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Chapter One

Death in the Family

 


 


 


It was raining. Not
heavily, but in that drizzly sort of way that soaks deep into the
clothes and makes everything miserable. Mandy stood between her
brother and sister holding onto their hands as her
father's coffin was lowered into the
grave.

Apart from their
mother, there were no other mourners. Not even from the place where
their Dad worked. Mandy wondered why nobody had come. They found
out their Dad recently quit his job, but he worked in that place
for over five years and not one person came to say their last
respects.

The priest mumbled
some rubbish Mandy couldn't be bothered to listen to. Who cared
what he thought? Mum was sure they would lose the house within the
month. Apparently, Dad sold it without her knowledge. They were
going to be alone and penniless.

Fifteen was far too
young to lose your father and Mandy was the eldest. She wondered
how William was going to cope, and then poor Jenny who was only
twelve. Mandy looked across at her mother and saw tears leaking
down her face. Losing a husband was one thing, but her mother stood
to lose everything, their home, their possessions …
everything.

Mandy's teacher, Ms.
Gregory, had promised her that the courts wouldn't let them take
the house. That hadn't stopped the judge ruling against them. It
was as though the whole world had turned against the Grange family
and was intent on destroying them. Every part of the social
security safety net had let them down and they faced living on the
streets.

Mandy let go of her siblings and reached down to take
a handful of loose earth from the ground and throw it onto the
coffin.

"Bye Dad," she whispered. The wet earth stuck to her hands
and she rubbed them together to try and scrape it off. She wore her
best coat and her mother would be upset if she got it
dirty.

William reached down and copied her actions.

"I'll get them, Dad," he muttered and threw the earth
violently onto the lid of the coffin, splattering mud over the
brass plate on the top. Mandy had no idea what he was talking about
and made a mental note to ask him. Not that you ever got a sensible
answer out of William.

Jenny leaned out so
far over the grave that Mandy put a hand onto her shoulder to stop
her falling in. She drizzled the soil over the coffin and particles
bounced as they landed.

"Sleep tight, Daddy. I'll never forget you."

When Mandy let go of
Jenny she left a muddy handprint on her sister's coat. Mandy sighed
because she knew her mum would be upset. She resisted the urge to
try and brush it off the sodden cloth. The attempt would surely
make it worse.

The four of them
turned to follow the vicar, who looked anxious to get out of the
rain. The church appeared sinister to Mandy, gothic grey stone
against the black clouds of the sky. She might even believe that
ancient gods were mourning her father— all they needed were a few
strokes of lightning. The flashes that followed her thoughts took
her by surprise. The words, 'Be careful what you wish for,' echoed through her head before the thunder drowned them
out. It was her father's favorite saying and he was always going on
about ancient gods. William used to joke that he talked about them
as though he'd known them personally.

The lightning flashes
had revealed they were not alone. Three figures stood watching them
from the shelter of a massive oak in the center of the graveyard.
They made an odd trio, two rotund adults, male and female, the man
smaller than the woman and much fatter, and a tall thin
mean-looking teenage boy. The woman was smiling. To Mandy it looked
as though she was taking delight in her family's pain. She pulled
at her brother and sister's hands to try and hurry them along. The
sooner they were gone from this place the better.

 


A few miles away an
old man sitting in a large armchair heard the thunder and his back
stiffened as though the lightning had gone through him. Ezekiel
Howard gasped as the knowledge of his brother's death struck him
like a blow from a sword. He put down his glass and stared across
the room, his mind reeling. Ezekiel Howard was an old man, wispy
white hair stuck out from his head in all directions. He had taken
on this appearance because nobody questioned old men about their
reclusiveness. Now it would make his ending seem all the more
natural.

There was a knock at
the door and Glass entered. She shimmered in the dim light; her
body and clothes were a mirrored surface. A thousand distorted
reflections served to disguise the form of a beautiful girl, though
she was not a girl as humans understood the word.

"I sense something is wrong. Is the Source under threat?"
Her voice was gentle and melodic, she was the house guardian and it
didn't surprise Ezekiel in the slightest that she sensed his
horror. Looking at her for the last time, he marveled still at the
miracle of her creation. Though he had long since stopped talking
to the Dees, tonight he would make a single exception.

"James is dead. I will follow him shortly. All is arranged.
Remember your purpose. Remind the others of their role."

"How can you die? How can James be dead? The Blood protects
the Source and we must protect you both." Glass spoke calmly and
without passion, as if she was discussing the weather rather than
two men's lives.

Ezekiel waved her out
of the room without giving her an answer. He pressed against the
large ruby ring on his index finger and the ruby swung on a hinge
to reveal a tiny hidden compartment. He poured the powder in the
compartment into his glass where it fizzed in the sherry. He sat
back down in his chair and raised his glass high in
salute.

"Our task is finally over, my brother. May those who take on
the task we relinquish enjoy as much success as we
have."

As he put the glass
to his mouth, the room brightened, though there was no source of
light to cause it. Ezekiel paused and put down the glass for just
long enough to take off his ring and put it in the drawer in the
table.

Then he drank his sherry and died.

 


The thunder storm
raged across the city all through the night. Green-tinged fire
played across the rooftops and church bells rang of their own
accord. In the house that had been their home all their lives,
Mandy, William and Jenny watched the storm into the early
hours.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

A Leap of Faith

 


 


 


The doorbell rang and
the three siblings looked across at their mother. Eleanor bit her
lip and looked worried. Mandy wasn't at
all surprised her mother made no move to answer the door. Yesterday
it had been two goons carrying baseball bats and demanding money
they claimed they were owed. Eleanor rushed into town and sold her
engagement ring to pay them off. It was the last thing she owned of
her husband's and Mandy knew how much she had treasured
it.

Jenny hunched forward
in the chair so her hair covered her face. William pulled his legs
up and rested his chin on his knees. Eleanor twitched as the chimes
rang again.

"I'll go and get it then, should I?" Mandy said, hoping
someone else would volunteer.

"If you would, dear. If it's… Well, tell anybody we don't
want to see I'm not in." Eleanor lapsed into silence.

Mandy sighed and
stomped out of the room. It was always up to her.
Mandy make the tea. Mandy sort out
your brother and sister. Mandy go and find out who's at
the door.
She pulled open the door and said "Yes!" a little too
loudly.

Jeremiah Malchant
looked taken aback at her tone and flinched. Mandy was instantly
sorry. Jeremiah looked as though a strong wind might blow him away.
He was old enough to be retired and wore formal clothing that would
not have been out of place in a Dickens novel. He was their
solicitor and just about their only adult friend in an increasingly
hostile world.

"I'm so sorry, Mr. Malchant. Please come in," Mandy said
hastily and stepped out of the way as she'd been unconsciously
blocking the door. "We had trouble yesterday with some of the
people Daddy owed money to."

Jeremiah stepped into
the house the same way he did everything, which is to say
fastidiously. He gave Mandy a small smile. "You aren't obligated to
pay all your father's debts, you know."

"They were carrying baseball bats. Everybody's in the
lounge. I'll go and put the kettle on."

Mandy left Jeremiah
to find his own way to the lounge as she headed off to the kitchen.
Once she put the kettle on she checked they had enough milk for the
tea. They would be going without luxuries like milk soon, the way
things were going. Mandy hoped that Mr. Malchant had come with good
news. They could certainly do with some.

 


Eleanor was smiling
when Mandy arrived with the tea tray. She stared at a piece of
paper in her hands and when Mandy put the tray down she went to sit
on the arm of her mother's chair to see what it was. It appeared to
be a check for £33,000. They were rich!

"It is only a fraction of the value of this house, of
course," Jeremiah said apologetically, "and it wouldn't normally
buy you a shed in this area but…"

"It's wonderful," Eleanor said and smiled at her solicitor.
"The way things were going I was sure I wouldn't get a
penny."

Jeremiah sighed. "I
have never known anything like it. Judges I have known for forty
years or more suddenly passing down rulings against you that I
can't believe. Do you have enemies high in the government or the
secret service?"

"Of course not." Eleanor laughed.

"Then it remains a mystery. But then there are other
mysteries associated with you and that is the reason I've come to
see you today." Jeremiah reached for his cup of tea and cradled it
in his hands. "I have not been totally honest with you."

Mandy felt a frisson
of fear run down her spine. William leant forward and looked
hostile while Eleanor looked flustered. Only Jenny paid no
attention, her head buried in her book.

"There is a man who asked me to help you. His name was
Ezekiel Howard. I remember the first time I met him as if it were
yesterday," Mr. Malchant said. "It was during the nineteen fifties.
I had just qualified as a solicitor and decided to start my own
practice. It was very brave of me, for in those days most young
solicitors joined established firms that had been around since the
dawn of time."

"Nobody came to take up my services. I sat in an empty
office and wondered if I would make enough money to pay the rent.
Then, in walked Ezekiel Howard. He was old, at least he looked that
way to me, already in his late forties if he was a day. And he said
to me, 'I am looking for an
honest solicitor who will outlive me and I think you will do. Yes,
I think you will do very well
indeed.'"

Mr.
Malchant paused to sip his tea.

"Oh yes, where was I? Ah, I remember, I paid the rent that
month and many more through Ezekiel's business. He put me in charge
of a very large sum of money and all the affairs of his estate. I
could have lived quite well on that income alone, but he also
recommended me to several rich men. I decided then and there that I
didn't want a big practice, so I accepted their business and sought
no more. Indeed, I have lived well ever since."

"And this man asked you to help us?" Mandy asked
impatiently.

"Three months ago, Ezekiel visited my office. First time in
two years, and he said to me, 'I need you to help someone. She will
be recently widowed with three children and will be in a massive
financial mess.'"

"He was talking about me?" Eleanor sounded
shocked.

"Well, I had assumed so. I read about your case in the paper
and decided you must be the one. I contacted you and have tried my
best to help you. I was feeling bad about my failure to get you a
better deal, and then a couple of days after your husband's burial,
Ezekiel was found dead. Then I knew."

"What do you mean, you knew?" William asked. He glared at
Jeremiah.

"Ezekial's will is detailed and specific. The only thing I
don't understand is that it was written over two years ago, long
before you were in this crisis."

"This man has left us money?" Eleanor asked.

"No, he has arranged for an auction, which is taking place
later today. His will requests me to ask you to attend and put up
all the money you have to buy his house."

"That's insane," Mandy blurted. Eleanor clutched the check
closer to her breast.

"I should point out that the house is worth many times the
money you have and I must confess I don't see how you could
possibly win at the auction, but I have my
instructions."

"This is madness," Eleanor said. "This money will pay for us
to live in rented accommodation for a year or two while I sort out
a job. Even if I managed to buy his house, I couldn't afford to pay
the rates, let alone run it."

"I'm not at liberty to explain. Mr. Howard's money has been
used to pay the death duties and all the contents of the house will
be yours on purchase. You'll find that there are trinkets inside it
you can sell that will pay for all your needs for many years to
come. The council taxes have been paid for the next five years so
you don't need to worry about that. The house has been largely
unoccupied for several years. I believe Mr. Howard only used a
couple of rooms, but it has been rewired and renovated recently, so
you should have no major expenses."

"Where is this house?" Jenny asked. She looked up at
Jeremiah through blonde hair and he was startled at how blue her
eyes were.

"6 Woodland Close, in Benetton."

"That's where the millionaires live," William chipped
in.

"But close enough to here that we wouldn't have to change
schools," Mandy said. She felt elated and breathless, though the
whole thing was absurd. All the houses in that area cost half a
million or more.

Jeremiah took a pamphlet out of his briefcase and
handed it over to Eleanor.

"It has the details of the auction. I cannot imagine what I
would do in your position, but I can say with certainty that if you
were to succeed in buying this house you would be in a much
stronger financial position than you are now."

Eleanor shook her
head. "It would be pointless. There will be lots of other bidders
and it would get the children's hopes up for nothing. I think we'll
stay at home."

Jeremiah inclined his
head. "I can understand that you would feel that way." He stood up
and went to the lounge door. "I was asked to say some specific
words to you before I left the house."

He reached inside his
jacket pocket and took out a pair of reading glasses. Then he
fumbled in his other pockets until he found a sheet of folded
paper.

"Ah, here it is. The will tells me to say these exact words
to you before I leave. Eleanor, my princess, sometimes you just have to take a
leap of faith."

Jeremiah left the
room without waiting to see the effect his words had had on the
people inside it. He made his way out of the house, his mission
complete.

Mandy and William
stared at each other with open mouths. Jenny began to laugh a
little hysterically while Eleanor stared unseeingly into space.
Then tears began to flow down her face. No one heard the front door
close as Jeremiah left.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

Auction

 


 


 


Mandy trembled as her
father held the back of her bicycle keeping her upright.
This was her first time without training wheels
and she was certain she was going to fall over. It didn't seem
reasonable to her seven year old mind that a bike could stay
upright with nothing to keep it that way except its forward
motion.

"I don't want to, Daddy."

Her father moved to the front of the bike and held
the handlebars as he looked into her eyes and smiled.

"It takes a leap of faith, my love. And leaps of faith are
the most important things we ever do."

William tried to push
her off the bike from the side and their father shooed him away.
Annoyingly he'd already mastered bike riding despite being a year
younger.

"What's a leap of faith? I'm not going to have to jump
something am I?"

James laughed. "It's
what I said to your mother when I asked her to marry me. We'd
barely met and I had no family and no past. 'Eleanor, my princess,'
I said, 'sometimes you just
have to take a leap of faith.' It's when
we trust in someone or something without any proof. It's what makes
us human. My mother gave me her ring when I left home so long ago
and said that when I found a girl worthy of it I would find true
happiness, and I did."

 


"Mum, we have to go to the auction!"

Jenny's words brought
Mandy back to the present. She held back tears as the image of her
father faded in her mind. She wanted to pull him back to her and
hug him. To remake the world so he was still alive.

"It's madness," Eleanor repeated, but she sounded
unsure.

"We should go," William echoed his younger sister. "We can
bid for the house and we lose nothing if we're outbid. We have to
do it for Dad."

Eleanor looked at
Mandy and Mandy cringed inside. It was going to be up to her again.
Her Mum regarded her as the sensible one. Just once in a while
she'd like to be the silly one who everyone ignored.

"What William said. We'll always regret it if we don't
try."

William jumped off
the couch yelling, "Yay," at the top of his voice. He snatched the
pamphlet and looked at his watch. "We'll have to hurry. It starts
in half an hour."

 


Without the Satnav
they would never have found it. The auction was being held in what
looked very much like a scout hut at the back of a dilapidated
recreation ground. Mandy looked up at the angry clouds racing
across the sky. It was going to rain again and soon. Expensive cars
were parked around the hut like tanks surrounding a bunker. As they
clambered out of their car Eleanor had an attack of second
thoughts.

"We don't stand a chance, kids. Some of the cars out here
cost more money than we've got."

William dragged his
mother towards the hut. "We're doing this for Dad. I had a look at
the rules on the way. You have to pay the auction house ten percent
of whatever you bid so your maximum bid is thirty
thousand."

"It'll probably start higher than that," Eleanor complained.
Jenny pushed her from behind and she looked to Mandy for
support.

"Just make the bid, Mum. It isn't that
difficult."

Eleanor's resistance
crumbled at Mandy's words and she let herself be dragged into the
crowded hut. William saw no reason for them to stand at the back
and pushed his way to the front where a harassed looking Auctioneer
was staring at his watch.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I'm sorry to have dragged you out to
this venue in the middle of nowhere but the owner of the house was
adamant about how and where his property should be sold. If we
don't follow his wishes to the letter then the sale will not be
valid. For those of you with clients on the ends of mobile phones
take note of the fact that I am not allowed to take internet bids
or any pre-bids on the property. Nor am I allowed to wait longer
than 30 seconds between bids once the bidding starts."

Several people in the
hut began to grumble and a couple put up their hands as if they
were in school. The auctioneer sighed and leaned out across his
table.

"Nor can I answer any questions. The conditions of the sale
made it impossible to view the house so you are going to have to
bid sight unseen. Don't complain to me about it. If I hadn't found
a way around some of the conditions not one of you would even know
this sale was taking place."

Mandy's heart skipped
a beat. Whatever plans Mr. Howard had put in place to sell them his
house had been sunk by the actions of the Auctioneer.

The Auctioneer's next
few words were drowned out by the clatter of hail bouncing on the
corrugated roof of the hut, the angry skies having decided to join
in the auction.

"Damned mobile's lost its signal," someone behind Mandy
grumbled. She turned to see a sea of people shaking their phones as
if that was going to get them going again. Her heart leapt at the
thought that if they couldn't talk to their clients they wouldn't
be able to bid.

"Doesn't matter," a woman next to her said loudly to
overcome the racket coming from the corrugated roof. "I expect
we've all got upper limits we can bid to."

There was a murmur of
agreement across the hut and Mandy's heart sank yet again. Buying
this house had somehow become important, as though it was an
affirmation of her father and the things he believed in.

The Auctioneer looked at his watch.

"In accordance with the late Ezekiel Howard's instructions
the bidding will start at exactly three o'clock."

"Two hundred thousand," a man shouted from the back of the
hut.

"I can't accept that bid. The instructions I have say the
bidding must start at ten thousand and increase in ten thousand
increments."

"We'll be here all night," a woman shouted from the
back.

The air felt electric
as though lightning was only a few moments away. Mandy bit her lip
so hard it bled.

"Ten thousand," A man's voice shouted from the
back.

"Twenty," a woman to Mandy's right said loudly.

"Thirty thousand," Eleanor shouted and the Auctioneer nodded
at her.

The hail intensified
and the racket made it difficult to hear any other voices. Mandy
had her fingers crossed on both hands. She would have crossed her
toes if her trainers had allowed it. She knew they were going to
lose, but she couldn't help hoping. No one had bid. The Auctioneer
leaned forward across the table as if willing someone, anyone to
bid. Mandy turned again to look at the crowd. They stood silent and
unmoving as though frozen.

"Going once at thirty thousand. Come on folks, this is
ridiculous, the land alone is worth a quarter of a
million."

Nobody spoke. They
stared back at Mandy as she stared at them.

The Auctioneer looked
at his watch. "I'm going to have to accept the bid from the lady in
the front if none of you makes a bid."

Mandy knew that more
than thirty seconds had gone since the last bid. The house should
be theirs by now, but still the Auctioneer dithered. What was he
waiting for?

"Sold to the lady in the front row for thirty thousand
pounds."

His hammer came down
and as soon as it hit the table people started shouting. Mandy
cowered away from the palpable rage in the room.

The Auctioneer waved them forward and they followed
him into a small office at the end of the hut. He locked the door
behind them.

"Do you have the money?" he asked and Mandy was certain he
wanted Eleanor to say no. She handed over the cashiers' check she
had been given by Mr. Malchant. He took it reluctantly and pointed
at a window behind him. "Sign these papers and then hop out of the
window. Some of the people in there are very angry and it would be
best not to be here when they get through that door."

As if in confirmation of his words something heavy
hit the other side of the door.

"Come on, hurry up. That door won't last
forever."

Eleanor signed the papers in the places marked with a
cross and he handed her a bunch of keys and a large envelope.

"You'll have to get the plans from the Land Registry. The
deeds don't include them. I'm off."

Before they could think of anything to say he opened
the window and climbed out of it, clutching the folder with the
papers Eleanor had signed. The hail had stopped as suddenly as it
started and the clouds had started to lighten.

The door began to splinter as someone smashed a chair
leg through a panel.

"Come on," William urged. He already had one leg out of the
window.

'Lucky I'm wearing
jeans', Mandy thought as she followed the
rest of her family out of the window.

As they ran for their
car Mandy began to laugh. They had a new house to live in and
they'd proved their father right. Sometimes you just have to take a
leap of faith.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

Chased

 


 


 


The phone was ringing
when they got back home. Eleanor looked
at it suspiciously before reluctantly picking it up.

"Yes?"

Mandy watched her
mother's face go through a series of emotions before settling on
anger as she listened to the caller.

"But we only owe a few payments on the car."

"Okay, I give in. I'll bring it round tomorrow." Eleanor
slammed the phone down. "They're taking the car back. Got a court
order for possession. I don't know how, we only owed a few hundred
on it."

Mandy put an arm
around her mother and squeezed. "It's like Mr. Malchant said.
There's some kind of conspiracy against us."

"You're not kidding," William said. He had a large brown
envelope in his hands and was examining the contents. "This was in
the letter box. It's a letter from the bailiffs saying they're
coming tomorrow to take everything we own. They've even got a
list."

Mandy snatched the
papers from William's hands and scanned them. "They've missed
stuff, the iPods and Jenny's books."

Jenny smiled. She was
the least talkative of the siblings and spent her life buried in
fantasy books. "Good."

"I'm so sorry, children. This is my fault." Eleanor sat down
heavily on the sofa and smiled wearily. "I should have fought
harder, but with your Dad dead, I…"

"No matter, Mother," William said airily. "We shall be
hobnobbing with millionaires from now on."

"We should start packing," Mandy told them. "Let's get out
of here first thing tomorrow. Leave anything on this list." She
waved the bailiff’s papers at them. "Mum doesn't have to give the
car back first thing so we can drive to the new house and if we're
really sneaky we can disappear off the radar of whoever's got it in
for us. They won't know where to look, at least for a
while."

Williams snatched up
the list again. "They've got our computers and mobiles on
this."

Mandy took out her
phone and checked it. "The mobiles have been cut off. At least mine
has. You'll just have to live without a computer for a while,
William."

William pulled his
phone from his shirt pocket and cursed. Eleanor gave him a
disapproving look, but she didn't tell him off. "I was going to
phone Eric tonight."

Mandy picked up the
house phone and listened. As she expected she heard an intermittent
hum. "The house phone can only receive calls. We've been cut
off."

"Somebody is out to get us," Jenny said quietly and then
jumped to her feet, "I'm off to pack my books. They're not getting
any of mine."

"Me too, I've got stuff too," William said and followed her
out of the room.

Eleanor smiled at Mandy.

"I'm surprised William didn't insist we hold a 'Council of
War'."

Mandy grinned.
Whenever there was a family crisis William would call for a Council
of War. It amused her too. They'd had quite a few of them
recently.

"Everything's going to be all right, Mum. Just wait and
see."

 


They were up at dawn
with everything packed. Mandy yawned as she hadn't slept during the
night. Packing was surprisingly easy as she didn't have much in the
first place and a lot of what she had was on the bailiff's list.
She took a last look around the room she'd lived in for fifteen
years and sighed. There were so many happy memories associated with
this house. She was going to miss it.

Still, this was no
time to reminisce. Mandy pulled herself together and dragged her
suitcase out onto the landing. "Is everybody ready?" she shouted as
she dragged the case to the stairs and got a couple of grunts in
reply. Jenny had tied her books together with string and was having
trouble lifting them.

"William, help your sister with her books. Where's
Mum?"

William moaned.
"Mum's in the garden. We may have to drag her out of
here."

Mandy let her suitcase slide down the stairs. It got
up quite a speed and slammed into the side of the staircase
chipping the paintwork.

"What's with you?" William asked.

"It's not our house anymore. Why should I care? I'll go get
Mum, you make sure all the cases and Jenny's books are stowed in
the car."

 


Mandy found her mother sitting on the garden bench
staring out across the small garden.

"We have to go, Mum. Have you packed?"

Eleanor turned
towards her and Mandy saw she'd been crying.

"We built this garden together, your Father and I. He loved
to grow things."

"I know, Mum. But we have to go."

Eleanor sighed. "We
had a perfect family and a perfect home only a few weeks ago. How
did this happen to us?"

Mandy sat beside her mother on the bench and stared
out into the garden.

"It wasn't perfect, Mum. Dad quit his job over a year ago
and didn't tell us anything about it. He spent all our money on God
knows what and then sold the house from under us."

"He must have had a good reason, Mandy. Your Father wasn't a
bad man. It some ways he was the strongest man I've ever known. He
would have died for something he believed in. He would have died
for us."

"Perhaps he did, Mum. That car accident wasn't like him. He
was always so careful when driving."

Eleanor hugged her
daughter. "The police said it was an accident."

"And we can trust the authorities? They've stolen everything
we have."

Eleanor stood up
briskly. "My suitcase is in the car. I was up before dawn. Shall we
go and make a new life for ourselves?"

Mandy smiled and
stood up beside her. "Let's go do just that."

 


Eleanor drove the car
slowly down the driveway and onto the main road. William and Jenny
had elected to sit in the back and took off their seatbelts to
kneel on their seats facing the rear window.

"Someone's following us," William said. "Someone in a black
Bentley."

"Sit down and put your seatbelts on," Eleanor
ordered.

"Mum, we're being followed," Jenny shouted.

"And I can't lose them with my children loose in the
back."

Mandy stared at her
Mother in astonishment. She
was going to try and shake the car following them? When did her Mum
turn into James Bond?

To
Mandy's further surprise, she saw her
siblings obey their mother and pull on their seatbelts.

"We're ready, Mum." William shouted.

The sudden
acceleration forced Mandy back into her seat. The traffic lights
ahead were at amber and changed to red before they got through the
junction. Mandy turned in her seat and saw the Bentley go through
the junction with the lights at red. Horns blared behind
them.

"Let's see if he can do this," Eleanor said as she turned
violently left at forty miles an hour. Tires screeched and the car
lifted onto two wheels.

"Way to go, Mum," William shouted excitedly.

"I will not be beaten," Eleanor said intensely as she took a
sharp right followed almost immediately by a sharper
left.

"Make a U turn when possible," the female voice from the
Satnav intoned pleasantly. They were way off course to their new
home.

"Shut up, cow," Eleanor said as she floored the accelerator.
Mandy looked at her Mother in astonishment. Did she just swear at the Satnav?

"Mum, thirty zone." They were doing at least fifty. Eleanor
ignored Mandy, only slowing down to make another turn.

"It's okay, dear. There's nobody on the side roads this
early in the morning and I think I've lost the Bentley anyway." She
slowed the car to the speed limit and then followed the Satnav's
instructions meekly when it suggested she turn right. "Well, I
don't know about you, but I enjoyed that," Eleanor said
cheerfully.

"Me too, Mum," William shouted from the back.

 


"Destination," the Satnav said somewhat smugly and they
looked along the street for number six. The houses were on the
right hand side of the road. Woodland completely occupied the left.
Not that any of the houses were visible, they were all discretely
hidden by tall trees and shrubbery. Their drives twisted to prevent
anyone from the street looking directly at the houses.

Wrought ironwork on
top of a low stone wall rose over the drive to the right of them in
a large arch. A stylized number six hung in a circle at its apex.
Two large wrought iron gates hung fully open, supported
precariously by hinges that had sagged with age.

"Destination," William said pointing through the gates and
Eleanor drove through them. The gravel driveway ran between
overgrown bushes to the house where it turned in a tight circle
around an empty stone water feature. Rhododendrons and holly bushes
with added nettles and brambles surrounded the house and blocked
any route to the rear.

The house itself was
large and typical of upper middle class homes built between the
wars. Built as servants became rare, it was a stately two story
house with windows put into the roof to create attic rooms and
maximize living space.

The front porch was
enclosed and stuck out from the house to form an anteroom. It was
almost a replica of the house itself, and looked as though it had
been added later as an afterthought. A stained glass half-moon
window was fitted above the door. When they opened the door Mandy
saw the room in a shimmering red and green glow as sunlight shafted
in through the window.

The children had brought their luggage from the car,
Mandy in front struggling with her case. William made a point of
pretending his case was impossibly heavy and moaned about how
difficult it was to carry. Mandy sighed as younger brothers could
be very wearing.

The front door swung
inwards without a sound when Eleanor unlocked it. With the door
opened she turned back to the car to fetch her suitcase. Mandy
approached the door and it slammed shut in her face. There was no
wind and Mandy felt a little scared.

"Kids, stop messing about. They'll be plenty of time for
that later," Eleanor shouted from the car.

Cries of protest came
from her children at being falsely accused. Eleanor got out her key
and unlocked the door again. As she opened it, Mandy saw a shape
moving in the hall and screamed.

"Mandy, what did I just say?"

"Mum, there was someone standing there. I saw him move, I
swear."

"Probably just reflections. Come on kids. Let's get inside."
Eleanor humped her case over the threshold and her children
followed

Dust rose everywhere
they walked. The carpets might have been colorful beneath the dirt,
but all they saw was grey dust. The first room they found had an
old-fashioned tiled fireplace. Someone had nailed large rough
planks of wood across it to seal it.

There were ancient
clocks all around them with several grandfather clocks in the hall
and others on shelves and mantelpieces, but not the sound of a
single tick.

"Maybe the clocks are what Mr. Malchant meant when he talked
about trinkets. Some old clocks are worth a lot of money. Come on
kids. Let's have a good look round."

As Eleanor finished speaking every single clock in
the house began to chime. They were so loud that Mandy put her
hands over her ears and dropped to her knees on the dusty carpet,
overwhelmed by the noise.

The chiming seemed to go on forever.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

Ringing the Changes

 


 


 


William ran down the
hall going from clock to clock. A
staircase led up into darkness and he started to climb up it. Mandy
wanted to stop him, but he was already out of sight. She took her
hands away from her ears and set off in pursuit.

The stairs had two
flights and Mandy bumped into the wall at the top of the first one
and had to feel her way. The upper floor showed as a dim glow above
her and she staggered up the stairs after her wayward
brother.

"Where are you, William?"

She heard a shriek
over the continuing chimes and hurried forward, falling flat on her
face as she tried to climb up a step that wasn't there. Sprawled on
deep pile carpet she spluttered as ancient dust went up her nose
and into her mouth. The chimes stopped as suddenly as they'd
begun.

"Watch out for that last step, Mandy. It isn't there,"
William said from just in front of her.

Mandy swung a fist at
the sound and was gratified when it hit her brother's
backside.

"Oow!"

"I wasn't the one screaming like a girl."

Light came into the
landing from a large stained glass window at the far end. There was
a figure in the glass, but all the dust made it difficult for Mandy
make out.

William got up and helped his sister to her feet. He
pointed at the window.

"Do you see that boy in the stained glass?"

Mandy walked closer
and saw that the window depicted a 1920's schoolboy in full
uniform, complete with cap at a jaunty angle. The image was about
full size assuming the boy was about twelve. He was face on, though
being made of stained glass that meant he would look that way from
the outside as well.

"So what?"

William grabbed his sister with both hands and stared
dramatically at her.

"Well, when I got up the stairs, he was walking down the
landing. He saw me and jumped back into the window."

"Yeah, right." Mandy laughed. "Like they do. It must have
been a trick of the light, stupid."

William visibly
deflated at Mandy's suggestion. "That does sound likely, doesn't
it?"

Mandy touched the
glass, which seemed unusually warm. "It's a nice window though. He
looks friendly."

When they got
downstairs William was excited about the clocks. "Every single
clock is set at twelve. I wonder what made them go off?"

"But it's only…" Eleanor looked at her watch in
exasperation, "…seven o'clock. Will you just look at all the dust
you've stirred up."

"The clocks are stopped, Mum. Do you think that was when
Ezekiel Howard died? Just at the stroke of midnight and the clocks
stopped for him. What do you think?"

First it was walking windows and now ghostly clocks.
Mandy shivered.

"Mum, make him stop. He'll frighten Jenny."

"Mum, make him stop," mimicked William, "As if Jenny has
even noticed."

Mandy looked at Jenny
and saw it was true. Jenny showed no signs of being bothered by the
clocks or the dust. She stood quietly waiting for them to go deeper
into the house.

"Right, let's move on. This is our home now and I won't be
frightened out of it by William." Eleanor grabbed Jenny's hand and
they set off into the house.

The house turned out
to be much bigger than their old home. The front door and hall were
set in the middle of the frontage and there were large rooms on
either side. A central hallway led to the stairs. The corridor bent
around one set of stairs and after twenty feet or so there was
another set of stairs going up in the other direction after which
the hallway returned to its original path. Why there were two sets
of stairs so close together down the central line of the house
baffled Mandy.

Just before the
corridor reached the first set of stairs, there were doors leading
off to the right and left. The left hand door showed signs of a lot
of use. Dark varnish flaked from the wood around the large round
brass door handle while the bottom of the door was rubbed to bare
wood as if someone had kicked it open.

Eleanor opened the
door gingerly. William pushed past her into the room.

"Ooo, what a stink. Old man and carbolic soap," William said
in disgust.

Mandy was far from
impressed. Thick heavy curtains in the bay window hung slightly
open and William pulled them wide. The sunlight was blinding and
Mandy put her hands over their eyes to protect them from the glare.
William tried to open a window, but they wouldn't budge.

"It's easier if you use these knobs," Mandy said in a
superior tone as she turned the little window locks. The lower half
of the window moved so easily against its counterweights that
William found himself hanging out of the window with sharp holly
leaves inches from his nose.

"Thanks a lot, Mandy. Just tell me about the locks next
time." William pulled himself back into the room and grinned at his
sister.

The room would have
been extremely elegant a long time ago. There were remains of
velvet flock paper on the walls that may once have been a striking
purple. Mandy recognized the style of decoration in the room as art
deco with up-lighters set high on the walls. She had seen the look
in Agatha Christie mystery stories.

There were signs of
recent occupancy, from open books to dirty and fungus infested
cups. A bed was set up in one corner of the room with grey sheets,
stained with age, and unmade. There were bookcases stacked untidily
with books all along the walls of the room.

Mandy noticed the
outline of a large armchair on the carpet. An old oak table stood
in front of where the chair had been. Beyond the table, a wooden
clotheshorse stood with two shirts and a pair of wide trousers
resting on it. It looked as though the previous owner of the house
might just have stepped out of the room a few moments
ago.

 


William had wandered
back into the hall while the rest of the family stood and stared.
He shouted to them, "Mum, Mandy, Jenny! You have just
GOT to see
this!"

The rest of the family followed his voice to the room
on the other side of the corridor. William had opened the curtains
and was busy pulling dust covers enthusiastically off the
furniture.

Mandy couldn't
believe her eyes. It was as if the room had been frozen in time
since the nineteen twenties. Everything appeared brand new and
looked impossibly expensive.

This room was as big
as the room they'd just left. The purple wallpaper from the other
room stood resplendent here, covering the walls in rich deep
velvet. The carpet on the floor looked expensive. It was iridescent
with colorful scenes of camels and traders woven into deep pile. It
looked Persian.

Mandy could see
quality ooze from it. Around the walls of the room were display
cases, made from richly carved mahogany and cut glass. Each was
filled with glass vases, and art deco sculptures in the form of
nymphs and impossibly thin women. All of the glassware shone as if
recently polished. There was not a trace of dust.

Only the outside of the thick, once red curtains were
faded, as was the white painted wood of the window frames, which
was peeling. The rest of the room looked pristine.

Mandy was trying to figure out how to open the cases
when her mother spoke in a frightened voice.

"Come on out. William, close the curtains and come out, be
careful what you touch."

"Oh Mum!"

"No, come out. I'll have to talk to Mr. Malchant. There must
be a mistake. This can't all be ours." William brushed by a case
and its contents wobbled "William! Be careful."

Very carefully, as if she was putting down an
unexploded bomb, Eleanor shut the door.

"Nobody goes in there again. Do you understand,
kids?"

Mandy echoed her
brother and sister with a weary "Yes, Mum." What was the point of owning beautiful things if you
couldn't look and touch them?

Eleanor led them back
to the room Ezekiel Howard had been living in. There was a door,
which led via a large and empty narrow box room filled with storage
cupboards, to a large kitchen.

The kitchen was
equipped to prepare food for a small army. There were two large Aga
wood burning ranges. One was blacked up and pristine showing no
signs of having been used while the other was scruffy with signs of
use.

Eleanor lifted one of
the thick iron hot plates using a tool hanging on the wall and
peered inside. When Mandy stared over her shoulder, she saw fine
grey ash in the fire box below.

Pots and pans of all
sizes hung from the walls and in some cases from hooks on lines
coming down from the ceiling. An old iron kettle sat on the range,
with water in it. There was also a pile of neatly chopped wood for
the stove in the corner.

"We could get this started and brew some tea," Eleanor said
eagerly.

William stared at the
range in confusion. "There isn't an 'On' switch."

"These stoves were made to be on all the time. You have to
fill the fire box with wood and kindling and light it with
matches."

"Matches," William said in disgust. "Who uses
matches?

There was a large
white enamel sink, square, about three feet wide and eighteen
inches deep set low on the wall near the floor. Several feet above
the sink a large tap protruded from the wall. When Eleanor turned
it, water gushed out into the sink below.

William laughed and
Mandy grinned as their mum struggled to turn the tap off. It took
three of them to stop it dripping.

"Well, at least we have water," their mother said
cheerfully.

Mandy and Jenny
helped their mother look for matches in the kitchen cupboards.
William left the room exploring. A few minutes later, he shouted
for them to come and look.

William stood in the
door to a room he'd found. Jenny reached him first and burst into
giggles as she looked inside.

An enormous white
enamel bath dominated the room. Eleanor wondered how much hot water
it would take to fill it. The bath was set into a tiled marble
floor resting on eagle claws cast in bronze. Thick water pipes rose
from the floor to connect to freestanding taps ready to pour
gallons of water to fill the bath. The pipes and taps were
silver-plated.

The bathroom was, like the room with the glass, in
wonderful condition.

In one corner of the
room was an old fashioned toilet and it was this that set Jenny
giggling. The cistern and all the fittings were decorated in
striking blue and white tiles. A large mirror hung on the wall
above a sink. Only the sink showed any signs of wear.

"I want a bath," Jenny said. She ran her hands along the
elegant enameled bath, following a line of pure gold that ran all
the way around it.

William flicked the
brass light switch by the door on and off, on and off. The light
bulb hanging in a hexagonal stained-glass shade above the bath
stayed stubbornly off.

"It's probably just the bulb," Eleanor said. Despite her
cheery words the house suddenly seemed a little colder to Mandy. It
was going to be frightening if they had to spend the night without
electricity.

Mandy was the first
to leave the bathroom. She had noticed a door from the kitchen into
the back garden and wanted to look outside. The kitchen was dark
and uninviting as she strode through it. They hadn't been able to
find any matches to light the range.

She went outside and
peered out into the jungle of plants beyond. Tall bushes and
brambles blocked her view of most of the garden. Mandy thought she
saw something reflecting light at her through the bushes and
wondered if they had a greenhouse.

Eleanor called out to her daughter from the
kitchen.

"Well done Mandy, I see you found some matches."

Mandy walked back
into the kitchen wondering what her mother was on about. She
noticed at once that the range was lit. The warmth coming from it
seemed to permeate all the nooks and grannies of the
room.

"Oh good, Mum. You've got the range going."

Her mother stared back at her, a puzzled look on her
face.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

Exploring

 


 


 


"Did either of you light this?" Eleanor asked William and
Jenny as they entered the kitchen. Jenny looked puzzled while
William approached the range and held his hand over the hot
plates.

"Wow, Mum. It works. How did you get it going?"

"Maybe, there's some kind of switch?" Mandy suggested. Her
mother gave her an exasperated look and sighed.

"It doesn't really matter, does it? William, will you get
the coolbox out of the car. I brought some stuff from home … I mean
our old house. Though I'll have to go shopping if we want to eat
today."

"I thought we were broke?" Jenny asked.

"I've still got a few pounds left in reserve. We'll have to
find those trinkets Mr. Malchant talked about soon. For now, we
should settle in."

William took the car
keys from his mother and ran through the house. Mandy put the heavy
iron kettle onto the hot plate having first checked to see there
was water in it.

"You have to give the car back today."

Eleanor grinned. "No
I don't. The garage doesn't know where we live and I doubt they'll
set the police on me just yet. Once we've sorted ourselves out I'll
take it back to them."

Mandy felt shocked.
Her Mum was the most honest person she knew and here she was
talking about stealing the car. Eleanor must have seen the look on
her face because she laughed.

"Oh, I used to be quite the tearaway when I was younger. I
had lots of piercings too."

"Mum!"

"Not that you can, young lady. Well, not till you're
sixteen."

"Mum giving you the sex lecture again?" William asked from
the door. He was carrying the coolbox and lifted it onto the
kitchen table with a sigh of relief.

"Mum is going to steal the car and let the garage try to
find her," Mandy said smugly.

"Cool."

 


After they had tea
and biscuits using the last of the milk from the cool box, Eleanor
said they should have a quick look around the house and then she'd
go and do some shopping.

A tour of the rooms
downstairs revealed two large rooms. One of them was a study and
the other a dining room.

A massive mahogany
table dominated the dining room. It had such a deeply polished
surface that it looked to Mandy as though you could dive right into
it, like the surface of a pool.

Glass fronted wooden cases hung against one wall with
a dresser beneath. Because there were no lights in the cases, they
were difficult to see into.

"This room is amazing," Mandy said as she pulled open a
drawer of the dresser and discovered a large amount of silver
cutlery. William pulled open a dresser door.

"Look, Wedgewood plates. Maybe this is what Mr. Malchant
meant about trinkets.

Eleanor opened the
front of what looked like an empty case above the dresser. The
bottom of the shelf was a little lower than her eyelevel and with
the case open, she could see lots of small pieces of jewelry. There
was a great variety of them, snuff boxes, thimbles, etched plates,
paper knives and so on. The items had only one thing in common,
they were made of polished silver and when she examined one closely
she found hallmarks on it.

"I think this is what Mr. Malchant meant," she said in a
whisper. The objects were all heavy for their size; they were
probably solid silver.

William snatched a
handful of them from the shelf and dropped them onto the table.
They shone in the sunlight. "There must be a fortune
here."

Mandy picked up a
small silver dog. It was beautiful, tiny diamonds twinkled in its
eyes. "Have you seen the workmanship on them?"

Jenny sat at the table and started to arrange the
objects on it into groups.

Eleanor took a deep
breath. "Put them all back. I'll try and sell some of them
tomorrow. We need to make sure we have something to eat and
somewhere to sleep tonight."

"I'll race you," Jenny said and ran out of the door. William
chased after her leaving Mandy and her mother to put the silver
back on the shelves.

"There must be thousands of them," Mandy said as she put her
hand up to the higher shelves and felt smooth shapes under her
fingers. She would need to get a chair to see them.

Eleanor smiled at her
daughter. "Perhaps our luck has changed."

"I hope so, Mum."

On the first floor,
they found two large bedrooms sharing a bathroom. The other side of
the corridor revealed two smaller bedrooms and a large study.
Another toilet was located off the hall, directly above the one on
the floor below. Whoever designed the house was hot on
toilets.

All the bedrooms were
in the same condition as the unused rooms downstairs. They'd been
sealed and protected from sunlight and were in immaculate
condition. It appeared someone regularly aired the beds as they
didn't smell the least musty.

Eleanor chose the
largest bedroom at the front of the house for herself and Mandy
bagged the room behind it. William and Jenny took a bedroom each on
the other side. Eleanor told them to open all the windows they
could find to give the bedrooms some fresh air.

They found a narrow
staircase at the back of the upstairs corridor leading upwards. The
stairs led to a locked door that presumably gave access to the
rooms in the loft. Eleanor tried all the keys she'd been given, but
none of them worked. It was a solid door and nothing William tried
would open it, though he bruised his shoulder in the
attempt.

"It doesn't matter," Eleanor told them. "We can worry about
getting up there later."

The electric didn't
work anywhere in the house and the upstairs bathrooms and toilets
didn't have any water. Searching the house took a lot of time and
it was early afternoon before Eleanor decided she had to go out
shopping. For a start, there was not a scrap of toilet paper in the
house and she hadn't thought to bring any with them.

 


"I'll take Jenny with me. Do you think you two can behave
yourselves while we're gone?"

William groaned. "I'm
fourteen, Mum."

"And still press every button you can find when we go into
an electrical shop."

"He'll be fine with me," Mandy said. She was looking forward
to being on her own with William. They'd be able to touch things
without Eleanor having a fit and there were plenty of places to
explore.

"Try and find the electricity meter, but DON'T touch it. I
don't want to come back and find my children dead on the
floor."

"As if," William said and folded his arms across his
chest.

"I'm trusting you two," Eleanor said as she took Jenny's
hand. "Don't let me down." She didn't sound very trusting at all to
Mandy.

 


"Given we had to move house, this is a good house to move
to." Mandy said to her brother as they stood at the front door and
watched their mother and sister drive away.

"I've a feeling of being watched, can't you feel it?"
William said seriously.

"Don't be silly, of course I don't."

William grinned at
his sister. "Bet you, I can find the electricity meter
first."

"Bet you can't!" Mandy said as she set off at a run into the
house with William only a few feet behind her.

They started in the
old man's room and worked their way around the house opening any
cupboards and closets that might be hiding a meter. There seemed to
be an enormous number of them. The box room was particularly
interesting, filled with deep closets stuffed with strange old
brushes and tools that didn't seem to be made for anything either
of them could imagine.

William found two
Bakelite buttons set into the wall, one white and one black next to
two sliding doors four feet off the ground. The doors were two feet
high and when he pried them open he found a cupboard behind them.
It was a curious cupboard because of the paneling above and below
it, which seemed to be wasted space. The buttons did nothing when
he pressed then, so he gave up and moved on.

They got their first
clue as to where to find the meter when they opened a large
cupboard door in the kitchen. Behind it was a small brick-walled
room with shelves against the outside wall. Several of the bricks
in the wall had holes in them.

William spoke with an
air of authority. "This is what they used before fridges, it's
called a pantry."

"How do you know?" Mandy knew that William was often a
source of unlikely information. It irritated her that he knew so
much, but it proved useful sometimes.

"School trip to York, last summer. In the
museum."

"The one with the boiled sweet shops and things?"

"Yep."

William walked into
the pantry, which formed a brick tunnel. "There's another door
here!" Mandy followed him in to have a look.

"Did Mum leave the torch?" Mandy asked

"Brought my own." William pulled a small torch out of his
pocket.

"That was Dad's."

"Well, he can have it back if he asks." William said with
dark humor. Mandy hit him on the shoulder, but not very hard.
Taking Dad's things was creepy, but she admired William's
resourcefulness.

Mandy wished she'd
thought to take a few of their Dad's tool from their house before
they left. Their creditors would never have missed them.

William opened the
small door inside the larder, which opened away from the pantry. It
revealed another brick wall. The small door just cleared it and
clicked into place in the fully open position. It fitted into a
frame at right angles to its original position and looked just like
it was a door leading to another room.

"Weird." William pointed his torch to the left revealing a
set of steep stone steps leading down. "It's the stairs down to a
cellar."

William carefully
stepped onto the stone landing and began to make his way down the
steep staircase.

"Be careful," Mandy cautioned. There was no stair rail to
hang onto, although they could use the sloping roof and the walls
to keep their balance. The steps descended into the cellar, which
proved to be bigger than the kitchen but not as big as the house.
On the far wall, they found a massive water boiler. There were logs
stacked beside it and it was by far the biggest boiler that William
and Mandy had ever seen. It looked more like something to heat a
factory rather than a house.

Next to the boiler,
screwed onto the wall were an electricity meter and a fuse box. The
meter had a big metal lever set in the 'On' position, but all the
fuses, which were big round things that looked like shotgun shells,
were loose on top of the fuse box.

On the other side of
the boiler pipes rose upwards. There were ceramic tags on the wall
behind them, which had words like 'first floor left toilet' on
them. Each pipe was fitted with a wheel valve.

The opportunity to
switch everything on proved too much of a temptation for William.
He asked Mandy to hold the torch while he carefully pulled the
electricity meter lever to the 'OFF' position before fitting the
fuses back into their positions in the box.

Mandy decided the
best thing to do was to let him get on with it. She knew he was
good at this sort of thing and it would be safer letting William do
it than waiting for their mother to attempt anything to do with
electricity.

William closed the
fuse box and pulled the lever back to the 'On' position. A small
bulb dangling from a wire above them lit up, spreading dim yellow
light through the cellar. Mandy switched off the torch, and they
looked properly around the room for the first time.

At the far end of the room, a man in black crouched
ready to jump at them and Mandy screamed in terror.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

Passing Strange

 


 


 


Mandy shoved her
brother across the room and back towards the stairs while keeping
an eye on the figure crouched in the shadows. The man looked for all the world like a caricature of a spy
with wide brimmed hat and trench coat. He was bent over as if he
had been sneaking towards them when the light came on.

"Stop it. What are you on about, there's nobody there."
William gave his sister a hard push in return. Mandy staggered back
the way she'd come and ended up wobbling in the center of the
cellar as she tried to stay upright.

"He's there!" Mandy pointed at the dark cloaked
figure.

"That's a coat and hat on top of an old lawn mower." William
spoke as if he were a schoolteacher dressing down a particularly
stupid child. "Have you had your eyes tested recently?"

For a few seconds
Mandy didn't believe him. She could see the man clearly, then her
vision blurred and when it sharpened again she saw exactly what
William had told her was there, a coat and a floppy brimmed black
hat on an old petrol lawnmower.

Mandy approached the
mower cautiously. She half expected it to turn into a man again.
She felt her face blazing red with embarrassment. This was the
second time today that she'd seen things that weren't there, and
usually she was the down-to-earth one. She knocked the old floppy
hat off the top of the lawnmower in annoyance.

William stood by the massive boiler inspecting
it.

"This has been used recently. There's only a bit of ash in
the grate so whoever did it didn't want much hot water. Its summer,
so I expect the radiators are turned off. Do you fancy getting this
thing going? I for one would really like to try out one of those
bathrooms."

"This place is creeping me out. I can't imagine how I
thought this mower was a man."

"Forget it, Sis. It's what I've come to expect in a home
full of girls."

"You're the one who thinks he's being watched."

William turned to
face her. "Yeah, I do. I saw that stained glass window move earlier
and now you're seeing things."

Mandy felt it was
time to change the subject. She went to look at the boiler. "Do you
have any idea at all how to work it?" She knew her brother was
talented with computers and phones, but wasn't convinced he knew
anything about heating systems.

William held the
torch to his mouth as though it was a meerschaum pipe. "Elementary,
my dear Watson," he intoned solemnly. "You see Watson, we put the
logs in here and light them using firelighters, of which there just
happens to be a big open sack over there. When the fire is going
well, we turn the damper down to the middle position and turn on
the valves here and here. This will give the downstairs and
upstairs taps access to the hot water. Last thing at night, we
shall return here and turn the damper to the 'off' position. That
should keep the fire going at a low level through to the next
morning."

"How can you possibly know all that?" Mandy sometimes hated
her brother and his know-it-all ways.

William grinned at
his sister in triumph. "Because it's written here on the boiler
under 'Instructions for
Use'."

"One day, I shall spank you and when that day
comes..."

"Pigs will fly, I know. So shall we start it?"

"Have you got a match?"

"There's a packet next to the firelighters."

"Go on then. You've already turned on the lights against
Mum's specific instructions. You might as well do as much damage as
possible."

William returned to
his Holmes impersonation. "I've always thought that a parent's
instructions were more of an advisory nature than definitive." He
stacked up a number of the logs in the boiler and placed a
firelighter between them near to the bottom. He grinned wickedly at
her. "This is going to be fun."

When the
firelighter was burning brightly, William
opened up the damper until the flame from the firelighter burned
blue in the updraft. The dry logs had already started to burn and
the cellar was becoming brighter and more cheery by the
second.

They watched it burn for a few minutes.

"We don't seem to have set the building on fire," Mandy
said.

"As if."

"Shall we see if the water's getting warm?"

William turned the
valves on and ran for the steps. Mandy sighed. Just once she wanted
to see one of William's plans crash and burn. On the other hand,
hot water would be nice.

 


As soon as they were
out of sight, an inhuman arm stretched out from the mower and
picked up the hat lying on the floor. A second arm appeared from
nowhere and its metallic hand gave the wide brimmed hat a brisk
brush, knocking the dust off it. As the hat was returned to the top
of the mower's handle, two dim glowing red eyes appeared below
it.

The being that looked
like a mower, grinned and rubbed his distorted hands in front of
the boiler door, gathering some heat into his frame before rushing
up the stairs, wheels spinning silently. When he got to the top of
the steps he carried on in a straight line, going down the steps
previously hidden behind the cellar door.

 


A bell was ringing
when Mandy and William got back to the kitchen. There were a set of
small bells mounted on a wooden board near the ceiling and the one
that was ringing had a brass plaque below it that read
Front Door.

"Must be Mum, locked herself out, I expect. I'll get it."
Mandy ran towards the front door with William taking up hot
pursuit.

When Mandy pulled
opened the front door she found herself staring into the face of a
short overweight man in an old-fashioned suit complete with
accompanying bowler hat. He immediately put Mandy in mind of a pig,
a kind of 'fat
controller' pig. 'It's the large nose and the two beady little eyes
that does it', she thought.

"Yes?"

"I wonder if I might speak with the lady of the house?" The
man had one of those educated accents that came complete with a
hint of slime.

"Technically, right now, Mandy is the lady of the house,"
William piped up from behind Mandy. "And we're broke,
borassic lint so there's no chance of a sale here. I should bug ...
bounce off if I was you."

Not for the first
time, Mandy wondered if her brother had an 'Off' button and if he
did and she found it, would she ever switch him back on again. The
Cockney rhyming slang was bad enough, they weren't even
Londoners.

"No, you are under a misapprehension. I am not a salesman. I
am a friend of the late Mr. Howard and have much admired this house
for a very long time. It was put up for sale so quickly that I had
no chance to bid. I would very much like to offer your mother a
deal to buy this house at a price I'm sure would be too good to
refuse."

William switched to
pure cockney. "The 'ouse is not for sale, guv'nor,"

It was watching
'Oliver' on the television the other night, Mandy was sure of it.
At least William hadn't burst into song. Mandy ignored her
brother's insanity and tried to bring some order to the
conversation.

"I doubt very much that my mother would be interested,
Mister…?"

"Blain, Pettigrew Blain. Please give your mother my business
card and ask her to ring me at her convenience, if you would be so
kind." Mr. Blain spoke in a curt manner and appeared irritated,
though whether it was at William, Mandy or at their mother being
out wasn't clear.

He took out a large
format business card and forced it into Mandy's hand before turning
to leave. As he walked down the drive, a piece of slate from the
roof hit him on the top of his bowler hat, knocking him to the
ground.

The two children ran
over to help him, but he beat them off as if they'd thrown the
slate themselves.

"It wasn't anything to do with us, it fell off the
house."

Blain growled at them
like an angry dog and pushed the children away from him. His suit
was covered in dust from the drive and his hat was ruined, but the
tile didn't seem to have reached his head. He shook his fist at
them and backed away, keeping an eye on the children as he
left.

Blain shouted to the
children as soon as he had put some distance between them. "You
tell your mother to call me if she knows what's good for her. Your
father didn't and look what happened to him!"

William reacted as if
stung by a bee. "What about my father? Did you know him? Were you
part of it?"

"Just tell her what I said, that's all. You tell
her."

Blain turned and hurried away.

Mandy felt as though
the world was spinning around her. William's words at Dad's grave
came back to her and suddenly it all made sense. She spun to face
her brother, tears in her eyes. "You know, don't you? You know what
happened to Dad and you haven't told me. How could you? How could
you?" She ran sobbing towards the house. William followed behind
her slowly, kicking at the gravel as he went.

Mandy retreated to
the kitchen and tried to pretend that nothing had happened. She put
on the kettle and moved plates around as if tidying them, but there
was nothing to tidy. William sat down and looked at his big sister.
He was over a year younger, but chronological age doesn't always
directly relate to being more adult. He sighed.

William spoke softly
but with conviction. "Dad was murdered, blackmailed first and then
murdered when he threatened to go to the police."

"How do you know? How can you know? He never said anything
was wrong." Mandy sat on the other side of the table, staring at
her brother accusingly.

"I got curious about why he was acting differently and I
searched his coat pockets. That was fairly early on, before he quit
his job."

"How could you do that?" Mandy was shocked, "Search Daddy's
things, spy on him?"

"Because he needed help and he couldn't tell anybody," A
single tear ran from William's eye and he brushed it away
angrily.

"So what was it all about? What was Daddy being blackmailed
about?" Did she really want to know? Mandy wasn't sure.

"I don't know, but there was something they wanted that he
wouldn't give them."

"What?"

"I think they wanted to know the location of this
house."

All the clocks in the
house began to chime. The bells on the wall joined in. The noise in
the kitchen became unbearable.

"AND YOU CAN STOP THAT RIGHT NOW!" William screamed at the
top of his voice.

Every single clock stopped instantly, one in mid
bong, which is a very strange sound that not many people ever
hear.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

Later

 


 


 


"You two are being very quiet," Eleanor said when they had
carried the shopping from the car to the kitchen. "If it's about
turning on the electricity and getting the boiler going I'm
prepared to forgive you this once."

"Thank you, Mother dearest," William intoned, both hands
cupped against his heart. "We know we have sinned and it is good of
you to forgive us."

"I didn't sin." Mandy said, giving her brother a push,
sending him flying across the room.

"Provided you two stop fighting, that is." Eleanor sighed.
"Would you make some tea, Mandy? I'm exhausted from all this
running about."

"You didn't see a black Bentley parked around here, did
you?" William asked suspiciously.
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