’ll do a
casserole for when we get back.”

He nodded , “Heard the weather report?”

“Snow today and thaw by Wednesday, they’ve started putting out
flood warnings already.”

He furrowed his chin, “Shouldn’t worry us, but might do at
Weeting.”

Sarah rolled her eyes, “That’s all we need, it’s at Weeting the
cables have been ripped up.”

Rupert gave a sly smile and took out his still bubbling porridge
glue.

 


           
Norman came back in and de-robed.  He came fully into the
kitchen, “Any chance of a Cuppa mum, I’m frozen.”

Jenny took a mug off of the rack and banged it down in front of
him while loudly snapping,  “Make it yourself!”

Norman raised an eyebrow, if his mum was mad at something that
was bad news,  Dad on the rampage was one thing, but mum in a
rage was in a class all of its own.  He tried to remember the
last time he’d seen her angry and decided that it must have been
when the man from the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries had
tried to put the farm into quarantine due to a foot-and-mouth
outbreak.  The fact that the farm had no livestock did not
seem to have crossed his mind.  He smiled in recollection and
instantly paid the penalty.  “What you got to smile
about?”  Jenny snarled.

Norman eyed his mother warily, “If you need help in the kitchen
mum because Julia’s not here you’ve only got to say.”

She put her hands on her hips (always a bad sign) , “Well I
could do with some help, why don’t you go and ask that hussy whose
lying in your bed if she’d like to give me a hand?”

Norman’s heart missed a beat, “It’s not what it seems.”

She leant over him and placed her face three inches in front of
his.  Norman could see the veins standing out in her eyes,
“Don’t give me that.  I may be an old woman, but I’m not
senile and I know seamen stains when I see them and your bottom
sheet is covered in them.”

She turned round and banged a saucepan onto a small piece of
wooden work-top next to the sink.  “I thought you were better
than that.  If that’s what being an actor does for you then
I’m glad you’ll be out of my sight.”

She threw some carrots into the saucepan and turned her head to
look at him.  “Nothing to say?  Too ashamed?”

He tried to rally some defence, “I’m a grown man mum.”

She banged down another saucepan, “Oh you’re a grown man, well
just tell me mister grown man how do you reconcile your disgusting
actions with being churchwarden?  Or have I missed something
and does the church now condone fornication?”

Norman decided to remain silent, which was just as well as the
clear sound of the church bell could be heard announcing a church
service.  She swung round, “Well are you going to help Rupert
get everything ready?  And while your there you’d better get
him to hear your confession, it’ll be good preparation for you
before your father hears.”

Norman swallowed, “You’re not going to tell him are you mum, I
mean…”

She rolled her eyes, “Oh spare me the little boy look, I thought
you were a grown man!  Now get out of my sight.”

Norman willingly obliged.

 


           
Julia heard the bell and looked at the clock.  When Rupert had
first arrived as vicar the bell was just rung ten minutes before
the service, everybody thought he was a little mad when he
announced that he’d also ring it an hour before the service. 
However, it had been one of his good innovations, especially as
nobody but him seemed to be able to remember which service was at
which church on what Sunday.  “You coming?”  She asked
Buster.

“Of course, have to show you off to the congregation.”

Julia smiled as ‘the congregation’ would probably be largely the
same people who were at the farm the previous night.  Suddenly
the thought of going to church and her nocturnal actions with
Buster made her have a conscience.  “What,” she said firmly,
“are we going to do with them?”  She pointed to the
garden.

Buster shrugged, “Leave them there, they’re doing no harm.”

Julia sighed, “They’re doing us harm.  Just suppose we do
go on one of those luxurious holidays we’ve fantasized about? 
What are we supposed to tell Colin if we get him to look after the
house?  You can do anything, but please don’t dig up the
soakaways as we’ve buried a couple of bodies at the bottom of one
of them?”

Buster paused for thought, “Would he be likely to?  I mean
is he a secret soakaway pebble collector?”

Julia sighed in exasperation, “No, of course not, but I’d be
worried that he might if the field didn’t drain properly.”

Buster nodded, “Notice what’s missing?”  He pointed to the
picture window.

She almost screamed in aggravation.  He grinned, “A
patio.  The windows got two lovely sliding doors, but there’s
no patio to walk out on.”

Julia was horrified, “No go.  I could not enjoy lounging on
a patio if I knew…”

Buster half nodded, Julia still didn’t think he
understood.  “It’d be like placing a sunlounger on a grave,
least it would to me.”

Buster stroked his chin.  “How about a pond halfway down
the garden?

She shook her head, “Mean moving the bodies, don’t fancy
that.”

Buster furrowed his brow, “How about a rockery?  Couple of
tons of nice large rocks on top of the soakaway would prevent it
from being disturbed without breaching its integrity.”

Julia relaxed, “Brilliant.”

Buster grinned, “Then I’ll e-mail our friendly landscape
gardener to deliver some rocks.”

Julia stretched her arms upwards, “How?  Computers are
wiped remember?”

“TV, its e-mail equipped and,” he said rising, “so is Maria’s
diary if I can wake it up.”

Julia looked at the clock, “After church I think, don’t
you?”

Buster acquiesced and they began the clothing ritual.

 


           
While Julia and Buster where deliberating over the resting place
for the pair of corpses, Norman was deliberating over whether of
not to confide in Rupert.  In the end his conscience shone
through and, after laying up the communion table and putting up the
hymn numbers, he sidled up to Rupert.  Actually Norman was
already a bit disconcerted by Rupert, for not only was appearance
fairly normal, but he seemed to have a new decisiveness about
him.  “Got a mo Vicar, like to discuss something,” was
Norman’s opening gambit.

Rupert paused from thumbing through the service book and looked
up.  Norman began to feel like a naughty schoolboy.  “I
think I might have been rather silly.”

Rupert straightened up, “And what makes you think that I am a
rational judge of what’s reasonable and what’s not reasonable?”

Norman grabbed the bull by the horns, subconsciously shuffling
from foot to foot as he spoke.  “I’ve been sleeping with a
woman.”

Rupert gave a broad grin and a short barking laugh, “Well at
least it’s not another man!”

Norman, disconcerted by the black humoured reply, added some
more information.  “Not for long, only the last day or
two.”

Rupert fixed him with his deep set eyes and slipped into vicar
mode, “So, what are your intentions towards this woman?  Is
she a one night stand or is it a solid relationship?”

Norman felt he was getting lost.  “Does it matter?”

Rupert nodded seriously, “Of course it matters.  A marriage
licence should be cement for an already stable relationship and as
such it’s merely a piece of paper.  As far as I’m concerned
whether that paper comes at the beginning of the relationship or
not doesn’t matter, it’s merely a signal of a stable committed
relationship that two people have already entered into by mutual
agreement.”

Rupert’s stare increased, “I’m only talking about the marriage
licence you understand.  Marriage itself, in church before God
and your family, is a different kettle of fish.  There you are
declaring your intentions before God and seeking his blessing.”

Rupert looked away, “One night stands are all together a
different proposal.  That’s two people seeking mutual physical
enjoyment without giving any commitment and that’s a travesty of
God’s laws.  True fornication in fact.”

He fixed Norman with his stare again, “So forgive me for being
blunt, but are you sleeping with this lady because of an outburst
of testosterone or because you love her so much you want to be with
her forever?”

Norman went red in the face, “We haven’t done anybody any
harm?”

Rupert continued his disconcerting stare, “No?  What if
there’s a child?  Does she bring it up alone?  Do you
bring it up together while living in mutual discontent?”

Norman became indignant, “Of course there won’t be a child!”

Rupert resumed looking at his service book, “Sure are we? 
Taken precautions so that your sin won’t be found out?”

Norman almost boiled over, “Now look here I came…”

He tailed off as realisation hit him that indeed he hadn’t taken
any precautions whatsoever.  He leant back against the vestry
wall, “Oh shit – sorry vicar.”

Rupert turned a couple of pages, “So we add stupidity to
fornication.”

After a thirty second pause Rupert turned and faced Norman, he
said quietly, “Look, you don’t need my advice really do you? 
You’re a grown man; you work out what you want to do.  But if
you’re looking for me to condemn you and start to throw stones
because you’ve made a mistake and let your hormones rule your head
you’re looking at the wrong person.  We’re all human and we
all have emotions; just try to keep your brain engaged when the
testosterone starts coursing through your veins and remember Bob
Dylan.”

Now Norman was indeed lost.  “Bob Dylan?”

“He wrote and sang a song called Ninety Miles an Hour Down a
Dead End Street.  It’s all about what happens when sexual
drive gets out of control and the fact that saying ‘no’ early on
may prevent an horrendous accident.  You brother Mark’s
probably got the Album - Down in the Grove if I remember
correctly; have a listen.”

They heard the church door open and people come into the church,
Norman nodded his thanks and turned away.  Of all the things
he’d expected Rupert to say, listen to Bob Dylan was not one of
them, but then Rupert never had been what you might call a
conventional priest.

 


           
Sarah picked up the two large thermos flasks, a large packet of Fig
rolls and staggered out of the vicarage door and across the
street.  It was such a short trip she didn’t bother with full
coat and boots, just a sienna coloured windcheater that she’d found
hanging behind the door in the lobby.  When she arrived in the
church, a nondescript Victorian pile, there were already two burly
looking men sitting in a pew with what was obviously their
parents.  Behind them was a similar burly man with a small
woman and her daughter.  One glance told Sarah that the men
were Julia’s brothers and father.  Behind them were an elderly
couple and a thin nondescript man. Sarah closed the heavy church
door and noticed, right at the back, a thin rat-faced man with a
Mohican haircut.  She took the thermos flasks, as instructed,
through to the vestry.  Rupert was in there wearing a white
alb over his clerical garb, least it probably was white when it was
made.  He slipped a green stole over his head and onto his
shoulders.  “Everybody here?” He Murmured.

“How would I know?” Replied Sarah.

He looked mystified for a minute and then smiled, “Sorry, it
seems like you’ve been here for ages.”

Through the crack in the vestry door Sarah saw the church door
open and Julia come in with a man who Sarah though must be
Buster.  Rupert peered out.  “Full house I think.”

Sarah slipped out and into a pew.  Julia slipped behind the
harmonium and started to pedal.  First of all wheezing noises
and dust extruded from the instrument followed by the opening
chords of How Great Thou Art and the service began.










Chapter 19
Rumbles


As people drank their after-service coffee Buster circulated to
Daniel.  He sipped his coffee, “Didn’t expect to see you
here.”

Daniel snorted, “And why not?”

Buster surveyed Daniel’s face.  Despite the Mohican haircut
his age was beginning to show, crow’s feet around the clear blue
eyes, wrinkles across the forehead and flabby skin all the way up
the long neck.  On the other hand he looked tough and wiry and
obviously either deliberately kept in shape of was just naturally
healthy.  Buster smiled to put him at ease.  “Wasn’t your
last album called something like ‘Satan’s on the high
ground?’”

Daniel frowned, “Satan’s on higher ground and it’s a
reference to the fat cats of commerce who take money from the poor,
it’s got nothing to do with being a Satanist.”

Buster grinned, “And the previous one, Beelzebub’s a friend
of mine?”

Daniel nibbled his fig-roll with a set of immaculate white
teeth, “A reference to the fact that we can never tell what people
are thinking.  I wrote it after that schoolteacher got
convicted of fifteen counts of murder and yet everybody said he was
a nice chap.”

Buster opened his mouth and Daniel grinned, “And don’t even
think of mentioning Evil is only a heartbeat away, that
was a song about the school shootings in America.”

Buster chuckled, “Believe it or not I’ve actually seen you
perform.  You did a gig at my bosses’ nightclub, The Blue
Serpent in Manchester.  Your rendition of Hotel
California was amazing.”

Daniel looked vacant, “Which year?”

“Last year, August I think.”

Daniel shook his head, “That’s festival month.  I tend to
spend my time criss-crossing the world between open-air festivals
and my agent fixes up the odd gig in-between.  Believe me if
it was in August I won’t remember, I’m usually too tired to hold a
cigarette, let alone a guitar.”

Buster recalled the gig and how desperately tired Daniel and his
group had seemed and had to agree.  “How do you finding the
cottage?”

He shrugged, “Snow’s making me a bit stir-crazy.”

“Not been out in it then?”

Daniel involuntarily shivered, “No fear, this is as far as I’ve
been since it started.”

He tapped his nose, “All’s not lost though.  I’ve started
writing my next album, it’s going to be called White Blanket of
Death.”

Buster raised an eyebrow, “In reference to…”

Daniel sniffed and rubbed his red nose, “I haven’t worked that
out yet.”

They both burst into laughter.

 


           
Ella Happleberry cornered Jenny Flosse in the tiny kitchen that
used to be the choir vestry.  She whispered, well it would
have been whispering except that she was partly deaf and her
whispers were loud enough to wake the dead.  “What’s happened
to Rupert?  He didn’t lose his place one and I actually
understood his sermon.”

Jenny passed her a teacloth and a pair of wet plates. 
“Perhaps he’s just getting better.”

Ella snorted, “Couldn’t understand his sermons before he got
ill, so it can’t be getting better; he’s different I tell you.”

“Perhaps he’s just found a way of dealing with Anna’s
death.”

Ella made a face as if pigs might be on a fly-past and continued
to wipe up.

 


           
Harry Flosse sidled up to his son Colin, “You been annoying your
mother?  She’s like a bull in a Spanish village.”

Colin shuddered, he’d also caught the rough edge of her tongue,
“Search me dad. I haven’t a clue.”

Harry went off to seek his other sons, one of them must have a
clue and he needed to get it sorted before the lunch or he knew it
would be living hell across the dining table.

 


           
“And who’s that young woman with the long hair, haven’t seen her
here before?”  Asked Ella.

Jenny started on the thermos flasks, “She’s a train driver dear,
her train’s stuck in the station; she’s staying with Rupert.”

Ella paused her wiping operation, “Train Driver?  She isn’t
big enough to guide a plough let alone drive a train.”

Jenny sighed, “Nevertheless she’s a train driver dear. 
You’ll meet her at the big house this afternoon, Julia wants you to
be there, they’re having their engagement party.”

Ella wriggled her ample bottom, “Whose engagement party?”

Jenny sighed, this was hard work.

 


           
Harry sidled up to Mark and tried his information gathering tactic,
once again to no avail.  In despair he caught Julia as she
went by.  Julia raised her eyebrows, mother on the warpath was
not a good omen for her engagement party.  She patted her
father on the shoulder and told him to leave it to her.

 


           
Sarah held her hand out, Rupert hesitated. “I’ve only got the one
and I’m sure the order form said ‘dry clean only.’”

Sarah kept her hand out, “Give.”  She commanded.

He passed over his alb and a two metre long piece of plaited
white linen fibre with a tassel at each end.  “You will be
careful with it won’t you?”

“I’ll wash it by hand and dry it flat.  If it doesn’t get
washed soon you’ll catch typhoid from it.”

Rupert sighed; having Sarah around was very pleasing to him,
except she did seem to have this fetish about cleanliness. 
After all he’d had the alb nearly eight years and never caught
anything from it.

 


           
Julia poked Norman in the back causing him to break off his
conversation with Ella’s husband.  “What’s up sis?”

“Your up, I take it mum’s found out about you and…”

He hissed, “Keep your voice down!”  And took her arm to
guide her across to the only unpopulated corner of the
church. 

He glanced furtively round, “How do you know?”

“Mum’s on the warpath and dad’s looking for the culprit.”

He leant weakly against the wall, “I’m a grow man.”

Julia flashed him a wicked smile, “Grown you might be, man you
might be, but mother’s son you will always be and our particular
mother has ways of making her views known.”

Norman groaned, Julia nodded across the room, “How did she find
out?”

“She took some clothes into my room and Petra was asleep in my
bed, well not actually asleep, she’s got the mother of all
hangovers.”

Julia grinned, “And there’s nothing like the odd bit of adultery
to get mother going is there?”

Norman crossed his arms, “It’s not adultery, she’s not
married.”

Julia raised an eyebrow and half-smiled, “Then why is she
wearing a wedding ring and engagement ring on her right hand –
continental style?”

Norman half groaned as Julia swiftly leant forward, “Trouble on
the starboard bow, dad’s coming this way with a look like he wants
to ring somebody’s neck – yours I suspect.”

Norman grabbed her, “Don’t leave me.”

She patted him on the shoulder, “You’re a grown man,
remember?”

 


           
Buster stood in a corner of the church and surveyed the people
round about him.  If he looked objectively at this
congregation then any of Julia’s brothers, even her father for that
matter, could have killed his former employers.  However, for
the moment he dismissed them from his mind and concentrated on
Daniel.  After the close encounter he was sure of two things,
firstly that he snorted cocaine, his nose and upper lip had that
distinctive red appearance despite discrete use of stage
make-up.  And secondly he was not the sort of man to spend a
few weeks in isolation at a cottage in the middle of nowhere. 
His life-style was notorious and usually entailed large parties at
expensive hotels, not self-sufficiency in a fenland cottage. 
He decided that Daniel was now on the top of his suspect list.

 


           
Jill and Harriet came over to talk to Sarah as soon as Julia left
them in search of Norman.  Harriet looked her up and down,
“That really your train?”

“Yes, every carriage and truck.”

“You really staying with Rupert?”

“Yes, I’m in the bedroom that looks out over the garden.”

“Scary,”  said Harriet in awe.

Sarah smiled at her, “The house isn’t scary at all, old, but not
scary.”

“Not the house, him.”

Jill leant over Harriet, “That’s not very nice dear, Rupert has
been kind to us.”

Harriet nodded, “But he’s still scary, he’s like Mr Cranky.”

Sarah looked at Jill, “Mr Cranky?”

“A cartoon character that invents marvellous things out of scrap
items, but they never quite work properly.”

Sarah laughed.

 


           
Rupert finished talking to Daniel and looked across the room at
Sarah laughing.  Something in him made him wish he could share
the joke, sharing anything with Sarah somehow made him feel
good.  He felt a touch on his arm and turned to look into the
anxious face of Norman.  Rupert felt himself frown. 
Norman glanced anxiously across the church.  “My dad’s looking
for me and I’ve got to tell him about Petra before mum does. 
Don’t suppose you’d stay and give me some moral support?”

Rupert patted him on the arm, “We reap what we sow.  You’re
a good farmer, you should know that; we reap what we sow.  And
the answer is yes, but don’t expect me to support your actions,
after all you’re a grown man and knew what you were doing.”

Norman muttered something and wandered away.  Rupert again
looked at Sarah with his own words ringing in his mind, ‘we reap
what we sow,’ but just what did he want to reap from his
relationship – if that’s what you could call it – with her?

 


           
By a clever bluff in pretending to head towards Colin, Harry
cornered his son by the font.  One look at his face told him
that he’d found the reason for his wife’s displeasure.  Norman
swallowed, “Can we sit down and talk dad?”  He managed to say
in a sort of strangled voice.

They sat in the back pew.  Norman swallowed again as if he
were trying to digest something very indigestible.  He sighed,
“I’ve been a bit of a fool dad.”

Harry nodded, “Must have been, your mother’s on the warpath good
and proper.”

Norman inwardly groaned, this was going to be the second
difficult meeting with his dad in as many days.  “She found
out that I’ve been sleeping with Petra.”

Harry nodded, “I thought it must be something… WHAT!”

Norman closed his eyes, “I didn’t set out to seduce her dad, it
just sort of happened.”

Harry rolled his eyes, “Oh I see, you just happened to be
together and accidentally found yourself in the same bed. 
What do you take me for, some kind of idiot?”

“No, it wasn’t like that, she was showing me how to do a stage
kiss and then…”

Harry held up his hand, “No more,” he commanded, “I don’t want to
hear any more.”

He took a deep breath, “Just find yourself somewhere else to
sleep until this snows gone and then you go with it, and don’t come
back until you’ve grown up.”

Harry stood up and walked out of the church; Norman put his head
in his hands.

 


           
Rupert watched Norman depart like a man who’d just heard that the
horse they had backed had come in last.  He figured that
Norman’s back-pew talk with his father had not gone well. 
Rupert pondered; just suppose Sarah had slipped into bed with him
one night, what would he do?  He felt emotional stirrings and
knew that, despite his strong moral and ethical principles, he
would probably not throw her out.  He sidled up to Harry just
as he was leaving.  “Norman look’s a bit down.”  He
ventured.

Harry scowled, “Been a pratt.”

Rupert wondered how to take the conversation on without letting
Harry know what Norman has told him earlier on. “All make mistakes
Harry.”

Harry sighed from somewhere deep within, “Not a simple mistake
Rupert, a deliberate and unforgivable act.”

Rupert mused.  “Are you sure it was deliberate and not just
foolish?”

Harry opened his mouth and then closed it.  Rupert the
otherworldly he could cope with, Rupert the profound was more
difficult.  Rupert licked his lips and said softly, “Just
stand back for a moment Harry and consider all the silly things and
bad decisions you’ve made in your life.  All the muck-ups
you’ve made that affected other people.  All the times you’ve
had a near miss.  Wouldn’t it be worse if you were told that
these could never be forgiven or made amends for?”

Harry blinked, Rupert licked his lips again.  “God doesn’t
keep a list of the hurt we have caused him if we’ve asked for his
forgiveness and understanding.  Whatever Norman’s done we
shouldn’t put ourselves in the place of judge and jury and condemn
him forever.”

Harry frowned, “But…”

Rupert ignored him and ploughed on.  “Just imagine that,
God forbid, Norman walked out of here and got run over.  How
would you feel about the last words you spoke to him?”

Harry frowned, “Why you taking his side?”

Rupert shook his head, “I’m not taking anybody’s side.  I’m
just grateful that the last time I saw Anna she hugged me and told
me that she loved me.  I couldn’t have borne the grief if we’d
parted on a row.”

He dropped his voice a little, “I’m also grateful for friends
who stood by me and picked me up when I was down, who didn’t
condemn, but just helped me through another day.

Harry sighed again and patter Rupert on the shoulder.  “OK
Rupert, I’ve got the message.”

He walked briskly out of the church.

 


           
Sarah watched the interchange from the vestry doorway.  She
couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the body language said it
all.  Initially Harry was all bristly and full of indignation,
by the time Rupert had said a few gentle words he was all
understanding.  It suddenly occurred to her that prior to
Anna’s death he’d been a good vicar, even so she needed to get her
hands on his clerical shirt just long enough to give it a
reasonable iron.

 


           
Harry caught up with Norman as he entered the farmyard in front of
the house.  Harry grabbed his elbow and steered him into the
small barn.  Norman waited for another blast of Harry’s
tongue.  Instead Harry took a deep breath, “Look lad I might
have been a bit hasty.  It was just all a bit of a
shock.  My son, my house and all that, but you’re right,
you’re a grown lad and I’ve really no say in the matter.”

Norman wondered if the snow had affected his hearing.  He
sat down on the wheel of an old trailer.  “But your right it’s
your house dad.”  He paused and added, “Believe me when I say
I didn’t plan this.  I didn’t set out to seduce her.”

Harry stared out across the courtyard, his thoughts caught up in
another time and another place.  A sunny day over forty years
ago and three months before his marriage when he and Jenny had been
literally making hay together and had ended up making love in a
hay-loft.  Neither had planned it, both hadn’t wanted to have
intercourse before they were married and yet both had passionately
enjoyed the experience.  He tore himself back into the
present.  “All right son I’ll keep my nose out of your
business.”

Norman sighed with relief, “What about mum?”

Harry pulled down his windcheater, “You leave your mother to
me.”

He went to leave the barn and stopped.  He said softly,
“Just don’t make a fool of her son, and don’t go leading her where
you don’t want to follow.”

With that obtuse advice he left.  Norman sat still for a
good ten minutes until his frozen ears could bear the pain of the
cold no longer, but it was ten worthwhile minutes.

 


           
Harry walked into the kitchen.  Jenny was stirring the gravy
as if all life needed to be chastised from it.  He sat down
and pulled off his boots while noting her angry brow.  “Been
talking to Norman,” he said casually.

“So you know what he’s been up to, “she retorted.

Harry nodded.  “And I’ve been thinking.”

She slammed back a saucepan lid after inspecting the peas. 
“About what?  Throwing out that young hussy into the
snow?”

“About Old Samuel’s barn,” he said.

She stopped stirring wondering what he was rambling about. 
“Old Samuel’s barn?  What about his barn?”

He smiled, “Old Samuel’s barn on a summer’s day after haymaking
with my fiancée.”

She stopped stirring, he continued.  “I know we was wrong,
but I’ve never regretted that day, in fact it’s one of my most
treasured memories.”

She sat down at the table with him.  “You haven’t told
Norman, you…”

He laid his huge paw over her wrinkled hand, “Of course
not.  I promised I’d never tell a soul and it’ll be our secret
to my dying day, but it’s still a lovely secret.”

Her mind wandered back through the years to that other time and
place.  “We were terribly young and we were engaged.”

Harry stroked her hand, “All I’m saying love is that those
that’s been in glasshouses shouldn’t go throwing stones.”

She sat still and Harry could almost watch as the anger drained
from her.  It had taken him years to realise that she was as
swift to leave anger behind as she was to take it up, providing she
had some rational reason for doing so. The peas started to boil
over and she got up, she turned them down and smiled at Harry,
“It’s one of my best memories to.  It was the perfect end to a
perfect day.”

She turned and concentrated on rescuing the think glutinous mass
that was supposed to be the gravy and Harry relaxed, not only had
he diverted a storm he’d resurrected a cherished memory, a shared
cherished memory.

 


           
Not too far away Sarah was standing in the vicarage kitchen. 
She peered into the casserole dish and frowned.  The contents
of the pot had fragmented into a steaming mess.  She prodded
it, stirred it and sighed, it was a total failure.  She was
about to throw it out when a movement on the hearth rug stopped
her.  Hoof was watching with his large brown eyes as if
anticipating a gorgeous feast.  Sarah let out a long breath
and turned the pottage into his food bowl to cool.  Hoof let
out a sigh and lay down.  She pursed her lips, “Something,
“she said to the dog, “tells me that you’ve been here before.”

“Been where before?”

Sarah jumped at Rupert’s words and pointed to the mess. 
“Casserole, not fit for human consumption.”

Rupert laughed, “It’s the aluminium casserole dish.  I’ve
never managed to use it, Anna could never cook in it and Hoof is
always the winner.  There’s a cast-iron dish in the
kitchenette, that works fine.”

She knew he meant the one with the horrendous built up of
charred matter around the edge of the bottom.  Rupert rubbed
his hands.  “How about a stir-fry?  There’s some frozen
fish and Chinese vegetables in the freezer.”

Sarah mentally ran through the freezer contents, “I hadn’t
noticed,” she said nodding to the freezer in the corner.

Rupert stared at it as if seeing it for the first time. 
“Not that one, the one in the garage.”

Sarah swallowed as a ghastly thought crossed her mind, “Have you
used that freezer since…”  She swallowed again, “Since Anna
died.”

He shrugged, “Might have, use the one in the garage more.”

Sarah counted her blessings that they hadn’t died of food
poisoning and sought out the garage.

 


           
Julia wiped the soup bowl clean with her piece of bread, “That was
yummie.”

Buster gave a slow smile, “Now do you want the bad news?”

“Bad news?”

“I’ve put Maria’s organiser back into the freezer, It woke up
and remembered that it needed a password.”

Julia ate the last few breadcrumbs off her plate.  “You
could just reset the thing, you’ve got the data card.”

“No good, bet it’s encrypted so you need the organiser to read
it.  Reset it and you’ve got gobbledegook.”

He downed the last of his coffee and carefully place the china
mug on a porcelain coaster.  “Suppose we’d better start
getting ready for our pretence at an engagement party.”

She caught the sorrow in his voice.  She suddenly reached
across the breakfast-bar and laid her hand on Buster’s.  “I
haven’t said no and the longer we’re together the more unlikely it
becomes that I will.  For all you know I might be a screaming
harridan of  woman who’d make your life a living hell.”

He flipped his hand and held onto her while gently massaging her
hand.  “You’re no such thing and you know it.  I know
it’s crazy and it’s not in your vicar’s rule book of acceptable
ways to start a relationship, but you are the woman for me.  I
knew it when I saw you ploughing and I know it even more now.”

She took in his steady gaze (was this a loving gaze?) 
“You’ll get fed up and want one of your club girls.”

He murmured, “They’re just girls, you’re a woman, the only woman
for me.”

She let go of him, walked around the breakfast bar, put her
hands around his waist and kissed his cheek before whispering,
“Just give me time.  Three days ago I was an innocent
schoolteacher worrying about my hockey team, today I’m a minder’s
moll in another world.”

He stroked her nose with his, “Have all the time in the world,”
and kissed her on the cheek.

She paused, kissed him briefly on the lips and stood back. 
“Time to get ready or my family will have nothing to eat and I want
to put on a good show for them.”

They piled the plates into the dishwasher and set it
running.  Buster stretched, “Now leave the nibbles for the
meal to me.  There’s plates of pre-set nibbles in the basement
freezer so it won’t be difficult, and I’ll look up some decent
wine.”

Julia nodded, “And some of that scrumptious Apple juice.”

He grinned, “Didn’t scrump it, bought it legit.”

It took her a few seconds to realize his play on words before
she chuckled.  All of a sudden her cares about her job and
worries abut her family seemed a million miles away, so perhaps
this was a peculiar form of love after all.










Chapter 20
Prelude to a Soirée


While Buster was putting out the food and drink Julia, for the
first time, went into Maria and Jeremy's room.  It was huge
and dominated by a seven foot circular bed that was covered in
purple silk sheets and topped by four bright pink silk covered
pillows.  There were no bedside cabinets, bedside lights or
bedside chairs, just the bed in splendid isolation.  Julia
investigated the room further, on one side there was a huge walk-in
wardrobe full of her expensive dresses and his expensive suits and
racks of blouses, shirts and underwear.  On the other side
there was an en-suite bathroom and off of that a ladies powder room
with a huge dressing table that was positively laden with expensive
make-up.  She went back into the centre of the bedroom and
stood still.  It was different to her parent’s bedroom, there
you felt happiness and mutual comfort, here she felt only lavish
coexistence and mutual sadness.  It was as if there was this
all pervading feeling of wanting more, always wanting more. 
More money, more comfort and more love.  She shivered and went
to leave.  At the door she looked back, frowned and crossed
over to the bed.  One of the pillows was askew.  She
picked it up to plump it before putting it back in it’s rightful
place and out tumbled Jeremy’s organiser, a tiny pink mobile phone,
a shiny red credit card for a Swiss Bank, an exquisite tiny
filigreed silver cross in a small polythene bag and five small
photographs that had obviously been folded inside a small piece of
paper.  She read the note on the paper, looked at the
photographs and screamed.

 


           
Rupert finished washing up the wok and looked down the lounge to
where Sarah was sitting reading a book with her toes pointing
towards the wood-burning stove.  He paused for a moment and
thought.  Was it only a few days ago that she had arrived and
he had resented her intrusion upon his life?  He knew in his
heart of hearts that in the last three days he’d come to terms more
with Anna’s death than in the last three years.  She’d also
opened up to him the possibility of companionship, not just plain
companionship, but real female companionship.  He tried to
analyse what he felt for her.  Paternal protection? 
Friendship?  Love?  He sighed, he just did not know, this
was new and uncharted territory for him.  He quietly put the
wok away praying that the snow would stay just a few more days to
enable him to get his thoughts together.  He picked up a book
on Ancient Mesopotamia that he had been meaning to read for years
and padded up the lounge to sit beside her and start reading. 
As they sat together, the wood crackled in the stove and the words
started to be absorbed by his brain he knew that he was beginning
to find peace.

 


           
Dinner at Flosse farm was a subdued affair, but at least Jenny was
not on the warpath.  Petra didn’t appear and perhaps that was
for the best, given the circumstances.  As Jill and Harriet
had volunteered to wash up Colin decided that the time was right
for him to retreat to his bedroom and sneak a quick listen to the
rugby commentary from Ireland.  He was disturbed by his mother
knocking at the door.  She entered his room clutching
something in her hand.  She took hold of Colin’s huge hand and
dropped into it a small diamond engagement ring.  She looked
him in the eyes in a sort of pensive fashion.  “This was my
grandmothers.  I kept it because I had this fancy notion of
one day passing it on to my daughter.”

She shrugged, “But she’s got hands like a bunch of bananas and
in any case she’s now got that fancy ring from Buster.”

She shuffled from foot to foot.  “It’s not that I didn’t
think that any of our sons would want it, it’s just that Julia was
the easy choice.”

Colin gazed at the ring and she added, “Had it professionally
cleaned and the setting checked over when Julia was eighteen.”

Colin gently turned the ring over in his hand, “It’s beautiful
mum, your grandma must have been some person.”

Jenny nodded, “She married a Major in the cavalry, this is the
ring he gave her.  He died in the Boer war and she married
again and passed the ring onto my mother, who never used it.”

She watched his eyes, “So it’s at least a hundred years old. My
mother always told me that the ring was already a heirloom when
granma got it, so it’s quite old.”

Colin lifted his eyes to look at her, “And precious.”

She said softly, “And I reckon Jill’s precious to you.”

Colin kissed her on the cheek, “Thanks mum.”

She turned to go and paused, “What do you think of that Petra
and our Norman?”

Word had got round about Jenny walking in on Petra so Colin
chose his words carefully.  “To be honest I don’t know. 
At first I thought she was out for a laugh, now I’m not so
sure.”  He bit his bottom lip, “But I am sure of one thing
mum, she’s probably not the sort to live in the country.”

Jenny sighed and left.  Colin gazed at the ring in his hand
and knew that his mother was giving him a gently message and
telling him to ‘get on with it and propose.’  He smiled, she
was probably right, he did need a nudge and now he had no excuse to
wait any longer.

 


           
As they were speaking, ‘that Petra’ was sitting on the side of
Norman’s bed feeling like she’d had her entrails and brain removed
to be replaced by jelly.  Normally she couldn’t have cared
less about what other people thought of her, but Jenny’s discovery
earlier on had rattled her.  Jenny had offered her open
hospitality in a storm and she, quite literally, had abused that
hospitality.  Normally she’d toss her head, walk away and
mutter something like ‘get stuffed.’  But she couldn’t walk
away, for a start there was the snow locking her into the farmhouse
and secondly there was Norman.  He was definitely not the
first man she had ever slept with.  In fact she’d been
‘playing the field’ for some time with the effect that the more she
slept around the less attached she became to the men she was
sleeping with.  However Norman had got under her
defences.  She’d first thought that he was a big lummox,
whereas he’d proved to be quite a tender sensitive person and, to
his great advantage, he had not treated her like an easy going
sex-object but like a lady to be treated with courtesy and
respect.  The weather had also forced her to stay with him and
not just walk away, as was her usual practice.  This had meant
she’d actually taken time to get to know him.  She really
wanted to creep back into bed and sleep for a week, on the other
hand Norman wanted to take her to his sister’s engagement
party.  She stood up and staggered into the bathroom where she
put her head straight under the cold tap wondering whether she was
becoming slightly demented.

 


           
Buster appeared in the bedroom, open flick-knife in hand, about
fifteen seconds after Julia screamed.  He quickly assessed the
room, took in the view of Julia with a face like parchment and
rushed up to her.  She offered, with trembling hand, the
photographs and the note.  Instinctively he put his right arm
around her waist while using his left hand to look at the
photographs.  They were gruesome.  The first photograph
showed Maria sitting on a man’s lap and gazing into his eyes, she
was wearing nothing but a baby-doll nightdress.  The second
showed Maria dancing cheek to cheek with the same man, who was
obviously tall dark and handsome; this time she was wearing a
slinky black dress.  The third photograph, a rather grainy
long-distance shot through a hotel bedroom window, showed Maria in
bed with the same man. The forth photograph showed the man lovingly
placing the small silver cross around Maria’s neck; this photograph
was in black and white and obviously taken from some surreptitious
camera with a poor quality wide-angle lens.  The fifth
photograph, in full high quality colour, showed the man lying on
some grassy knoll with his throat cut.  The note said simply,
“Job done, send payment via usual channels.”

Buster felt Julia shudder and he increased the pressure of his
hugging arm.  He nodded to himself, “That explains the quick
exit, fleecing you main competitor is one thing, having him bumped
off is quite another.”

Julia thought she might be sick, she said weakly, “He had his
throat cut.”

Buster gave the photograph the once over.  “Not cut,
garrotted.  Shows in the eyes.”

He felt Julia shudder and threw the photographs on the bed and
put both arms around Julia and hugged her to him.  She pushed
him away, “Did you know about this?”

There was fear, anger and hurt in her voice.  Buster took a
step back, “I swear I never had any idea about this.  I was
just their minder, I never got involved in their day to day
activities.”

Julia pointed a finger at the photographs, “So this is
day-to-day activities?”

Buster realised that he was fighting for his relationship with
her and a wrong answer could send it all down the drain.  “I
don’t know what it is and that’s being honest.  It could be
that Maria had an affair and Jeremy took umbrage, or – more likely
- it could be that they were planning to blackmail the poor chap
and he wouldn’t pay and threatened to retaliate.  These are
typical private investigator shots.”  He paused, “I’m not
saying that it was a private investigator mind, only that the
photographs look like the sort you’d expect from one of
them types.”

Julia stared at him, she looked even whiter than before. 
“Look,” he said earnestly, “I’m no saint, I’ve roughed up the odd
person, but the most I’ve done is break a few arms.  This is
way out of my league and if I’d know that either of them was into
this sort of thing I’d have been over the hill faster than
Roadrunner.”

Julia squinted at him. “Honest?”

He nodded, “Honest, bad news for minders this sort of thing,
they’re usually the first in line.”

She sat on the bed, “I want to believe you.”

He knelt in front of her and held her hands.  “I swear on
me mother’s grave I didn’t know, I wasn’t involved and I’ve no idea
what they were doing.”

Julia frowned, “But your Maria’s minder, surely she couldn’t
just swan off without you knowing, this was obviously not done in a
day.”

He shrugged, “Not stuck like glue.  I’m there when she’s
most vulnerable, but if they’re working alone or out in a
restaurant I’m not always around.  Sometimes they deliberately
told me to take the evening off, or get lost.”

Julia watched his eyes, it looked like he was telling the
truth.  She glanced at the photographs again and it all
overwhelmed her.  “Oh Buster,” she moaned.  He leapt to
his feet and held her to his chest.  To tell the truth he felt
quite weak, not from the photos or his ex-employers activities, but
weak from the fact that he’d almost lost her.  That was
something he decided must never happen again.

 


           
Sarah looked up from her book, placed a bookmark in the pages and
gently closed it.  Rupert was still absorbed in his book and
demolishing pages at a prodigious rate.  “I’d better get
ready,” she said quietly as she circumnavigated the
settee. 

There was a slight pause and Rupert looked up, “Oh, is it that
time already?”

She leant on the back of the settee, “There’s plenty of time,
you can read some more.”

On impulse she bent over the back of the settee and gently
kissed him on the top of his ear.  She had no idea why she did
it or what had led her to do it; it just seemed natural.  She
walked off and left him sitting on the settee, book in hand. 
However all thoughts of Mesopotamian conquests had fled from his
mind to be replaced by other bewildering thoughts that had nothing
to do with ancient armies.

 


           
Buster was still hugging Julia when the doorbell rang.  She
held onto him, “We must talk later.”

He held her to him, “We’ll talk all you like.”

He stood up, “I’ll answer the door, you get ready.”

He licked his bottom lip, “Hate to say this at this particular
moment, but keep your eyes open, just in case anybody acts peculiar
in the dining room.”

She shuddered, “Do you think they will?”

“No.”

At the door he paused, “Don’t forget to close the door at the
top of the stairs, don’t want anybody poking about up here.”

She nodded, “Code’s 4769##5.”

He left and she looked at the small cross.  It was
absolutely exquisite, rather like a small Belgium lace cross that
had been gilded, except that it was made out of good quality
silver.  She wandered over to the full length mirror on the
wardrobe door and held the cross up to her neck.  On Maria it
had hung over her bosom, on Julia’s thicker neck it would hang just
below the throat.  She reached behind her neck and fastened
the safety clasp.  She stared at herself in the mirror and
whispered softly, “What’s becoming of you Julia?  A dead
woman’s ring, a dead man’s gift and a dead couple’s house.  Is
this what you really want?”

She paused as if waiting for an answer and stood for a long time
fingering the cross with her left hand so that both cross and ring
and bedroom were in the image in the mirror.

 


           
Buster opened the door and Norma and Petra tumbled in, followed by
Mark.  They disrobed of their winter outer garments and Buster
lead them into the house.  The men went ahead and Buster took
one look at Petra.  He pointed, “Downstairs loo is in
there.”

She rushed in and within seconds he could hear her retching into
the WC pan.  He glanced into the lounge to see Norman and Mark
playing with the TV and searching for the football channel, he
smiled to himself; shopping channels they might find, football
channels never.  He padded to the kitchen, poured out half a
pint of milk and added a raw egg, a spoonful of sugar and a couple
of crushed anti-acid tablets.  He went back and as Petra
emerged from the toilet thrust the drink into her hand. 
“Drink this,”  he commanded.

He thought she was going to refuse, however she took the glass
and dutifully downed the contents without pausing.  He looked
her straight in the eyes, “Now stay off the wine until you’ve eaten
something substantial or you’ll make a bigger fool of yourself than
yesterday.”

He turned and left her without waiting for a reply.

 


           
Sarah also sat looking into a mirror.  She’d finished brushing
her hair and had donned a dark red dress that Jill had lent
her.  The dress was a little tight and as such it emphasised
her small bosom and tiny waist, but the colour did not quite go
with her fawn hair.  Otherwise the dress with its calf length
hem and high neck was a model of decorum.  She wriggled her
toes and thought that it was a shame that Jill’s feet were bigger
than hers whilst Harriet’s feet were apparently smaller, thus she’d
have to walk around in bare feet rather than clump about in her
boots.  However, it was her image in the mirror that worried
her as she sat with her hair lying across her shoulders rather than
in a plait.  She knew that Rupert would find her attractive,
she’d already caught him staring at her once or twice and
instinctively knew that he’d been admiring her.  That was part
of her dilemma, she actually liked being admired for being an
attractive woman, it was a new experience for her and she had
surprised herself at how much she enjoyed it.  The other part
of her dilemma was that it all seemed partially surreal.  She
used up her last piece of her normal pinkish raspberry 
lipstick and gazed at herself.  Is this what she wanted,
really wanted?  Rupert was not exactly the catch of the year
and Trembine Halt was not exactly the centre of the universe. 
She had this eerie feeling that she was on a precipice at the top
of a bobsleigh run and that if she stepped of she would find
herself sliding down into marriage and life at Trembine Halt with
Rupert.  She knew that he could never move, perhaps shouldn’t
move, away from the house and his past, but could she live here and
live here with him?  She sat gazing at herself for some time,
trying to analyse her feelings, trying to imagine the future,
trying to decide whether to wear the dress and step off the
precipice or whether to put Anna’s cast-offs back on and step back
from the brink.  In the end she stood up, did a twirl for
herself and walked out of the room; she had decided, she was
stepping off.

 


           
Harriet, on the other hand, was holding her breath.  She was
peering through the crack in the lounge door at Flosse farm. 
In the lounge were her mother and Colin.  She couldn’t hear
what was being said, but the body language was unmistakable. 
Colin was down on one knee and offering a small gold ring to her
mother.  Just two days ago she’d asked her mother if Colin
proposed would she marry him?  Jill had given her an evasive
answer and worried her; if she didn’t marry Colin she might become
an old maid as she wasn’t getting any younger and as far as Harriet
knew there were no other men in her life.  Harriet watched and
wondered what would happen.  All of a sudden Jill flung
herself at Colin and wrapped her arms around his neck.  She
quietly let out a breath and decided to wait at least another
minute before she ‘accidentally’ walked in on them.  After
all, shouldn’t she be the first to know?

 


           
Daniel looked in the mirror and ran his hand through his Mohican
haircut.  He sighed, Ambrose House was the last place on Earth
that he wanted to go to, but to not go might arouse the suspicions
of that minder chappie.  He checked that his clothes were
suitably casual and started to don a full length Macintosh. 
Parties he liked, this one he didn’t fancy; in fact he didn’t fancy
it at all.

 










Chapter 21
Let's Celebrate


Harriet scoffed another Guinea Fowl canapé while her mother
wasn’t looking.  She wasn’t really a vegetarian, but saying so
made her special.  A voice whispered in her ear, “I won’t let
on, try the Pheasant Pie.”

She turned to see a grinning Colin, she grinned back and headed
for the pie.

 


           
Jill proffered her left hand to Sarah, who dutifully studied the
ring.  “It’s beautiful, where did he get it?”

“Family heirloom, sort of makes it feel more important.”

Rupert took his turn at looking at the ring.  He raised his
bushy eyebrows, “It’s almost a perfect fit.”

“About a quarter of a size too large, I’ll get it seen to when
he’s not looking.”

Rupert smiled, but not at her reply.  He could see Sarah’s
full length image in the convex mirror above the fireplace. 
When she’d first appeared wearing the dress, and with her hair
down, she’d taken his breath away.  Could this be the same
woman who dressed in a boiler suit and boots?  He brought his
mind, reluctantly, back to the conversation.  “Don’t suppose
you’ve discussed a date?”

Sarah felt like nudging him, but he was too far away.  Jill
flashed him a white-toothed smile, “Not yet, but we have discussed
where.  We’d like it here and we’d like you to do it”

Rupert almost grew in stature, “It will be a pleasure.  I
take it Harriet will be a bridesmaid.”

Jill laughed, “You just try and stop her!”

 


           
Harry sipped the white wine and smacked his lips, he nudged Mark,
“This is beautiful stuff.”

Mark picked up a bottle, “Should be, it’s about fifty quid a
bottle.”

“What!”

“We had some for the opening of that fancy greenhouse in
Cornwall, slips down like nectar from heaven.”

Harry glanced over at his daughter. She was smiling and
laughing., flashing her engagement ring and wearing a dainty silver
cross for all to see.  Harry mentally frowned, he knew his
daughter well and she was acting.  Least he felt she was
acting, it was hard to tell.  She definitely was happy,
happier than he’d seen for years, but there was something he
couldn’t put his finger on, something, somewhere, wrong.  He
tried to compose his thoughts; not wrong he thought, uneasy. 
Yes, that was it she was uneasy about something.  He relaxed,
who wouldn’t be uneasy hosting a party in a house that was not your
home and which was obviously very well kitted out with no expense
spared.  He looked round for Buster, but he was nowhere to be
seen.

 


           
Daniel eyed Buster’s oily knife, it was the last thing he’d wanted
to see at the engagement party.  Buster smiled showing his
teeth and putting no warmth into it.  “I said what’s your
interest in poking about in the cupboards?”

Daniel wondered about making a break for the door and edged
slightly sideways to circumnavigate a coffee table.  Buster
stayed firmly in front of the closed door.  Daniel had
inspected the dining room and had been looking in the corner
cupboard in the small back sitting room when Buster had cornered
him.  He hopped from foot to foot.  He didn’t mind a pub
brawl, but tackling someone with muscles, and a knife, like Buster,
was beyond his aspirations.  He held his hands up, “OK, I
cough.  I did it.”

“Did what?”

Daniel frowned, “Stole the cutlery.”

“Cutlery?”  Said Buster on a rising inflection.

“Ten minutes ago, I slipped a knife and fork into me topcoat. I
sort of collect them wherever I go and last time I only got a
spoon.”

Buster furrowed his brow, “You been here before?”

Daniel became more nervous.  “When you were out on some
errand with the Merc, first day it snowed.”

“What for?”

“Private.”

Buster took half a step forward, “What for?”

Daniel crossed his arms and grinned like a Cheshire cat, “If you
don’t know I’m not telling.  If Jeremy wants you to know he’d
tell you.  You’re a hired hand not the top dog.”

Buster licked his lips and lowered his voice, “Difficult,” 
he said menacingly, “playing a guitar with a finger missing.” 
He moved the knife less than a millimetre. 

Daniel got the message and smiled again, “You wouldn’t not here,
not now, not with all those people outside.”

Buster grinned, “But you ain’t going nowhere are you, not in
this weather.  Sleep well tonight will we?  Or
tomorrow?  Or the next day?”

Daniel considered his options.  “He’s not Jeremy Lyons and
she’s not Maria Scott-Packard. When I knew them they were John
Mayne and Olga Harris.  They were drug dealers and controlled
most of the clubs in Berlin.  I Used to play Berlin a lot in
the early years.  They disappeared when a couple of their
runners turned canary.  Then lo and behold fifteen years later
I find them in this little hamlet.”

Buster tried to get his brain in gear, Daniel was talking about
them as if they were still alive.  “Don’t give me that, you
didn’t just stumble across them.”

Daniel raised his hands, “Believe me I did.  Record company
is screaming for another album so I went to ground here, didn’t
expect to stumble over Maria.  She may have changed her nose,
but she’s still got the green tattoo on her shoulder blade.”

“She never went out, not here.”

“I called to say hello, got bored with solitude.”

“Pull the other one,” grunted Buster.

Daniel raised his hands again, “OK, OK, I saw you drive them in
and thought I recognised him, it’s that droopy eyelid of his. 
I called to see if I was right and if they had any stuff.”

“Stuff?”

“Coke.”

“So what happened.”  Said Buster.

“Maria threw a fit and accused me of being an undercover cop,
seems she didn’t recognise me.”  He really sounded hurt that
what he thought of as his famous face had passed her by.

“And?”  Encouraged Buster.

“John, or Jeremy, or whatever his real name is, offered me a
hundred grand to keep quiet.”

Buster rolled his eyes, “Oh come on, he never offers anyone
anything.”

Daniel became agitated, “I’m telling the truth, I couldn’t
believe my luck, £100,000 for doing nothing.”  He scowled,
“Should have left then and there, but I had a celebration drink and
when I woke up in the morning the damn snow had really arrived and
the taxi couldn’t get to me.”  He shrugged, “Reckoned that
they’d set you onto me, I’ve still got the money, you can have it
back.”

Buster could imagine the panic when Daniel had left the house
and knew now what had made Jeremy and Maria so jittery. 
Buster considered his options.  He closed up his flick
knife.  “Generous of you,” he said.

Daniel frowned, “Pardon?”

“Generous of you, to give £100,000 to the National Rehab
Confederation; that is the charity you’re always banging on about
isn’t it?”

Daniel nodded, “I’m their patron.”

“Well then,” said Buster, “It’ll be a good home for the £100,000
won’t it.”

Daniel’s eyes narrowed, “Why?”

Buster smirked, “’Cause it’ll make you look good and if you ever
even whisper the names of John Mayne and Olga Harris to anyone
we’ll make it known that you gave the charity £100,000 you’d got by
extortion and blackmail; now wouldn’t that just be
embarrassing?”

Daniel didn’t move for a second or two and then said softly, “Oh
very clever.  I thought that he was too eager to give me the
money, but it’s a lock-in.  I don’t say about them and my
charity gets the bonus, but then I can’t say at a later date
because my name will be mud and my charity discredited.”

Buster grinned, Daniel had got the point perfectly.  Daniel
crossed his arms, “Suppose I go to the police before I give the
money?”

“Suppose you learn to play the guitar with three fingers.”

“You don’t frighten me.”

“Perhaps not, but the long arm of John Mayne and Olga Harris
ought to.”

Daniel again got the point and the meaning of the veiled
threat.  He nodded, “OK, it’s a deal.  Who cares about
them anyway?”

Buster moved to one side and Daniel made for the door, as he
drew level Buster whispered, “Enjoy giving the money, but remember
the terms and conditions.”

Buster watched him saunter towards the lounge, put on a false
smile and start talking to Simon.  Buster smiled to himself,
he’d solved the problem of Daniel, the missing money and eliminated
Daniel from his list of murder suspects all in one go.  Daniel
obviously thought they were alive or the lock-in would not have
worked.  Buster headed for the hall and Daniel’s disgusting
top-coat, he had some cutlery to retrieve.

 


           
Sarah watched Rupert pop a small sausage roll into his mouth in one
smooth action.  She eyed the wine and went for the apple
juice.  Rupert sidled over to her, “Not drinking?”

“And have you take advantage of me whilst I’m under the
influence?”

He immediately turned red and almost spluttered out the remains
of the sausage roll.  She realised that she might have made a
foolish quip and gently laid a hand on his arm, “Joke.  I know
you never would, otherwise I wouldn’t jest about it.”

He gazed at her for a full five seconds before half-smiling,
“Oh, I see.”

She gently squeezed his arm, “I wouldn’t be staying with you at
all if I had one iota of doubt about your personal morality,
OK?”

He licked some crumbs off of his lips, “I must say you do look
ravishing in that dress, where did you get it?”

“Jill lent it to me and it’s as tight as hell, but thank you for
the compliment.”

She already knew he liked her in the dress as his eyes had
almost popped out of his head when he had first seen her in
it..  His eyes glanced back and forth across the room, “You’re
turning every head in the room.”

She knew that no such thing was true and that next to Petra’s
looks and Jill’s natural poise she came in a poor third.  She
glanced at Julia, maybe even a poor fourth.  She ran a finger
down his clean shaven chin, “They say beauty is in the eye of the
beholder.”

“Then I’m a beholder,” he replied while his eyes furtively
glanced over to Simon, who was staring at her over Daniel’s
shoulder.  She patted him on the shoulder and lowered her
voice.  “Just remember I’m wearing the dress for you.  If
you weren’t here I’d have come in my boiler suit.”

He gave her a smile that was probably meant to charm the birds
from the trees while only succeeding to make himself look like a
village idiot.  She took a sip of apple juice.  She knew
that she’d lit the blue touchpaper; she only hoped that the
resulting explosion didn’t blow up in her face.

 


           
Petra led Norman to the little back sitting room that she’d
discovered and sat him down in one of the armchairs, she sat in the
other.  Her natural colour had returned and she was obviously
feeling more of her usual self.  She rested her plate of food
on the coffee table and took a sip of wine.  No more than two
glasses she’d promised herself two glasses ago.  Norman placed
his apple-juice on a corner cupboard and surveyed his plate of
food.  “This is good stuff.  Best buffet I’ve had in
years.”

She wondered why men cared so much about what they ate. 
“Your sister’s doing us proud.”

She put her glass down, paused picked it up and tipped the rest
of the glass into the base of a lone potted plant.  Norman
grinned, “That’s plastic.”

Petra examined it.  “Silk.”  She raised her eyes to
his and lowered her voice.  “Sorry if I’ve got you into
trouble with your family.  That’s my problem I don’t really
think ahead.”  She wondered what exactly she was doing
apologising, this was definitely not part of her normal
repertoire.

He considered eating a toasted finger of salmon pâté and decided
to be polite and leave it for later.  “It takes two to tango,”
he murmured, “I wasn’t exactly complaining.”

She reached over, took his precious salmon pâté and popped it in
her mouth.  She rolled it around inside her mouth and enjoyed
the flavour.  “Thing is,” she said after swallowing, “Let’s be
honest about it, I’m bad news for you.  I’ve never been
faithful to one man, hate living in the country, don’t want to
settle down and tend to be self-centred, least that’s what me
friends tell me.”

She popped a stuffed walnut into her mouth and crunched it to
death.  “Guess you could call me a woman who’s happy to be a
woman and happy to be single.”

Norman sipped his apple juice, noted Petra’s eyes and passed the
glass over.  He wondered just how you got so much divine
Russet flavour into one sip.  He watched her closely. 
There was something going on here that he didn’t understand. 
This had been one of the causes of his failure with women, they
would deliver statements at one level and he’d often read them at
another.  “Are you trying to convince me or convince
yourself?”

She froze with another stuffed walnut hovering just in front of
her lips. Eventually she tucked it in her mouth and ground it
between her teeth.  “What makes you think I don’t believe
it?”

He shrugged, “Male intuition.”

She ignored his answer.  “As I said, I’m bad news for you,
let’s just leave it at that.”

“Suppose I don’t want to leave it at that?”  He swiftly
retorted.

He watched her for a moment and decided that he liked what he
saw; what red blooded man wouldn’t want a blue-eyed blonde with a
figure like a supermodel?  He analysed his thoughts to see if
that is all he saw.  “If you did want to leave it at that you
wouldn’t be here, you’d be off flirting with Daniel, you know he
fancies you, he’s been ogling you all evening.”

She grinned, “He’d fancy anything in a skirt that didn’t want
commitment.” 

She gazed at her plate, “Look would you mind eating this lot,
goodness knows what the calorie count is of those miniature cream
puffs.”

“Miniature,”  he drolly replied while scooping up all three
and readily disposing of them down his gullet.  He suddenly
leant forward, “Cards on the table.”  He said
decisively.  “I wasn’t looking for you and doubtless you
weren’t looking for me.  We are also an unlikely pair of
bedfellows.”

She cringed at the word ‘bedfellows.’  He seemingly didn’t
notice and ploughed on.  “To be honest I rather thought that
you considered us all beneath you.”

He drew an invisible circle with his left index finger on the
table-top.  “But my views have changed.”

She lifted her eyes to heaven and sighed, “That’s just the sex
talking.  You like the sex ergo you like me.  I tell you
it’s a false notion.”

He leant back, “Well I’d rather like time to find out if that
statement is true.”

He leant forward again, “Let’s see.  Let the snow go and
let’s see each other outside of this place.  I guess we’d soon
know.”

She stretched out her elegant legs, “Would you expect me to be
faithful to you, by that I mean not having sex other men if I feel
like it.”

“Yes, I would.”

She steadily looked him in the eyes, “That would be rather novel
for me.”

She picked up the wine glass and ran her finger round the
top.  “I’m what’s called an easy lay, everybody knows it and
nobody expects any commitment afterwards.”

He wondered how to reply.  Eventually he sighed and
gesticulated with his hands.  “I don’t think of you as an easy
lay.  I know we started with sex, but I’ve moved on.  I
know we probably have little in common apart from acting, but we
could work at it.  I’m just asking that you give it a
go.”  He paused before adding, “And I don’t believe a word of
that ‘happy to be a woman and happy to be single’ crap.”

She made a swift grab and stole a canapé off his plate. 
“Suppose I did, would you really be faithful to me when you’re
surrounded by all those famous actresses?”

“Yes, and if I failed I’d tell you, but believe me I wouldn’t be
setting out to fail.”

“OK,”  she said to her own surprise, “I’ll give it a go, it
will be different, but new ventures are always worth trying.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

He closed his eyes and sat back with a look of pure joy on his
face, she could have hugged him.  He’d done all the running,
prevented her from diversionary tactics and hunted her down. 
She rather liked that, most men just took her to bed and then
kissed her goodbye.  In any case she couldn’t get him out of
her mind and was at a loss to know why.  He suddenly came to
life.  “One thing,” he said, “I won’t be with a load of
actresses, I’m turning down the soap job and concentrating on a
radio job.  Then I can do three days a week and live here the
rest of the time.”

“What!” She almost yelled, “What?”

 


           
Ella Happleberry surveyed what was left on the buffet table and
sniffed, this was all what she termed ‘fancy food,’ all little bits
and pieces and nothing substantial.  She gathered up two
plates of food and ambled over to her husband, thrusting a plate
under his nose.  He wrinkle said nose, “No pork pies?” 
he shouted.

“Shut up and eat.”  She replied.

Halfway through her plateful she took a brief rest and let her
eyes linger on Rupert as she wiped her fingers on a fragile wafer
thin serviette.  He was standing next to a short woman in an
over-tight dress and , try as she might, Ella could not remember
where she had come from.  Rupert laughed and Ella
smiled.  She liked Rupert and had been terribly saddened to
watch his decline from competent vicar to gibbering buffoon via a
nervous breakdown.  Now it seemed there was some sort of
normality returning to his life.  She watched as Rupert took a
plain piece of paper and with a number of deft movements turned it
into a flying swan.  She smiled as she remembered how her
grandson had been mesmerised by his paper animal skills and started
to remember when…

 


           
Simon spent most of the time huddled in a corner talking on his
mobile phone to his married girlfriend.  It had been kind of
Julia to invite him, but he was beginning to feel more and more
like an outsider.  He wanted action and activity spiced up by
a bit of avarice, but these people were different, they all seemed
to be more concerned about quality of life and contentment. 
He’d set himself a goal, he wanted to be a millionaire by the time
he was thirty-five, once he’d done that he’d be content, but until
then he needed more than this.  He caught hold of Harry as he
passed clutching half a bottle of white wine and looking content
with the world.  “Have you heard any weather reports?”

Harry gave a half-drunk grin, “Had a look at Ceefax.  Says
snow has probably passed over, but temperatures are going to stay
below freezing for a couple more days.”

Simon grimaced, “Will they snow-plough the main road out of
here?”

Harry shrugged, “Doubt it.  Usually the council rings us up
and offers a small contract to clear away some of the snow for
them.  This time they haven’t bothered, no money
apparently.”

Harry continued his journey and Simon pounced on an almost full
bottle of red wine.  He reasoned that if he had to say he
might as well enjoy himself.

 


           
Julia crept up behind Buster and then put her arm around his
shoulders.  “Just where did you get all this, I thought Maria
and Jeremy never entertained here?”

He put his arm round her waist, “They didn’t.  On the other
hand they used to have what they called their private party
evenings.  They’d have a buffet, a video and a drinking
session.  I think they used to enjoy it, in any case it
doubtless passed the time for them.”

“So this lot was frozen?”

He could hear the bewilderment in her voice.  “Cook
chill.  Yes it’s frozen, but you can bring it up to room
temperature in no time at all in a powerful microwave.  This
lot’s from a London supplier, it’s even got little tags attached to
the bags of goodies that you just plug into a slot in the
microwave, so no manual intervention required.  As I’ve said
Maria was not into cookery.”

She squeezed him too her and realised that she was more than
slightly drunk.  “However you did it it’s been
marvellous.”

He smiled like a Cheshire cat on pure cream from the
satisfaction of making her happy.  He smiled again as he
thought of the fact that this might become his life’s work from now
on, providing for her and keeping her safe had its merits, but
making her happy had more, much more.










Chapter 22
The Morning After


Julia woke up totally disorientated.  She was lying almost
fully clothed in the centre of the circular double bed.  She
rolled onto one side to spot, in the dim light, her jewellery
carefully laid out on some sort of flap that had obviously pulled
out of the wall before wondered why the room continued to
rotate.  Ten seconds later a group of blacksmith’s formed up
in her brain and started to beat the hell out of her skull. 
She re-focussed her eyes on the little flap and spotted a glass of
water and two capsule shaped tablets. She managed to down the
tablets and wonder how she had got into the bed before she
mercifully passed out

 


           
Sarah woke up to an horrendous sound.  It took her more than a
few seconds to realise that Rupert must be singing in the
bath.  She wandered over and surveyed the view.  As
promised there was no fresh snow just a white vista of frozen
landscape.  She checked her watch and phoned into base. 
Nothing had changed, nobody was on the way to liberate her train or
her and Mr Gladbury sounded if he was having his umpteenth nervous
breakdown.  On the positive front he did seem glad that she’d
phoned in and relieved that she wasn’t screaming for rescue.

 


           
Petra woke up mercifully hangover free.  Once again she was in
Norman’s bed squashed between him and the wall.  She managed
to rotate onto her back.  She wondered if the snow had
affected her brain.  Only twice in her life had she had
anything approaching a steady boyfriend.  The first had been
during her second year at drama school, he’d eventually left her
for a slinky producer, and six years ago when she’d dated a
cameraman while she was an extra on a film-set; that had ended in
total disaster when his wife had walked in on them.  One half
of her wanted to run away screaming that she wasn’t yet ready to
settle down and the other half was longing for some
stability.  Overall she knew that her life had been running
out of control, there had been nothing planned, just a random
series of jobs, liaisons and close encounters. She rolled onto her
side and let her body take up the contours provided by Norman’s
sleeping frame as this gave her the few extra millimetres that made
all the difference between being squashed and enjoying
closeness.  As she gazed at his back she began to wonder how
she had got to where she was.  Convent school to mixed sex
catholic education to drama school and almost immediately into
being involved in a soap opera  Because Stannard’s
Cove had a large number of child actors there had been strict
rules and etiquette to be followed, but once she’d left that behind
her life had taken on a divergent path..  Somehow she’d
slipped into a world of casual sex, easy affairs and total
detachment while pretending to be attached to the lifestyle. 
She hadn’t chosen this, rather she’d just slipped into it, which
rather summed her up.  She never planned, never thought ahead,
never ever sought a different path, she was always content to let
life roll on.  Of late it had not been rolling on for her,
rather it had been rolling over her.  Acting jobs had become
scarce and she’d had to take a number of jobs to make ends meet,
but with few qualifications and haphazard concentration she’d never
make a career out of any of them.  So gazed at Norman’s
back.  So was she using Norman as a means of escape, as a
lifeline, as a means to an end for her own convenience?  She
pondered for a few moments before muttering to herself ‘Oh shit,
I’m falling in love.’  She knew that this was something
different, something that reached inside her to stir destroyed and
long repressed emotions.  She tried to analyse where the
difference had occurred and drifted back into a dreamless
sleep.

 


           
Harriet looked up from her book, she’d moved onto The Lion the
Witch and the Wardrobe.  Her mother stirred in her sleep
and then her breathing went back to a regular pattern.  She
listened to the house and decided that nobody was up and about
yet.  She liked the house, it had a sort of warm and
comfortable feel that said ‘people are happy here.’  She
thought of Ambrose House and shivered; at first she’d thought it
marvellous and swish, then she’d thought it rather over-fancy and
hard edged, finally she’d decided that it had no feel at all. 
People didn’t live there, they just passed through not caring about
it on the way.  She went back to her book and got lost in the
world of Narnia.

 


           
Julia awoke a second time and realised that it was daylight. 
She glanced at her watch and rolled onto her back, it was well past
nine and she would normally have been teaching a class load of
independently minded children by now.  She decided that she
felt nominally OK and sat on the edge of the bed.  The room
did not rotate and her head only had the dullest of aches. 
She staggered to the bathroom and had a freezing cold shower. 
As she emerged from the bathroom she stopped.  Buster had
obviously put her to bed last night and had removed her jewellery,
shoes and belt, however he’d not taken advantage of the
situation.  He’d not even slipped into the same bed.  Her
heart warmed to him.

 


           
Eventually Jenny Flosse had three men at the breakfast table,
Harry, Mark and Colin.  All of them looked slightly the worse
for wear, but none of them appeared to have a gross hangover. 
She gently placed some toast in the toast rack.  “Good night
last night, Julia did us proud,”  she said.

Harry smacked his lips, “Beautiful food, wonderful wine,
dreadful furniture.  You know I couldn’t find one comfortable
seat anywhere.”

Mark stretched his arms heavenwards and made a grunting
noise.  “All designer stuff, don’t worry Julia told me it was
all going.”

“No sport’s channels,” muttered Colin.  54” state of the
art TV and no sport’s channels.”

Jenny chuckled, “Not for long if I know our Julia.”

Mark stretched again, “Think she’ll still work when she’s
married him?”

 


           
Julia was asking herself the same question.  She’d found a
bath-robe that nearly fitted her and padded down to the kitchen to
enjoy a morning cup of tea.  Buster was nowhere to be
seen.  For once in her life she didn’t have to work.  She
enjoyed teaching, and it was more of a vocation than mere
employment, but she’d had to have some job as she knew the farm
couldn’t sustain her if she didn’t pay her way, not that this fact
would have stopped her parents trying.  However now it was
different, she was slipping into a world where money wasn’t a
driving force for basic sustenance any more; so did she still want
to teach?”

Her musings were disturbed by Buster who plodded into the
kitchen and flopped onto a stool.  He looked dreadful. 
She gazed at his dishevelled  face, “Hangover?”  She
enquired softly.

“Lack of sleep, up most of the night talking to your
brother.”

“Which one?”

“Mark.”

She giggled, “Always last to bed and first to rise, only needs
about four hours sleep.”

She frowned, “Did you put me to bed?”

“Yes, reckon your brother kept topping up your glass when you
weren’t looking.  I’ll have a word, that’s not funny you could
have passed out and hurt yourself.”

She laid a hand on his arm, “Don’t, I did the same to him at his
graduation party.”

She watched his face, “Why did you put me in the big room and
not the spare room?”

He turned slightly pink, “Couldn’t get you through the door, big
room’s got double doors.”

“You could have undressed me.”

“Didn’t seem right, didn’t have your permission.”

She slipped off of the stool and kissed his forehead.  “You
go and get some sleep, I’ll clean up.”

Buster gave a lopsided grin, “We did most of it, only the back
room to clear.”

He staggered out of the kitchen and Julia followed him up the
stairs to get dressed, deciding that whatever she did in this house
his beige pyjamas would be the first to go.

 


           
Sarah listened to the radio and paused for the weather
report.  It promised a radical change within thirty-six hours
as a warm front was slowly sweeping across the country.  She
suddenly realised that she felt disappointed that her stay was
predicted to end.  She ruffled hoof’s head and inspected the
Aga.  She decided that if her time here was indeed coming to
an end she’d cook Rupert something special for the evening
meal.  She went to the garage and extracted a pair of steaks
that she’d spotted earlier.  She glanced at the Mini and
wondered if Rupert would ever get it roadworthy.  She smiled
to herself, if he didn’t it wouldn’t be through want of trying.

 


           
Julia paused by a silk rose and wondered why anybody would waste
good wine by trying to water it.  She tipped the wine away and
dried out the pot.  This was almost the last act in tidying
the back room as it hadn’t been used much anyway.  She pushed
closed the corner cupboard door only for it to pop open
again.  She opened the door and noticed that the bottom shelf
was not right back on its runners and gave it a push, it didn’t
move.  She knelt down and squinted at it, noting that there
was something stuck down the back that was preventing its travel
home.  She removed the glasses from the shelf and eased the
shelf out.  Lying under it were a dozen or so little foil
wrapped sweets about the size of a humbug, one of which had become
trapped behind the shelf.  Except it was obvious that they
weren’t sweets.  She felt the blood drain away from her
face.  She sat back on her haunches and stared at the little
innocent looking packets of some drug or other and wondered if
Buster knew.  In her talks with him in had become obvious that
Maria and Jeremy had not told him anything about what they actually
did, after all he was only their minder so why should they? 
She cast her eyes around the room, was there anywhere else she
hadn’t looked?  She started to hunt around.

 


           
Jenny eyed Petra across the kitchen table as fed the last of the
breakfast mugs into the dishwasher.  She decided that Petra
would not have been her choice of woman for Norman.  On the
other hand she’d seen the disaster Colin had had with his first
marriage and in Jenny’s eyes the woman had been perfect.  She
passed over a cup of tea.  “Anything else dear?”  She
dutifully enquired.

Petra shook her head, “No thanks, ate enough last night to sink
the Titanic.”

“Head all right this morning then?”  Jenny hoped that the
enquiry didn’t sound too catty.

“Yes thank you, limited myself to two glasses of wine.”

Jenny grinned, “Which is more than can be said for Simon, he’s
in a real state this morning.”

Petra’s face lit up with a gloating smile.  “He polished
off a bottle of red wine and quite a bit of Sherry trifle.  I
think Buster went overboard a bit when making that.”

Jenny remembered trying the trifle and discreetly tipping it
down the nearest loo.  “Thought you’d have gone for the red
wine.”

Petra wondered if Jenny was trying to be friendly or trying to
be spiteful.  “If you must know I limited myself to two
glasses because I didn’t want to embarrass Norman at his sister’s
engagement party.”

Jenny absorbed the statement, closed the dishwasher and sat
down.  She drummed her fingers on the table top.  “I
can’t say that I’m thrilled about what you and Norman are up
to.”  She held up her hand too prevent Petra interrupting.
 “On the other hand you’re both adults and really I’ve no say
in the matter and I guess whether I like it or not I’ll have to put
up with it.”  She paused and added softly, “I only ask that
you don’t make a fool of him.”

Petra wondered if this was an oblique olive branch.  “He
might be out to make a fool out of me.”  She retorted.

Jenny opened her mouth to respond and Petra interrupted, “But
that’s not his style is it?”

Jenny watched her and waited, sure there was more to come. 
In the end Petra sighed, “Look Mrs Flosse I didn’t plan this. 
I know you might think that I’m some sort of scheming hussy who’s
out to snare your innocent son, but that’s not the case.  If
anything I’m as surprised as you are that we’re in this position,
you might say that he’s snared me.  But I promise you that I
am not out to make a fool of your son.  In any case I think
he’s a wonderful man and I wouldn’t want to hurt him or his
family.”

Jenny noted her body language and decided that she believed what
she was saying.  “And when the snow goes and you leave?”

“You might as well know that we’re going to try and be a couple
and see where it leads.”

“And you’re happy with that?”

“Surprisingly happy.”

Jenny decided that her son was a mystery to her.  “Then
you’re always welcome.”

Jenny stood up and started to peel some potatoes.  After a
couple of minutes Petra, despite a natural unease at cooking,
started to tentatively scrape some carrots.

 


           
Julia sat on the floor and looked at the contents of the bottom of
the dining room corner-cupboard.  This was constructed to be
identical to the one in the back-room and like its twin it had a
hollow under the bottom shelf.  In this void were three A4
sized brown envelopes. The first held a set of nine bearer bonds
drawn on a London Bank Julia had never heard of and three little
bundles of unsigned American Express Travellers cheques
respectively for $25,000; £12,000 and  140,000 Norwegian
Kroner.  The second envelope contained a Norwegian passport,
with a picture of Maria, made out to Kristana Erikson; a plane
ticket from Paris to Oslo, dated three days away, and a pass book
and bank statement for a Norwegian bank.  The statement said
that there was close on five million Kroner in the account. 
She held the third envelope in her hand and the same questions as
yesterday flashed through her mind; is this how she wanted to
live?  She opened the envelope to find a number of documents
in Chinese with no translation apart from the fact that the top of
each page carried a small logo saying the Chinese and Hong-Kong
Bank.  Judging by the layout of the documents they looked like
some form of bearer-bond.  She glanced back to the void; lying
under the envelopes were a trio of fine filigreed silver bangles
that, unless she was mistaken, matched the tiny cross she had found
yesterday.  Lying beside these was a very small and very
elegant set of black frilly underwear.

 


           
Rupert slid out from under the Mini.  He was freezing cold,
covered in oil and rust, and enjoying himself immensely.  The
actual structure of the Mini was in better condition than he
expected although he doubted whether the exposed electric fuel pump
would ever work again.  He was just about to slide back under
the Mini with a sharp screwdriver when Sarah came into focus. 
She was standing over him, hand on hips.  She’d been about to
berate him for: a) not having a boiler suit on and b) being late
for lunch, when she realised that he was enjoying himself and
substantially moderated her approach.  “Lunch is ready. 
Why not give it a rest and come in to get warm?”

He blinked, gazed at his oil-stained watch and looked
bemused.  “Lunchtime already?”

“Definitely, and it’s getting colder.”

He scrambled to his feet, shook off the rust and grinned at
Sarah, “Reckon it’s repairable.  Engine turns over fine, so
the bores are not rusted up.  Wheels spin, so the bearings
aren’t seized and there’s not too much under-body welding to be
done.”

He was acting like a boy with an unbelievably good Christmas
present.  Sarah rubbed some rust out of his hair. 
“Lunch,”  she said firmly.  “You can tell me all about it
over lunch.”

 


           
Buster padded up behind Julia, who was kneeling in front of the
open dining room corner-cupboard with some documents spread out in
front of her.  He squatted down beside her, she looked
miserable and drawn.  She pointed at the papers, “Maria must
have been planning a runner.  Passport, Norwegian bank book,
traveller’s cheques, air tickets and some Chinese documents, money
I think in some sort of fund.”

Buster riffled through them, “Well I’m blowed, she showed no
sign of splitting from Jeremy, as I said they always appeared to
trust each other implicitly.”

He glanced at Julia and held her hand, “What’s up.”

“The cupboard next door, it’s got drugs under the bottom
shelf.”

Buster stared at her for a few seconds, “You sure?  No of
course you’re sure, sorry.  I didn’t know.  I knew they
were into skimming casino takings and possible bending a few
roulette wheels in their favour, but drugs, no.”

“Did they…?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

He looked into her eyes, she had that same look as the day
before, when he’d almost lost her.  “There’s more to it than
that isn’t there?”

She nodded and looked fit to cry.  “I can’t cope with all
this.  I can cope with gaining from the past and I can
reconcile myself to living off of their money and in their house,
but I can’t cope with all these extra bits and pieces.  Those
photographs, the drugs, the thought that you might still be
involved with something shady.”  She swallowed, “The thought
that somewhere out there there’s a man who killed…”

She tailed off into silence.  Buster put his arm around
her, she didn’t shrug him off.  “I promise you,”  he said
solemnly, “that I’m not involved in anything shady now that those
two have passed away.  I promise you that anything we find,
like those drugs, I will throw away.”  He paused.  “I
promise that I will protect you as far as I am able, though now I
don’t believe there’s anyone to protect you from.”

He took a very deep breath.  “And if you want we’ll walk
away from this place and their money.  If that’s what it takes
for me to keep you, I’d walk away tomorrow and never come
back.”

He felt her shudder and then relax.  “Do you really mean
that?”  She queried.

“Every word.”

“You’re not just saying it to keep me quiet?”

He chuckled, “Not worth the risk, then I might lose you and I
don’t mind losing the money – easy come easy go – but I’m not
losing you.”

She leant against him for a few moments.  “What do you mean
there’s ‘no one to protect me from?’”

He fished Maria’s organiser out of his back packet.  “Woken
up her organiser.  It’s forgotten the password and it’s
forgotten the encryption routines, so as far as we’re concerned all
the data on the wretched thing is just garbage.  However, she
hadn’t encrypted the last diary entry.  I guess you have to
type it in English and then run it through the routine to store it
in coded format.”

He tapped its screen and passed it over.  “Read for
yourself.”

She squinted at the screen.  “J showed me the pics of FS,
they made me feel sick, after all I’d slept with the man.  Fed
up with Js schemes and his endless quest for more money. 
Looking forward to next week and being with QQ at least he seems to
love me.  J seems oblivious to my plans, then he’s become so
self-centred he wouldn’t notice if I turned orange.  Hope the
helicopter lands, I really need to get out of here and leave J
behind.  I want a life, not a …”

Julia read it to herself again.  “She was interrupted.”

“Reckon that’s when she slipped it into the back of the settee,
didn’t have time to finish and encrypt.”

“Any idea what happened?”

Buster shrugged, “He obviously didn’t find this little lot, or
it would have been all over the floor when we arrived.  He
might have dragged he in here because he knew what she was up to,
if so she could have grabbed the ornament on the way.”

Julia pointed to the bangles, “They match the cross I found
yesterday, do you think he found it and put two and two
together?”

Buster shrugged, “Guess we’ll never know.  But I do believe
that, unlikely as it is, they killed one another.”

She gazed at him, apprehension in her eyes.  “Sure?”

“As far as I can be.  Wasn’t any of your family. 
Petra’s too skinny to overpower them both, Simon’s too much of a
coward and Daniel’s only concerned about his drug supply.”  He
decided to leave out the bit about Daniel and the £100,000. 
“The only others are Jill, that engine driver and Rupert. 
I’ve no doubt that he’s strong enough, but don’t reckon he has the
ability or the inclination and the two women don’t have a motive
and they’re too small.”

He watched her face and half whispered, “So shall I start to put
my things in a suitcase?”

She flung her arms around him, “Don’t you dare,” she
croaked.

He whispered, “And this place?”

She squeezed him and he felt as if his rib-cage was going to
break.  “We’ll stay, but believe me we’re changing the
furniture.”

He relaxed.  He liked living here and the prospect of
living here with Julia made it all the more attractive.

 










Chapter 23
Home Thoughts


Simon looked woefully out of the lounge window and Mark turned
on the television.  “At least there’s cricket from
Australia.”

“Not in real time,” muttered Simon.  “England were all out
for sixty three and forced to play on.  They were at
twenty-six for five when rain stopped play.”

Colin laughed, “Looks like the rugby from Ireland then, that is
in real time and Italy have been awesome this winter.”

Mark glanced at Simon.  “Come and sit down, if the weather
forecast is to be believed you’ll be away within thirty-six
hours.”

Norman entered, followed by Harry, they flopped onto the
settee.  Norman sighed, “Rugby?  What about the
cricket?”

“Washout,” gloated Colin, “So it’s rugby.”

“Does Jill like rugby?”  Asked Mark teasingly.

“She will,” muttered Mark, “she will.”

 


           
All the women were gathered in the kitchen.  Jenny passed
around a plate of biscuits and all declined, except Harriet, who
took another chocolate finger.  Jill gave her a motherly frown
and Jenny laughed, “Leave her be, she needs the calories in this
weather, besides reading is hard work.”

Harriet looked up and grinned before once again returning to the
pages of Sheep-pig.  Jill rolled her eyes, “Read
anything that one,” and ruffled Harriet’s hair.  Harriet
squirmed and buried herself deeper in her book..

Petra sipped her weak tea.  “Thought about the wedding
yet?”

“No time.  Be sooner rather than later though, no point in
waiting.”

The obvious happiness on Jill’s face made Petra temporarily
envious, she then realised that she had never, ever, been envious
of any of her friends who’d got married.  So was there
something special about Jill or was the change in her?  Jenny
sighed, “Be good to have a wedding in the family.”

She caught an anxious glance from Jill and reached out and
patted her hand, “Don’t worry love I won’t interfere.”

Jill flashed her a smile, “It’s not you Mrs Flosse it’s my
parents.  I can’t not tell them, but once I do my mother will
go into overdrive.”

“Call me Jenny dear.  And your father?”

Jill writhed in her seat, “He’s always said that I should marry
a good Indian boy.”

“Has he met Colin?”

“Once, but he didn’t know we were going out, I told him Colin
was a work colleague.”

There was something in Jill’s voice.  “And?” asked Petra
now quite curious.

“And he said that if I was even thinking about going out with
Colin without his approval then  I would bring shame on the
family.”

Petra’s thin eyebrows rose, “Did he mean it?”

Jill shrugged, “I don’t know.  He said it in that
half-joking way that men do.”

Jenny smiled from ear to ear, “It allows them a way of
withdrawing with honour.”

She put her hand on her heart and a surprised expression on her
face, “Oh I didn’t mean it, I was only joking!”

They all laughed and Harriet looked up from her book, “Well I
think granddad’s nice.  He’s never been mean to me.”

She buried her nose back in her book.  Petra gazed across
the kitchen out through the window into the frozen landscape. 
Had this weather been a blessing to her, or a curse?  “What
about Julia?  I suppose they’ll have a grand wedding.”

Jenny shook her head, “She want’s Rupert and our little church
here, but goodness knows when.  It’s all a bit sudden.”

Jill caught the overtone.  “I’m sorry Mrs Flosse. 
Oops I mean Jenny, if we sort of sprang it on you but…”

Jenny, once again, patted her hand.  “Not your fault, blame
it on his father.  Men can be awfully stubborn when they get a
bee in their bonnet.”

Petra knew that she was referring to her husband.  “So how,
“she asked, “do you cope?”  She was wondering about Norman,
was he like his father?

Jenny grinned and leaned forward. Harriet stopped reading and
concentrated on listening, after all Colin was soon to be her
step-father.  Jenny’s voice lowered to a subtle tone. 
“Well it’s all a matter of coming at them lateral like.  Head
on ’s no good, too much pride at stake, but if you can creep up on
them by…”

 


           
Julia packed the last of Jeremy's shirts into yet another
bin-bag.  “That’s the lot.”

She counted, “Twenty-one big-bags and two sport’s bags stuffed
to the gills.”

“Right,” said Buster, feeling slightly nervous.  “I’ll put
this lot in the roof-space, then we take them to charity shops one
at a time over a number of months, OK?  And never the same
charity shop, stuff’s too identifiable for words.”

Julia caught the edginess in her voice, “Surely it doesn’t
matter, nobody goes around charity shops comparing the goods.”

Buster swallowed, “The police do.  Having a letter from
Jeremy putting me in charge of the house and bank account is one
thing, disposing of his clothes is quite another.”

Julia sighed, “It’s such lovely stuff, shame  none of it is
our size.”

She caught his eye and decided to give in.  “OK, we’ll
revert to your suggestion and burn the lot, but I tell you it’ll be
on my conscience for months.”

Buster pointed to the small pile of bank notes, “How about we
double the money we found in his jackets and donate it to the Red
Cross?”

“Treble.”

“Deal.”

The carried the bags downstairs and for the second time in a few
days one of the Trembine Halt residents had a large bonfire. 
They stood warming themselves by the fire as Buster steadily added
bags to the fire as soon as it was in danger of burning down. 
He threw the last bag on after about forty minutes.  Each one
burned well as he had doused the contents of each bag with a pint
of paraffin.  “Anything else you want to burn?” he offered,
half joking.  “Don’t say the drugs; they’ve already gone on
the fire, together with the photographs and Maria’s Norwegian
passport and plane tickets, plus all the plane tickets for their
escape to Portugal.”

Julia watched the flames, “Could we burn that ghastly modern oil
painting that hangs in the dining room?”

Buster almost hiccuped at the he thought.  “It’s supposed
to be worth a small fortune.”

She shrugged, “You’d never sell it for fear of being accused of
fraud and I can’t stand it.”

He trudged inside, lifted the painting from the wall and trudged
back outside.  He threw the painting onto the flames.  It
burnt well.  “Anything else?”

She tucked her arm into his, “No, that’s enough for one
night.”

He breathed a sigh of relief and they stared into the
flames.  Suddenly Julia said softly, “That’s their past going
up in flames, not ours.  Their past, their way of life, their
scheming, their unhappiness.  It’s time for a new start.”

Buster reached into his pocket and pulled out a passport. 
“Spare,”  he mumbled, “won’t need it now.”

He tossed it onto the flames and was rewarded by an affectionate
squeeze on his arm

 


           
Sarah stooped over and scraped a half pound of freshly cooked, but
tepid, mince into Hoof’s dog bowl.  He eyed it suspiciously,
sniffed it, eyed Sarah and then gobbled it down.  Rupert,
somewhat bewildered, looked on.  She straightened up. 
“There’s no dog food left and that little lot was almost a month
past it’s sell by date.  If I left it you’d probably eat it
when I wasn’t looking, so it’s better off in the dog.”

Hoof wagged his tail and thoroughly agreed.

 


           
Norman led Petra along the top corridor and into a tiny garret that
held nothing but three ageing armchairs and an upside down
tea-chest.  “Used to be our hidey-hole when we were
young.”

Petra looked around, “Thought there were four of you.”

“Julia used to sit on a bean-bag, it got thrown out last year,
mice took a fancy to it.”

“Mice!”

“All gone.”

They sat down in two of the armchairs that were side on to each
other.  “What we doing up here,” she asked, giving an
involuntary shiver.

He stripped off his jumper and tossed it over, “It’s quiet and
we can talk.”

“Just talk?”  She jested mischievously.

“Just talk.”

He gave a half-shrug, thought I ought to tell you a couple of
things.  For a start this radio job I’ve been offered is much
more attractive than the job with Nightingale
City, for a start it’s a ten year contract.”

“Ten years!”  She squealed, “nobody offers ten year
contracts!”

Norman eye’s wrinkled into a smile, “The producers of
Suffolk Skies do.  It’s been going for eight years
and is gaining audience all the time.  It’s now broadcast in
umpteen countries and relies on a stable cast of recognisable
voices.”

Petra’s brow furrowed, “So they want to add you in?”

“No, the actor who plays Samuel Yardly is leaving. 
Apparently his wife was landed a film job in the New Zealand. 
Shooting’s going to take three years apparently.”

Petra’s face took on a jealous expression.  “You mean Fi-fi
L’Amore.”

“If that’s her stage name, I thought it was Elma Thomas as the
actor’s called Giles Thomas.”

Petra shook her head, “She played two years in Stannard’s
cove and then married Giles. I don’t think she’s done anything
since; believe me I am envious.”

“You look it.”

Petra tossed her head and Norman continued.  “I did a voice
test for them, with a little bit of voice acting I am apparently so
close to the Samuel Yardly character they won’t have to do any
fancy tricks like writing in a throat operation.  Thing is
once you’re in your out; they give long contracts, but won’t let
you work in any country where the programme is broadcast. 
Apparently they’re terrified of second hand endorsement, you know
Samuel Yardly is a trustworthy chap therefore if he endorses Stinky
Yoghurt it must be good stuff.”

He paused, took a deep breath and plunged in.  “That means
I’ve got a stable non-farming three day a week job and I rather
wondered whether you’d like to move in with me.”

“Here?”

“Here, then I can help Colin and dad on the farm, dad’s not
getting any younger and the farm doesn’t need a full timer.”

She scowled, this was not what she wanted.  “You mean just
move in; cohabit like?”  She meant ‘cohabit so that you can
throw me out with no obligations when you’re tired of me,’ but
didn’t say it.  She didn’t need to, it was written all over
her face.

His eyebrows rose rapidly, “You know that’s not my style.”

She snapped.  “Then what do you mean?”  He could
detect something lurking in her tone of voice.  Ire? 
Cynicism?  Disappointment?  He didn’t know and it worried
him.

He pushed the tea-chest aside and knelt before her grabbing hold
of her hands in his huge paws.  “I don’t know, I’m thinking it
through.  I’m not a gigolo who bonks woman and then throws
them off, neither am I usually the type of guy who rushes into
things.  I guess I’m hoping that you’ll stay because I don’t
want to be apart.”

“What about what you said earlier, you know ‘needing time to see
if we’re compatible while remaining faithful to each other?’”

He massaged the back of her hands with his thumbs, it was rather
like having her hands caught in a washing machine.  “Thing is
I suppose I do know.  Know that I want you.  Guess the
time thing is because I was worried that you didn’t know, plenty
fish in the sea and all that.  So I’ve decided on a change of
strategy, that is capture you now before you can run away and
compare me with some other man.”

She managed to reverse her hands to prevent her hand-bones from
being mangled.  “You mean live here?”

He shrugged, “Plenty of rooms.”

She firmly shook her head.  “Sorry no, too claustrophobic
with all your family around.”

His face fell and she gently, added “But I could live in that
cottage at the end of the drive, the one that has that disgusting
musician in.  That’s far enough away from your family to be
our own place and for you to work on the farm.”

His face lit up.  “The keeper’s cottage is bigger and Jill
will move out when she marries my brother.”

“Prefer the cottage.”  She meant she didn’t want trains
rumbling by a few feet away from the walls.

He leaned forward and delicately kissed her on the lips. 
She whispered in his ear, half holding her breath while
half-wondering why.  “Does that mean we’re engaged?”

He sat back on his legs and smiled, “I guess it does, I guess it
does.”

A wave of unreasonable happiness spread over her, it totally
caught her by surprise, but then the whole week had been full of
surprises.

 


           
In the room below Simon looked out of the window.  He
instinctively knew that his yoga money-train was coming to an end.
The fad for what he termed as groupie yoga was passing.  In
its place he thought there was going to be a demand for retreats
and stillness holidays.  His mind turned to the Trembine Arms
and he pulled out his mobile phone and turned it into calculator
mode.  The old inn would make a grand retreat centre, he just
had to do some sums to see if it was both viable and hit his normal
20% profit margin.  He started punching buttons.

 


           
Julia examined Buster’s room, investigated the chest of drawers,
prodded about in his wardrobe and sat on his bed.  To allay
her fears Buster had taken her on a tour of the whole house,
including the basement, and had now left her to explore by herself;
after all this was to be her home.  She decided that the room
oozed masculinity.  There was a small dressing table, but on
its shiny glass surface there was just on roll on deodorant and a
comb.  The wardrobe contained nothing but two working suits –
one fresh in a cleaner’s bag – and a few shirts.  The chest of
drawers contained the necessary underwear (did men really wear
pants like that) and a few handkerchiefs.  On impulse she
looked under his bed and discovered the sawn-off shotgun. 
Being the daughter of a farmer she understood all about shotguns
and examined it closely.  It was an expensive model, not used
recently and with fresh saw-cuts in the end of the barrel. 
She toyed with it in her hands and then pushed it back under the
bed.  Somehow knowing it was there was reassuring not
frightening.  She resumed her exploration.

 


           
Sarah stood back and surveyed the dining room table.  She’d
wiped it over (twice), removed the coffee cup-rings and finally
given it a good dose of bee’s wax polish.  She carefully laid
the table for two using matching knives and forks and, after a
moment’s hesitation, put out two wine glasses.  She wanted
this meal to be special;  special to him and special to
her.

 


           
Julia stopped on the stairs and sniffed.  Buster was cooking
again.  She smiled to herself, he seemed to really enjoy
cooking while to her it was a necessary chore.  She wandered
into the kitchen and sat down.  “You’ll make a good
house-husband,” she said jocularly.

He grinned his inane lopsided grin.  “Cooking I like,
cleaning is something else.”

He rolled some meatballs and popped them in the oven.  “Had
a good look round?”

“Hmm, and a good think.”

He stood up and watched her, “And?”

“And I’d like to leave the school.  There’s a voluntary job
going at the prison, they want to start a woman’s hockey team and a
woman’s football team.  I’d enjoy a job like that.  The
local cricket team also want an umpire for some of their Saturday
matches, I wouldn’t mind that either.”

“Thought you liked teaching.”

“I do, but I don’t like working in a school where I’m being
squeezed out because I’ve been there a long time and because my
face doesn’t fit.”

He glanced at the oven and started to cook the spaghetti. 
“Harriet tells me that her local scout troop are looking for a
basket ball coach.  Mixed team I believe.”

She laughed, “So much for a life of ease.”

He stirred the Bolognese sauce.  “Life of doing what you
want.”

She laid out some cutlery, “What we want.  I don’t want to
hug it all.”

He started to set out the spaghetti Bolognese on some pre-warmed
plates.  “In that case how about starting the voluntary stuff
after we’ve returned from Norway, always fancied a trip to
Norway.”

She thought of the skiing and grinned, “Sound’s great, is that
before or after our marriage?” 

Her walk around the house had crystallised her thoughts. 
Buster had been a bit of a surprise in her life.  He was
probably not the best catch in the world and definitely had a murky
past.  However, he was a bird in the hand and he was beginning
to grow on her.  Circumstances may have driven them together,
but she had decided that she’d rather stay together with him than
seek another man elsewhere; hence her question.

He chuckled, “After the marriage, definitely after.”

 


           
Rupert came in from the garage and noticed the cutlery lying on the
highly polished surface of the dining table.  He glanced at
the clock, Sarah had given him a thirty minute warning so he had
time to shower.  He glanced into the kitchen.  Hoof was
fast asleep on the hearth rug and Sarah was busy slicing something
on the glass cutting block.  The radio was on and cooking
odours assailed his nostrils.  He climbed the stairs deep in
thought.  Three minutes later, his dirty clothes littering the
bathroom floor, he was standing under the shower still
thinking.   He was trying to analyse what had
happened.  Had Sarah become a replacement Anna?  No she
hadn’t he decided.  Was Sarah taking advantage of him? 
No, he rapidly decided.  Was he content with Sarah disturbing
his peace?  Yes, he instantly determined.  Was he looking
forward to her leaving?  No he definitely wasn’t.  So
what was she to him?  Sister?  Friend?  Surrogate
mother?  Potential lover?  He froze with his head still
lathered with shampoo and foam cascading over his forehead onto his
feet.  She’d said that she’d want more than just friendship
when he’d suggested clearing out a room for her.  He suddenly
smiled and started to sing What a difference a day makes
as he finished rinsing his hair.

 


           
Sarah stopped and listened to the noise from above and smiled to
herself.  Rupert wasn’t as fearsome as he’d seemed when she’d
seen him for the first time and taken him for a train
fanatic.  She paused frying the mushrooms for a moment. 
On the other hand he was not what you might call normal, however he
wasn’t totally abnormal either, just somewhere between the
two.  Could she really cope with his eccentricities?  She
stood thinking until Hoof waggled his ears, a sure sign that Rupert
was approaching.  She briefly wondered how a dog could both
snore and remain alert at the same time before deciding that his
eccentricities not withstanding, she was beginning to feel at home
in this house.  She turned to find him scrubbed and ready for
dinner wearing a crumpled pair of grey slacks and a white shirt
that had obviously just come out of its wrapping.  She
resolved that she wasn’t just at home in the cottage, she was at
home with him.










Chapter 24
Driving Away


The phone rang at 3am.  Sarah groped around on the chair
beside her bed and eventually answered the call.  Mr Knowles
sounded chirpy to the point of nausea.  “Good morning Cargo
Nine-Seven.  I’m glad to inform you that the line is now
clean, the signalling system is working and that in two minutes
time you will have green light so you can proceed towards
Brandon.”

She listened to rain lashing against her window and
automatically shivered.  Then a slow smile spread across her
face and she lay back down.  “Thanks for telling me, as soon
as it’s daylight I’ll check the train over and proceed as soon as I
can.  I will keep you informed.”

“What!”  He replied.  “I need the line open asap, so
get off your arse and into the cab.”

Sarah’s smile spread across her whole face.  “Sorry, you
know the procedure as well as me.  Train’s been frozen in for
days, might still be frozen in for all I know.  Even if it
isn’t I’ll need to visually check ever brake on every wheel before
I go anywhere.  It’s a long train and I’m single handed. 
Under such conditions I’m not prepared to do the checks by
torchlight, so you’ll just have to wait.”

There was a spluttering noise. “Now you look here…”

She cut across him, “No you look here.  The
regulations are quite clear that in circumstances like these it’s
my call.  That is,” she purred, “unless you want me to break
regulations.”

He cut the call and she sighed.  She was asleep within two
minutes.

 


           
Rupert heard her phone ring and the mumbling of a brief
conversation, to him it was a herald of doom to come; she was
leaving.  He padded over to his window and looked out. 
Rain was falling is sheets, but parts of the landscape were still
white.  He smiled to himself, the rain was coming in from the
opposite direction to the snow, so there was yet hope.  The
train had been practically buried and if the snow wasn’t being
washed away Sarah would have no way of freeing the train.  He
lay down, dreamed of walks with Sarah to come and fell into a
fitful sleep.

 

The phone rang again at 6:30am, this time it was her manager, Mr
Gladbury, who informed her that he was sending her a driver’s mate
by car as he realised that she’d have to check the wheels and
brakes individually.  She lay back in bed and stretched, the
poor individual whom he’d selected was not due till 8:30am so there
was no hurry.

 

By seven she was up and dressed in her Cargo-Haul boiler suit
and boots.  To her surprise Rupert was in the kitchen – the
real kitchen, cooking eggs and bacon.  She sniffed
appreciatively.  “Where did the bacon come from?”

“Flosse Farm, thought Jenny would have some.”

She looked out of the window at the still sleeting rain. 
“You went out in this for bacon?”

He gave a schoolboy grin, “Thought you’d appreciate a proper
breakfast.”

She rounded the central island and stood on tiptoe to kiss him
on the cheek.  “That was kind of you,” she said softly.

He turned slightly pink and turned the bacon over.

“What state is the train in?”  She asked.

He grimaced, “Rain’s washed the snow away.  There’s still a
sort of snow dune in the shelter of the train, but it’s diminishing
rapidly and there’s a definite gap between it and the train.”

“Temperature?”

He grunted, “Above freezing I reckon, but still cold.”

She smiled at his expression and said gently, “I will be back
Rupert, I’m not going for ever.”

He nodded glumly.  She gently punched him on the arm, “Come
on, let’s enjoy breakfast, I’m not being sent to the gallows.”

He managed a grin and started to dish up.  Sarah wondered
how anybody could char the white of the fried egg while leaving the
middle just cooked.

 


           
By 8am she was in her cab and firing up the engine.  The cab
was freezing cold and once the engine was running she turned on the
electric heater full blast and started to scrap the ice off of the
inside of the windows.  At 8:20 a car suddenly appeared and a
muffled figure eased himself out and staggered down the
platform.  Sarah opened the cab door and waited.  Stuart,
her overweight and overconfident administration clerk, climbed in
and grunted.

“Pardon?”  She enquired.

He took the scarf away from his mouth, “I said have you got any
coffee, I haven’t had breakfast.”

Sarah smiled, she was going to enjoy this.  “Now where
would I get coffee from after being stranded here for days on
end?”

She became businesslike.  “Have you done this before?”

He made a sour face.  “Only in the yard.  I mind the
engine while you check the wheels.”

Sarah gave him a wide smile, “Oh no.  The engine can take
care of itself.  You check the starboard wheels and I’ll do
the port.”

The expression on his face was something she wished she could
have captured on camera.

 


           
Petra lay curled up to the back of Norman.  She heard the
train engine start up and enjoyed the warmth of being close to
Norman and under his umpteen tog duvet.  She considered their
conversation of the previous day and felt an inner emotional
warmth.  This was not what she had planned.  This was not
what she had dreamt of in her idle moments, but she was
staying.  No more wandering, no more sleeping around in an
endless search for a quick emotional fix and the hope of a good
man.  She’d found her good man and now she was jolly well
going to hang onto him.

 


           
Nearly two hours later Sarah relented and poured out a coffee for
Stuart and herself.  He stared at the thermos as if it had
appeared by magic, which in his terms it had as Rupert had placed
it in the cab while they were walking the train.  Stuart
sipped the coffee and stretched, “Guess we’ll be leaving now.”

“Not quite,” she replied as she gazed out of the window. 
She tossed him some cotton waste, “Give the inside of the windows a
wipe will you, they’re streaming with water.”

She left the cab and he watched as he cleaned the glass. 
She went up to an odd looking man on the platform, rubbed his dog’s
ears, and then kissed him.      

 


           
Julia and Buster paused at the level crossing and watched the hot
diesel fumes exhausting from the engine.  Julia tucked her
hand in his arm.  “Wish you were leaving?”

“No fear,” he said, “No fear.”

 

Five minutes later Sarah was back in the cab.  She called
signal control and told them she was rolling and then eased the
power handle forward.  As she rumbled over the level crossing
she gave Julia and Buster a wave and gave them a toot on the
horn.  She was leaving Trembine halt, but she would be back as
the people living there, and one man in particular, now had a place
in her heart.
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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.



	


The
Rectory (2010)
Stephen Holmes is the type of person for whom every silver cloud
has a black lining. Up to now he has led a fairly uneventful life.
Uneventful that is if you forget that everything he touches has a
knack of turning to dust or biting back. So much so that after
nearly a decade as a bank clerk he has not progresses more than one
tiny step up the promotion ladder; so much so that he’s really
given up on living and thinks of himself as just existing; so much
so that you’d hardy call him a good catch or for that matter any
sort of catch. However, a surprise letter offers him the chance to
change all that and to begin a new life, nay a new wealthy life.
But he knows that every time someone fills up his glass with beer
it has a habit of leaking out through unnoticed cracks, so can it
all be true, and are there really new horizons ahead?



	


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...



	


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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