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Home among the Headstones




Chapter 1

If you don't know me from "Cemetery, Crimes and Crumpet", the first book I featured in, then this is a refresher. (If you have read it, then bear with me while others catch up.)

My name is now Libitina Shelley Beech, but I have always gone by the name Shelley. My first name means ... wait for it, 'Roman Goddess of Funerals and Death,' and you ask why does she work in a cemetery? It was my destiny with a name like that.

I am not sure if my parents liked me or wanted me, so; I asked my mother why they called me Libitina Shelley Kelly.

"We liked the sound of it," was her answer. My parents were good to me, despite their choice of name. My brother had it worse. They called him Richard Hedley Kelly and his nickname was "Dick Head".

I married a man named Robert Holmes, may he rest in peace. We didn't have any children and I am beyond that now.

Because my name was Shelley Holmes, my nickname became "Sherlock". So, in keeping with the nickname, I named the stray black cat that graced my doorstep on Friday the 13th, "Watson". This was my husband's anniversary.

My other cat, Crumpet, was given to me a year or two after my husband died, to keep me company. She has pretty tortoise shell markings and loves to join me for breakfast, where she nibbles on a small piece of crumpet lathered in butter. Our morning ritual. I used to be a creature of habit, but that has changed to a degree over the last year.

I have been working at Perilgate Cemetery for over eight years now. It is a large cemetery with a crematorium in the city of Tymesup.

You would think it a depressing place to work, but it is quite the opposite. My fellow work mates have a wicked sense of humour. If you ignore the headstones, the office is in a serene location with trees, grass, and gardens. There is very little life in the cemetery except the occasional rabbit and plenty of birds. Speaking of flying, you won't find me anywhere near the place after dark when the residents come out to play and do their Michael Jackson Thriller dance. I could handle Casper and his friendly ghosts, though.

Until last year I used to walk in my lunch break before I stumbled upon a string of dead bodies.

You might consider this a normal hazard of working in a cemetery, but usually the dead bodies that pass through here are in coffins or caskets with their cause of death already determined. This was not the types of bodies I stumbled across. The ones I encountered were of the freshly dead variety and in relatively good shape compared to the other residents.

After that I began walking around suburban streets. They are probably just as unsafe, but at least I haven't encountered any dead bodies, which my husband and I are grateful for.

My current husband, Inspector Darryl Beech, and I, met nineteen years ago when he was a constable investigating my then husband's death.

The constable accused me of conspiring to kill my husband which would have entailed me nimbly climbing a ladder up two stories to our rooftop and pushing him off. For starters, I have never done anything nimbly in my life and I am afraid of heights. On top of that, it was Friday the 13th so you wouldn't find me anywhere near a ladder and my husband Robert Holmes should have avoided them too.

The constable re-entered my life as an Inspector investigating the murders I happened upon. At first he considered me a hindrance, but then he gained a new respect for my investigative skills while advising me not to investigate.

On Valentine's Day this year he proposed, and I accepted. I didn't think I wanted to marry again, but Darryl changed my mind.

"Have you got any ideas of where you want to get married, Shel?"

"How about a small park wedding by the river?"

"What about a date?"

"Is September too soon?" September gave him less time to reconsider.

Darryl invited a few friends and workmates. His son, Colin, was his best man and his daughter, Caroline, was my bridesmaid. I invited my two best friends, Jack and Gill, and some work colleagues and friends.

Gill and Caroline were with me on the morning of our wedding, and we were having a calming cup of tea, but my hands wouldn't stop shaking. We went to a salon to have our makeup applied and our hair styled, then we returned home to dress for the wedding. Because I had been married before and was beyond wearing a white wedding dress, I found a beautiful cream suit with a fine overlay. It suited my more mature age.

"You look great." Gill said as she hugged me and surveyed the finished product.

Caroline looked pretty in a light turquoise knee length dress with a matching wide-brimmed hat. She carried a bouquet of lavender and white flowers.

The day started out fresh and clear. When we arrived at the lush green park full of springtime flowers, the sun was making the water sparkle. Jack walked me down the aisle between the row of chairs, and Darryl looked stunning in a grey suit and tie. He took my hand and gazed into my eyes, making me feel at ease. The celebrant started the service; we said our vows, exchanged rings and were pronounced husband and wife. When we walked back past our guests, I was Mrs Libitina Shelley Beech.

We had a restaurant reception and returned to cheers, after photos by the river. Darryl slid my chair out for me to sit at the head table and took his place beside me. We were entertained by amusing speeches, ate a three-course meal, cut our wedding cake and danced the Bridal Waltz. Others joined us on the dance floor, and Jack cut in on my husband, who then danced with Caroline.

The night ended, and we made our way to our overnight accommodation.

"Did you have a good day, Shel?"

"It was wonderful, Darryl."

"It's not over yet." Darryl traced his fingers lightly down my back as he undid the zipper of my dress. The next morning after breakfast, we made our way to the airport to catch a plane north the next day. Gill looked after my feline companions while Darryl and I honeymooned on the Sunshine Coast.

"I am afraid of heights, Darryl."

"I made sure you have an aisle seat on the plane and our accommodation isn't too high up. Just enough to see the ocean."

When we arrived at our destination for a week's stay, we caught the lift to level two. Darryl carried me over the threshold. He must have been practising lifting heavy weights.

The view of the expanse of blue ocean from the apartment was breathtaking, although I couldn't walk out onto the balcony unless Darryl had me in a firm grip.

"See that is not so bad."

"As long as I don't look directly down."

Complimentary Champagne sat on the table when we arrive in our room, and Darryl opened it and poured two glasses.

"Here's to my beautiful wife."

"To my handsome husband." We clicked glasses and sipped the bubbly liquid.

Our days began with a stroll along the beach and a late breakfast in various beachfront cafes. We skipped lunch and went out to dinner at restaurants which were walking distance from where we were staying.

We enjoyed our meals and wine on outside terraces with the cool sea breeze ruffling our hair while we ate and enjoyed the city lights and ocean scents. 

In the morning, the sun beat into the apartment, and the ocean sparkled.

"Let's go for a swim." Darryl suggested.

"I don't know. Will the water be cold?"

"Probably, but it will be invigorating."

I dressed in my costume and Darryl walked into the room and cast an appreciative eye over my skimpily glad body.

"You look great for your age, Shel." He circled his arms around my waist and nuzzled my neck.

"Wait until my hair is wet from the sea water then you will think differently."

I threw a sundress over my costume, and we took our towels down to the beach and walked towards the water's edge.

"It is nippy," I said as I took tentative steps into the incoming whitewash. Then I braved the deeper water as it engulfed my torso, introducing my body to its tingling icy tentacles.

Darryl surfaced after diving in. "It is beautiful."

I was waist deep in the surf when a wave came rolled toward me. A decision needed to be made to duck or be pummelled, so I ducked. The water was warmer once I was fully submerged, and I resurfaced, only to duck again as a second wave in the set loomed. I was wiping salt out of my eyes when the third wave crested and curled, and I was swept away in a flurry of white, fluffy foam. When I surfaced, I was only knee deep in water.

We stayed in the surf until my fingers shrivelled. When we emerged from the surf, we dried ourselves and laid on the sand in the warm September sun, and applied sunscreen to each other's backs to prevent sunburn. By the time we stood to leave, my hair had dried. After being in salt water, my hair frizzed out in an unruly mess, so I covered it with a sun hat. Once in our room again, I raced for the shower put myself back together again. When I resurfaced, I was once again a decent looking middle-aged woman. 

Sometimes we lazed by the pool in the apartments and the adjoining spa, and occasionally we had an afternoon siesta after a morning in the sun. We had a wonderful honeymoon and the week away soon ended.

After we married, we were in a dilemma over where to live. Darryl lived in a one bedroom rented apartment, way too small and did not allow pets. My two-bedroom villa wasn't much bigger, but Darryl moved in with me until we came up with a better arrangement. Darryls boxes filled the second bedroom, and we replaced my television with his big screen.

 


Chapter 2

My boss, Hector, and his wife, Margaret, invited us out to dinner in October, a few weeks after our return to work.

"How is married life treating you two?" Margaret asked.

"Wonderful. Thank you."

"It must be an adjustment living with another person again."

"You could say that." Darryl grinned.

"Have you decided where you are going to live?" Hector asked.

"Not yet. We are currently at Shelley's villa, but will need to find something bigger. I have boxes everywhere."

"Have you looked around much?"

"Yes, we have been looking but haven't decided whether to rent or buy. Either way, the prices are expensive."

"Shelley, you know the old caretaker cottage at the entrance to the cemetery that is falling apart?"

"Y e s." Surely not!

"Are you talking about that dilapidated cottage with no roof?" Darryl asked.

"Yes. I am going to restore it. The walls are all old sandstone blocks. It can be a beautiful historic home. I want to restore the outside to its former glory, but will fit out the interior with modern conveniences and add an extension."

"That sounds like an excellent plan for the house. It is a shame to see it disintegrate." Darryl said, not realising where Hector was going with this conversation.

"Once it is restored, I want to have someone live in it and I thought of you. As I want someone reliable there."

"That is awfully gracious. I may work in the cemetery, but I am not sure I want to live there."

"It would be like living anywhere else, but your neighbours will be quiet." I would hope!!!

"But what about the ghosts that come out at night?" I shivered.

"There is no such thing as ghosts." Darryl said.

"If they come out at all, it wouldn't matter if it was day or night, and I haven't seen any as long as I have worked there. Have you Shelley?"

"Well, no."

"I have been working with an architect on the redesign and it is going to have a stunning interior. You can have a look at the plans."

"No harm in looking. Right Shelley?"

"Ah, okay."

"If the occupants are classified as caretakers, they won't need to pay rent or water. Only electricity."

"Caretakers? What does that involve?"

"Basically, just being there. To know someone lives there. It won't interfere with whatever other activities you do, like any other home."

"Can I have my cats there?"

"Yes, of course."

Hector studied my dubious facade. "How about you look at the plans on Monday and give it some thought? The restoration is going ahead anyway, but I thought I would give you two the first option to live there." Gee thanks. I did not think people would queue up to live in a cemetery.

Hector and Margaret were easy to get along with, and we enjoyed a pleasant meal with them, talking about a range of topics.

We were on the way home. "What do you think, Shelley? It is worth considering."

"But you don't even want me walking in the cemetery at lunchtime, Darryl."

"That is in the middle of the cemetery. This house is close to suburbia. It is just across the road and think how big our yard will be." He laughed at his own joke.

"I don't know, Darryl. I think I would be scared being there in the night."

"That is your imagination. It is the same during the night as it is in the day."

"I'm not sold on the idea."

Darryl patted my hand. "Let's look at the plans Monday with an open mind."

"Okay."

Sunday, I cooked the usual roast for lunch and Darryl set the table and generally, got in the way, in my small kitchen.

Colin and Caroline arrived first. We greeted them at the door.

"Hello Dad, Shelley." We all hugged.

Just as they were seating themselves in the lounge room, Jack arrived, followed by Gill.

"Come on in. Great timing, the kids just arrived."

They walked into the lounge room and exchanged greetings while Darryl brought out the drinks.

"Are you still working two jobs, Colin and Caroline?" Gill asked.

"Yes, we are keeping pretty busy."

"How was dinner with your boss, Shelley?"

"Good. Except Hector tossed us a bombshell."

"I wouldn't call it a bombshell, Shel. It was just a proposition we never would have guessed."

"What was it, Dad?"

"He is restoring an old sandstone cottage and wants us to consider living in it."

"That sounds great!"

"It would solve your housing situation."

"What my darling husband neglected to mention is that it is in the cemetery."

"OH!"

"Cool." Colin said.

"Shel, it is on the outskirts. Not right in the cemetery."

"You work there Shelley. Why would it be a problem?"

"She is scared of ghosts."

"There is no such thing as ghosts." Jack said.

"That's what I told her. We are going to look at the plans on Monday."  Its just the extended yard that I have an issue with.

"When does he want you to move in?"

"We are not sure yet. The work still needs to be completed."

"Are you going to do it?"

"We are still talking about it and will wait to see what it turns out like when the restoration is complete."

"Lunch is ready if you want to have a seat." I went to the kitchen to dish up while everyone was seated.

"Smells great." Colin said, as we began eating.

"Another beautiful meal, Shelley."

"Thank you, Jack."

"I will help you clean up and get the coffees, Shel." When we finished eating, Gill stood to clear the empty plates.

After a relaxing coffee, our guests began to leave, and Darryl and I tidied up and went into the lounge room. Darryl was watching sport while I tried to read. I gave up and stared at the screen, making no sense of the game rules.

 


Chapter 3

On Monday I went to work. I work in administration as Hector's assistant. I am not in customer service. They don't actually deal with our customers, more so their families. Once our customers move in, they are no trouble at all. Well, so I thought.

Mondays are always hard, doing the mental adjustment from relaxed to work mode. I am best left to myself on Monday mornings to sift through my workload.

Darryl came in at lunchtime. Hector opened the plans and sketches the architect provided.

I inhaled. "It is beautiful."

A large smile broke across Hector's face.

"I'm impressed!" Darryl replied while he studied the plans. The picture depicted exterior walls of sandstone with a tin roof with a picket fence around the front. Not the type of fence to keep ghosts out.

 A clothesline and a Colorbond fence were on the street side of the house.

Inside were three bedrooms, a bathroom, toilet, and a laundry with a door into a double garage. The lounge room was extended to include a dining area along with French doors opening out to a ground level deck. The kitchen had an exposed sandstone wall at the back of the appliances and a bench separated the kitchen from the living areas.

"The kitchen and bathroom will have marble finishes." Hector said.

"The garage gives the back patio and yard total privacy as one side is the street boundary with a Colorbond fence."

With the shape of the house and extension and the location of the garage, it made the back patio area like a courtyard. Perfect to pretend I didn't live in a cemetery!

"We are starting work next week and it should be ready in three months." That soon! I swallowed.

As you can see, I will need convincing, but Darryl, for some unknown reason, loved it.

That afternoon I returned home to find Watson and Crumpet, my/our feline companions on the windowsill. When they saw me, they stretched and yawned, then met me at the garage door.

Crumpet reached up my torso for me to lift her. I carried her to the kitchen with her V8 motor purring, while Watson led the way to their food bowls.

It was our routine that I fed the cats, then I changed and went for a walk and when I returned, I prepared dinner.

Darryl usually arrived home at 6.30pm when we sat at the table to eat. Then we would clear up and I would pack the dishwasher, before we relaxed in front of the television with Crumpet on my lap and Watson nearby.

I introduced Darryl to some of my criminal investigation shows while he introduced me to comedy shows and sport. The compromises we make for love!

Wednesday nights I continued to go to Bingo with Gill, my friend, and Friday nights Darryl joined Jack, Gill and I at the Club for the raffles and dinner.

Saturdays, we did our shopping and domestics or, if we wanted to have a day out, we did them on a weeknight. Saturday nights, we usually went out to dinner.

Sunday lunch stayed the same with Jack and Gill and once a month Darryl's children, Caroline and Colin, joined us.

This Monday night when Darryl came home, after he parked his car on the street, we sat down for dinner. His topic of conversation was our possible relocation. His voice vibrated with enthusiasm when he spoke of the caretaker's cottage.

"Shelley, it is perfect. It is going to be a beautiful house with a large garage, and it is central to where we work. We will both be home in five minutes."

"But I can't get past the fact that it is in the cemetery."

"Only just. It is on the borderline. Anyway, you don't have any trouble working in a cemetery."

"I know, but that is during daylight."

"Think of the money we will save for our retirement."

"That is a bonus."

"We don't have to make an immediate decision. I think you will feel differently when you see the house finished."

 


Chapter 4

Hector began work on restoring the old house in the New Year. Darryl and I followed its progress, and Hector gave us tours of the inside as the work progressed.

We entered the inside after the extension had been added and the expanse of the living area was impressive. I was looking forward to seeing the finished results. Mind you, that was different to living there. I was still undecided.

That was until it was completed.

Hector took us through for a grand inspection. The outside was beautiful, with the sandstone walls. There was a verandah across the front with two sets of French doors on either side. The garden was even landscaped.

We entered the front door, beside which was the house name, Endview. Once inside, there were two doors off the short hallway. On the left we entered a spacious bedroom with high ceilings with light streaming in through the French doors, and the cornices were sculptured.

Instead of the third bedroom, an ensuite and walk-in robe were off the master. The second bedroom was on the right and behind it, the main bathroom was located.

"The bathrooms are gorgeous with the Italian tiles, marble and exquisite cabinetry."

"Yes, the architect certainly knows his stuff."

"Look, Darryl, there is even a claw-foot tub in the main bathroom."

The house opened into an enormous living room. The end result of the kitchen with its sandstone feature wall and marble counter was magnificent. It also had brand new appliances to entice anyone who enjoyed cooking. The plans did not do justice to the dining area and the large living area with French doors leading out to the patio.

We went through the doors into the yard. The patio was covered and around the corner, the clothesline was at the side of the house behind the privacy of the Colorbond fence.

"I love this space. It's inside/outside living combined."

"An excellent place for BBQs," Darry said.

We walked through the back door from the laundry, with a new washer and dryer, into a spacious two-car garage and workshop area at the back.

"Shel, look how much room there is," Darryl said.

On our way back through the house, Hector asked, "What do you think?"

"I love it!" I heard myself say.

"Me too!" Darryl added.

"So, you will move in?"

Darryl and I looked at each other. "Yes, it is such a beautiful house. I can forget it is in a cemetery once I open the front door and enter."

"Great! I knew you would like it."

"Who wouldn't like an architecturally designed house!"

That is when we began packing up the villa. Darryl still had most of his things in boxes, so it was my possessions that required culling and packing. I was amazed at how much crap one accumulates while living somewhere for a number of years.

The cats were enjoying the packing process, helping with the newspaper and empty boxes. However, when it came time to move, they were not impressed.

Darryl met the furniture truck at our new home, and I cleaned the villa and transported our feline companions to their new abode.

At first, I just had them in the master bedroom, ensuite and robe while they adjusted to their new surroundings. They checked out the three areas and instead of helping me make the bed like normal; they watched from a distance. The second day, they were looking out the French doors from underneath the curtains.

Our first day was busy rearranging furniture and unpacking essential boxes, so we opted for a takeaway dinner.

"I wonder how we will go ordering home delivery?"

"Hmmm that could be interesting."

We still heard traffic on the street side of the house, which was comforting, considering our location.

The first night we flopped into bed exhausted and slept sound. The curtains were closed, so when we woke the next morning, we heard light traffic and bird life.

"See Shel, it feels like a normal home."

"Yes, it does, and Watson is in his usual spot, sleeping on your head."

"Where is Crumpet? She can't dive bomb us from the cupboard anymore."

"That is a relief for my bladder."

Crumpet was asleep on a shelf in the robe. 

We dressed, and I fed the cats and opened the door for them to explore the rest of the house.

They crept from room to room, guardedly peering around doors into the rooms. We hadn't opened the back doors to the patio yet, as they needed a gradual introduction.

Next, we introduced them to the garage, followed by the back courtyard. The cats sniffed every nook and cranny and deemed the house safe. It only took a few days for them to resume their antics and play in their new environment.

Darryl and I returned to work on the Monday after a busy weekend. We rented my villa to a lovely older couple.

"I feel silly driving to work when it is so close."

"Under the circumstances, since others are starting and finishing work at the same time as you, then you could walk, but please don't stumble across any more dead bodies."

"You might like to rephrase that, since I am bound to stumble across dead bodies in a cemetery. Do you mean murder victims?"

"Okay, murder victims."

So, I began walking to and from work from our new home among the headstones.

"How did your move go, Shelley?" Hector asked.

"We have moved, but are surrounded by boxes."

"Have you slept well?"

"We have been exhausted, so sleeping is easy."

"Great."

"Hector, what do we do about our address?"

"You could get a local post office box for mail, but your street address is 1947 Boundary Road. We will put a letterbox through your Colorbond fence onto the street and you have a gate key for after-hours access. We don't want the residents escaping during the night!" Yeah right, we are locked in with them instead, I thought.

 


 

 

 

 

Bathtub Ballads




Chapter 5

We were in our new home for two months and all our boxes were unpacked.

We had Sunday lunch there, inviting Jack, Gill, and Darryl's children. They all walked in the door and their jaws dropped and their eyes grew wide as they surveyed our new home.

"This is amazing!"

"Wow, look at this place."

"It is beautiful."

"You even have a fireplace." This was in an exposed wall between the main bathroom and the extension into the dining and living areas.

"It looks like an actual fire, but it is gas powered. It will be good in winter."

"Very cosy."

During the summer months, we had Sunday barbeques instead of a roast and we all relaxed on the outdoor setting in the courtyard.

"What a wonderful place. You must be happy, Shel." Gill said.

"Yes, I am. Once I walk in the front door, I forget I am still in the cemetery."

"Even out here, you wouldn't know." Jack said.

"Yes, we are loving it."

"The cats seem content."

"It didn't take them long to adjust."

I loved walking to and from work, so far, with no issues. The cats waited for me on the windowsill in the kitchen. (This window is in addition to the French doors in the living area, making the whole area light.) They did their stretch and yawn and met me at the front door. Crumpet still wanted me to pick her up, and I carried her to the laundry where Watson arrived waiting for food.

Once they were fed, I change and prepared dinner, then sat out back with the cats for a while. My walk to and from work was my exercise for the day. On a weekend Darryl and I walked together around the cemetery and street, if we were not going anywhere.

My favourite time was sitting in the courtyard after work, watching the cats play and casting an appreciative eye around our new home. Taking in its beauty.

This Tuesday, when I arrived home from work, the cats were not on the windowsill, which puzzled me.

When I opened the front door, I heard singing. Perhaps I left the radio on this morning. I walked into the house, looking in each room for the cats.

I poked my head into the main bathroom and jumped back, dropping my bag. "What the heck!" I thought I saw an old, wrinkled man having a bubble bath in my claw-foot tub.

 I peered back in, hoping I was hallucinating. No, it was not my imagination playing tricks on me.

"Ahh a bonnie lass has come to scrub my back." He spoke. Not bloody likely!

"What are you doing in my home and in my bathtub?"

"Having a wee bath, my Lass."

"You need to leave now, or I will call the police." He stood. I shrieked, covering my eyes, but not before I got an eye full of shrivelled skin, including his privates.”

"Please put some clothes on."

"Clothes? No one can
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