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Chapter
One

 


I like watching people.
Sometimes I pretend to feel as they do, or how I think they are
feeling, but that doesn’t
last long. Why should I try to fit in with them? Most are so
stupid. They have no idea what their true path is: what their
purpose in life is.

The only person who deserves to
be pandered to is oneself. Sometimes when my partner tries to
please me I want to laugh out loud. It gives me an extra thrill,
knowing I can be in control. Of course I have to play the part, be
the encouraging partner, be the upstanding member of the community. It’s what they expect.

No one ever understood my
passions: not my parents, the doctors they hired – no one. I
didn’t need them to tell me what to do.
I’ve always known where I was headed. My old man did
me a favour, throwing me out. Surviving on the
streets taught me more than Mummy and Daddy had with their
domineering ways. I soon found out living rough gave me power over
people who didn’t matter. It didn’t
take me long to find a patsy who wanted to take me in: to give me
money and a place to live.

My natural intelligence and
good looks walked me through university. But then I decided I
didn’t want a profession – something that would tie me
down. Life is to be enjoyed, to seek thrills, both sexual and
physical, and to grab every opportunity to win.

It’s a
matter of waiting for the right moment to get what I want, and then
convincing the morons I’m on their side.
It’s so easy, because they’re
so … so very gullible.

 


Weird things had been happening lately. More
than Meg Pilley had ever put up with in her fairly ordinary life.
The first thing she noticed was the bedroom door opening and
slamming shut when there was no one within sight. Then the kitchen
curtains dropped from the windows when not even the slightest
breeze ruffled the air. Finally, music drifted in from the living
area when the CD player and television were turned off.

It wasn’t as if Meg had
no experience with the supernatural; she read the
Tarot for family and friends, predicting the future. But this
kerfuffle was definitely different. It bothered her, mostly because
she didn’t understand why – after all these years – she’d started
getting active contact from the spirit world.

When the movement and sounds began she hoped
it to be her imagination going haywire. But the eerie encounter
this afternoon with Clyde had put the nail in the coffin, so to
speak. It seemed as though the spirits had conspired to prove how
wrong her original thoughts were. At the time all she could think
was, thank goodness Clyde had been there, or she would have assumed
she’d lost it altogether.

The day started as any other. Clyde
disappeared after lunch, supposedly to walk off his large meal. He
mustn't have been able to resist a bakery because he brought home a
delicious, creamy Bee Sting cake. Although Clyde’s growing belly
worried her, the custard filled bun proved to be too appealing to
ignore. She set out placemats and made a cup of tea.

Using the first large knife she
came across in the drawer, Meg cut two slices from the treat,
leaving the knife on the rosewood table in case Clyde wanted a
second slice. She grimaced when she noticed the pearl-handled knife
she’d inadvertently chosen; it was a gift from her late mother. Meg
rarely used that knife; Clyde and her mother had never got
on. He
didn’t appear to notice, which was unusual, as Clyde and bad moods
seemed to go hand in hand lately.

They hadn’t
eaten a mouthful before the bread knife spun around several times,
hitting against their plates with a clinking noise, and scaring the
living daylights out of her.

‘Holy hell, Meg; that’s it!’ Clyde exploded, jumping back from the table and knocking
his chair over.

Meg kept her
eye on the serrated edged knife, in case it decided to do anything
else peculiar.

‘What are you
going on about? Why are you blaming me? I didn’t have anything to
do with the knife moving.’ Though if you keep rattling on I
might be tempted to hit you with it.

Clyde frowned.
‘It’s those spirits you’re
fooling around with. It’s
about time you stopped before something bad happens. And it will –
you mark my words.’

‘Oh,
for heaven’s sakes, Clyde. Even if it was a spirit,
it didn’t hurt us. It was only showing
off.’

Meg clutched her trembling hands together.
There was no way she was going to let on how nervous she’d felt,
not when he was acting so superior. A spinning knife was more scary
than any of the other things she’d experienced.

Once she settled down and analysed all the
past goings-on, she’d come to the conclusion there wasn’t anything
to fear. Nothing had harmed her. So she decided not to tell Clyde
about what had been happening. It probably wouldn’t matter if she
did tell him; he would have some logical explanation. After this
incident she knew no sceptical mouthing from her husband would
influence her. Something was trying to contact her. Who or what she
didn’t know. But it was apparently a friendly spirit, perhaps her
mother.

She watched Clyde stare at the knife before
tentatively reaching out to touch it. When it didn’t move he picked
it up and cut himself another slice of cake. Meg shrugged.
Obviously nothing was going to come between Clyde and his food.

Life had been much easier
before Clyde retired, the grouchy old bugger. Now that he stayed
home and remained under her feet more often than not, she
didn’t have a spare minute to herself. Well, that
wasn’t exactly true. She had lots of time, but she
needed him out of the house, so she could have her friends over for
a free Tarot reading without him complaining. Predicting the future
could be interesting, but she was a grandmother who read the cards,
not a weird witch who communed with the dead, contrary to what her
cranky husband thought.

‘What
are you planning for the rest of the day?’ she
asked, once they’d finished their afternoon tea.

‘Why? What do
you want me to do?’ Clyde sat there, looking as if his underpants
were strangling him. No wonder the lines on his forehead had become so
deep.

Meg forced herself to
smile. ‘I thought you were going to the Bowling
Club and join up as a member. We could get together to make up a
team occasionally. You know how I love it.’

He shook his head.
‘Not today, I’m not ready.
Haven’t bought the bowls yet, remember? And
before you suggest it, I don’t
want to use yours.’ He stood up.
‘I’m going for a walk.’

‘How
long?’ She kept the smile on her face, although
she was sorely tempted to push him out the door.

‘What
do you mean, how long? Don’t you
mean how far?’ He picked up his straw hat from where
he’d left it on the top of the rosewood
sideboard. ‘I might stop by the pub for a
beer.’

‘Take
as long as you like. We won’t be
eating before six.’ Gathering up the plates to
clear off the table, Meg watched her husband amble towards the
front door, hoping he would stay out for a few hours.

‘Have
fun,’ she called, although she knew there was no
way Clyde would enjoy himself. This was his second outing for the
day, but he wasn’t really achieving anything. Whenever
she asked what he’d been doing when he went on his
little excursions, the answer remained the same, “Just going for a
walk”. By the looks of his expanding girth, Clyde didn’t walk far
enough or fast enough to make a difference.

Although she enjoyed her early retirement,
Clyde shouldn’t have given up work. He’d hated his job for the past
four years, and had finished a few weeks after his sixty-fifth
birthday. His attitude had taken a remarkable slide into dismal
negativity since. The Clyde she knew and loved had disappeared,
physically, emotionally and mentally. She wanted him back.

They’d enjoyed a few holidays, visited their
kids, and spent some time getting to know their grandchildren
better. Now it was five months later and he was bored, and, she had
to admit, was getting on her nerves.

Clyde was
barely out the door when she phoned her sister-in-law, Enid.

‘The coast is
clear. You can come over now.’

Enid wouldn’t take long. Her
home was on the other side of town, over near Boronia Public
School. She’d retired at fifty: a bad back keeping her from doing
much. Meanwhile, Meg decided to take a few minutes to prepare,
settling her mood, now Clyde had removed his negative energy. She
took her Tarot cards out of the drawer and gave them a shuffle. She
knew what Enid would ask –
the same questions
she asked every time she had a reading. Would she win Lotto? Would
she win a Prize Home? Enid held the idea money would take away her
pain and give her mobility.

Sometimes Meg felt tempted to tell her
sister-in-law she was dreaming the impossible dream – well, the
almost impossible dream. But she stopped herself, realising her
interpretations were therapy of sorts. And she shouldn’t judge.
Doing that held pitfalls for a reader, who had to keep composed and
try not to give a definite opinion about wrong or irrational
choices. To do so could put a lot of her clients offside, and as
most were close friends that was something she couldn’t afford to
do.

While she waited, Meg laid the
cards out on the table. A quick personal reading wouldn’t hurt. The
message seemed harmless at first – all good news. As she
concentrated the colourful pictures on the Tarot blurred and a
vision appeared on top. A cold shiver fizzed up her spine and her
hands shook, but she kept on, determined to know what lay ahead.
She should be getting used to this new gift of second-sight, but it
still managed to give her the heebie-jeebies. She took a deep breath, exhaled
slowly, and fixed her gaze on the shadowy scene.

Men, some dressed in police uniform, stood in
a group. They stared at the ground, but their bodies obscured
whatever lay at their feet. Their faces appeared fuzzy and although
she made an extra effort, she couldn’t distinguish them.

Taking in another calming
breath, she focussed, trying to interpret exactly
what was happening. The street seemed familiar, and she felt
reasonably sure it wasn’t far
from her home. If she could describe it to Clyde she knew he would
identify it from one of his daily strolls. But asking Clyde was out
of the question; her husband would ridicule her.

Closing her eyes, she lost
herself to her meditative mind’s eye
and became a bird flying to where the police stood, swooping down
to hover over their heads. She wished she hadn’t
when she saw what they were looking at – a huge pool of blood.
Gasping at the horror, she immediately opened her eyes, breaking
the spell, and blocking out the terrible scene, at the same time
shoving the cards into a rough pile with clammy hands.

For heaven’s
sakes, what was she worrying about? She lived in a quiet suburb
where nothing dreadful ever occurred. She’d allowed the twirling
knife to get the better of her, encouraging her imagination to run
away. This was the first time she’d
managed to project herself into a vision. And now
she’d done it, she wished she hadnt.

Was what she saw prophecy or a
hallucination based on what had happened with Clyde and the knife?
Was it the spirits letting her know she was going to be involved in
something terrible? She’d
seen enough murder scenes on TV to recognise a gory homicide.

Was it something going to take
place with one of her friends – or even more drastically – someone
from her family? Even though Clyde had tempted her lately, there
was no way she would ever commit a murder. So who was going to be
killed? Would she be able to intervene in some way? She
didn’t believe that destiny ruled
one’s life completely. Everyone had the power to make
a decision to alter one’s
life course. The cards only revealed what potentially lay
ahead.

Meg picked up the cards and put them down
again. She couldn’t make herself look; it felt too draining. Her
head in her hands, she jumped when Enid knocked loudly on the
unlocked front door, before letting herself in and walking through
to the dining room.

‘What’s wrong with you? You look like
you’ve seen a ghost.’
Her plump
sister-in-law pulled out a chair and sat down, before taking the
cards from the table and starting to shuffle them.

Meg reached over to restrain
her. ‘Leave it for a minute. I want to tell you
about some bizarre things going on in our house and the really
spooky vision I’ve seen.’

Nodding conspiratorially, Enid
glanced towards the door. ‘Clyde
not expected back for a while?’

 


 


 



Chapter
Two

 


The early spring sun might be
shining, the flowers blooming, but this retirement business was up
to shit, to put it mildly. Clyde wandered down the concrete
footpath heading towards the pub. He didn’t
really want to go there. Most of the blokes he knew were from his
former workplace, lived in the next suburb, and
didn’t frequent this pub. Not that he blamed them. The
food at The Imperial was only fit for pigs.

Once he’d socialised with his younger brother, Mick,
but that contact had gone downhill over the years, mainly because
he couldn’t stand Mick’s wife. Silly Enid annoyed him
with her constant chatter and grabbing nature; she seemed as though
she had a cash register for a brain. He supposed he should
understand her attitude, because Enid and Mick were struggling
financially. Things had looked pretty crook for them, with a house
repossession threatening about nine months ago, or so Meg had told
him. Recently Enid seemed to have money to burn, and that puzzled
him – only temporarily, though. He didn’t want to spend any time
thinking about his sister-in-law if he could help it.

Going out with Meg wasn’t too bad, but they
didn’t have interests in common anymore. Once their
time had been taken up with their kids and work, but now the family
was grown up and had moved away. Meg always rattled on about that
silly clairvoyant nonsense, reading cards, imagining she could
channel Mother Mary, or someone equally dead. Although, he had to
admit, today’s happenings had made his heart beat
faster and his hair stand on end. How could a knife twirl around
like that with nobody touching it? No breeze even? He wasn’t going
to allow it to frighten him. Meg didn’t seem worried, but then she
thought it was the “spirits”.

‘Watch out! You silly old codger.’

Clyde jumped sideways and clenched his fists.
Just as well that bloody teenager had moved out of earshot, racing
down the street on his scooter, or he would have got a
well-deserved tongue-lashing. Sporting low-slung shorts with the
crack of his arse displayed, the boy nearly knocked over a woman
herding her children across the street. Stupid irresponsible kids
today! Either they had their noses in front of some time wasting
computer game, or they were sending stupid messages on Facebook, or
creating havoc on the streets.

At least Clyde’s grandkids seemed to behave
themselves. Of course, some of the contact he had with them
nowadays was through Facebook. Not that he bothered with it. He
looked at the photos when Meg logged onto the site, but other than
that, he considered the whole social networking thing a waste of
time. And dangerous – clever crooks could find out if you were away
on holiday.

Sending emails he left up to
Meg. If he wanted to talk to one of his kids he’d do
it in person, or on the telephone. The only worthwhile help
computers provided was the Internet. It was a lot easier than
traipsing off to the library. But this business with the knife
still bothered him. He’d log on later today and find out if there
was something behind this psycho, psychic stuff: perhaps a
scientific reason.

‘Lovely afternoon, Mr. Pilley.’

Clyde turned his head to see
his bank manager getting out of a blue Ford. He nodded a greeting
to the snappily dressed young man, who reminded Clyde of a rat with
a gold tooth, and moved quickly past. Clyde didn’t need more bad
memories to be stirred up talking to this Shylock. He and Meg
shouldn’t have sold their house. More money in the bank might be
helpful as they got older; but a two-bedroom duplex with
practically no yard didn’t
offer much of an opportunity for him to garden; and the garage
proved to be too small for him to start a workshop. Sydney suburban
homes had skyrocketed in value over the past couple of years, and
they’d sold while they could get a good price. Of course that meant
he and Meg had to be content with a smaller home. And he
wasn’t.

Clyde stopped for a moment; he
could smell the local Chicken Place. The slightly spicy,
irresistible aroma of the roasting chicken appealed to him more
than the pub. Temptation beckoned, and he could almost taste the
warm crispiness and feel the juice oozing into his mouth; but he
knew he would disappoint Meg by indulging. Since his retirement his
weight had become a bit of an issue. He’d put
on at least a stone. The fact that he had such a beer gut when he
wasn’t much of a drinker wasn’t fair. Holy Moses, he’d
seen many fit–looking blokes eating juicy meat pies with tomato
sauce dribbling down their fingers. He hardly ever ate anything
like that anymore. Did that please his wife? He doubted
it.

After stopping at the corner
leading to the pub, Clyde decided not to go that way. Traffic was
building as parents picked their children up from school and
hurried to the shops for last minute dinner items. He fancied a bit
more of a quiet spell, an opportunity to consider his options. A
leisurely walk around the block would fill in time before he headed
back home. He’d heard Meg ring Enid before he was
barely out the door. His other half would be telling her nonsense
to his brother’s empty-headed wife for a while
yet.

Planning to go the length of McKellar Street,
he meandered towards the junction. From there he would walk around
the block and continue on, ending up by turning left into his own
street. A moving van was leaving number eight, McKellar. He glanced
at his watch; it was going on for half past three, a bit late to be
moving in.

That weatherboard house had remained vacant for a while – a
sad looking place, empty of life. Rumour around town said it had been too
over-priced to tempt anyone. The new owners must have had
decorators in to do up the outside recently. Painted grey, it
possessed a deeper grey tiled roof and white trim.
Cold rather than sad, Clyde thought, stopping to
give it a once-over.

As he stood for a moment on the grassy
footpath outside the front gate a dark-haired man came out the door
to sweep down the steps.

‘Afternoon,’ Clyde said, meaning to keep
going.

‘You
live around here?’ The well-built stranger put
down his broom and stepped forward out of his yard to hold out his
hand. ‘Doug Sonderheim.’

Clyde extended his hand. He
believed you could always tell a good bloke by his handshake, and
this young man had a strong grip. ‘I
live around the corner in Wentworth Street. In one of the
duplexes,’ he said, pointing in the direction of his
home. ‘Clyde Pilley – retired seven, no, eight
months ago.’

‘I’m sort of
retired,’ the younger man said. ‘I’m on long service leave.’

‘Where
do you work?’ Clyde relaxed back on his heels. It
felt good to have a reasonably intelligent bloke to talk to. ‘You
look like you spend a fair bit of time outdoors.’ Clyde added, noting the other man’s tanned skin.

Doug Sonderheim shook his
head. ‘You couldn’t be more wrong.
I’m at I & L. You know – the insurance company.
I’m a claims manager, nothing exciting. The suntan
is from sailing. I’m on the river whenever I can
get away.’

‘Seems like you have a bit of a claim there,’ Clyde said, pointing to the nasty teeth mark evident on
Doug’s forearm.

‘Oh, that,’
Doug said, shrugging. ‘Just the cat getting a bit playful.’

‘I’d be wringing its neck.’ Clyde had never liked cats. If he had his way he’d put a
bullet in most of them. And the raised red welt and teeth marks on
Doug’s arm proved him right. ‘Have
you moved far?’

‘Only a couple of suburbs. We lived closer to Georges River over at
Lugarno, but it’s easier for my wife to travel to
work from here. And we were sick of our
neighbours.’

Agreeing totally with the
younger man, Clyde nodded. ‘Good neighbours
are worth their
weight in gold. What did they do? Play loud music, start motor
bikes at ungodly hours?’

‘No,
they were nosy, too nosy.’

Clyde took a step backwards, not sure what to
say. This man seemed friendly, but he obviously was a touchy so-and
-so.

‘What
did you do for a living, Clyde?’
Doug settled back
on the brick fence, crossed his legs at the ankles, surprising
Clyde with his sociable manner.

‘Engineer,’ Clyde answered, relieved Doug
hadn’t taken offence at his questioning.
‘I work at the chemical plant, been there for over forty
years. At least, I used to be there. Now I spend all my time
travelling to see my grandkids. Where are your kids? Inside?
I assume you have quite a brood, moving into this big
house.’

For a moment
Doug’s expression changed and his mouth set in a tight
line. But, after briefly looking down, when he raised his
distinctive blue eyes to look at Clyde he was shaking his head and
smiling. And Clyde thought he must have imagined the younger man to
be upset in some way by his comment.

‘No kids. We’ve decided not to have any. My wife is a
bit of a career woman. At the moment she’s
working as a manager in a motel.’

‘She’s thinking of changing her
job?’ Clyde didn’t
really care about Doug’s wife, but something spurred
him on to ask. Perhaps it was a niggle at the back of his mind that
something didn’t ring true with the young man’s
explanation.

‘No.’

‘Right.’ Clyde didn’t
want to stick his beak in, especially as Doug had indicated he
didn’t care for nosy-parkers. He half-expected Doug to
change the subject or tell him to get lost. Turning towards home,
Clyde was about to say cheerio when Doug spoke, his tone
even.

‘My wife is
constantly changing her job.’

‘Oh, gets sick
of the same-old, does she?’ Clyde’s question didn’t get
answered.

‘Doug!’ A
throaty woman’s voice sounded from the side of the house.

‘Speak
of the devil.’ Doug laughed to lighten his remark,
but Clyde suspected there was little mirth.

When Doug’s
wife appeared, striding purposefully down the path near the side of
the house, Clyde had to stop himself from saying
Wow
out loud. She was
striking: tall and slim with black hair falling in a bob below her
ears and defining her high cheekbones. Dressed in tight fitting
long pants with a loose flowing top, she looked as if she was going
out to dinner rather than doing the messy, dirty job of unpacking.
Even from where he stood, Clyde could see she had lush painted red
lips and matching fingernails. A definite knockout!

‘You
left your mobile inside. I told whoever it was that called
you’d ring back immediately.’ The
sexy voice grabbed Clyde’s
attention, but it was more than that. There was an undertone,
something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Whatever it was, he
knew the beautiful woman wasn’t
pleased to be delivering her message.

‘Coming, darling. This is Clyde, one of our neighbours.
Sondra is my wife,’ he said, turning to Clyde, who
stood staring slightly open-mouthed at the gorgeous
woman.

‘Pleased to meet you,’
Clyde called out
but Sondra didn’t come any closer. He was
disappointed when she lifted her hand in acknowledgement before
turning to go back inside.

‘I’d better see to the phone
call.’ Doug opened the gate, and then
paused. ‘Sondra will be going back to work on
Monday. Do you play snooker by any chance?’

Clyde shook his
head. ‘I had a bit of a go when I was younger. Never took it
up.’

The answer
didn’t deter Doug. ‘I
could teach you,’ he said. ‘Why
don’t you come around next Monday afternoon around two
and we’ll have a game? Maybe even a couple of
beers.’

‘You’re on. I’ll
bring a six-pack, though I have to warn you, I’m not
much of a drinker. I’ll let you get back to your
unpacking and I’ll see you then.’

Lost in his thoughts, Clyde
sauntered home. Doug Sonderheim only appeared to be the same age as
Jodie. Frowning, Clyde tried to remember how old she was. Meg would
be onto him if he couldn’t recall the date when his first-born
entered the world. He nodded as it came to him – thirty-eight years
ago. Doug must be well off to afford that house, and his wife was a
stunner. Hell, if he were married to that beautiful woman,
he’d never leave her side.

He remembered when he felt like
that about Meg. His wife had never been someone to stop a bus, but
she’d kept her attractive figure, even now looking
good in a pair of jeans. He had to admit Meg looked younger than
her sixty-two years, being slim and energetic. She also cheated a
bit, covering her grey hair, dying it light brown. That was
something he wouldn’t consider. One of the older blokes at work had
decided he wanted to keep up with his younger wife and
coloured
his hair.
All he’d succeeded
in doing was to make himself look ridiculous.

Clyde definitely needed to do a work out
program, join a gym or even take up lawn bowls. Quickening his
pace, he made for home, wondering if it would be a good idea to see
that young bloke, Doug, again. After all, they had nothing in
common.

 


 


 



Chapter
Three

 


I see families
with children, pretending to be contented, pretending they’re
enjoying life. What a façade! I used to belong to a family. I had a
sister – a younger sister. My parents gave me all the attention and
gifts until I turned four, and Lorena made her entrance into the
world. When she was about three I almost drowned her in the
backyard swimming pool. I would have succeeded if that silly old
bastard next-door hadn’t arrived on the scene. I convinced both him
and my parents it was an accident; that I’d saved my little sister.
But Lorena tracked me down about ten years ago. She knew the truth
about what had happened and wanted to forgive me. I let her. But
I’ve made sure I haven’t had contact with her since.

 


‘I’m sick to
death of not being able to find anything in this place!’ Clyde
slammed his hand down on the white laminated kitchen bench.

‘There’s no
need to lose your cool. What are you going on about?’ Meg got to
her feet, placed her hands on her hips, and glared at him.

‘I can’t find a
bloody thing. Where have you hid my hat?’

‘Where have I
hidden it? Why do I always get the blame for what you do?’

‘Because it’s
usually you who have taken my things and put them somewhere I can’t
find them.’ Clyde knew he was starting to sound unreasonable, but
the irritation of living in their confined yard and space was
getting to him.

Meg turned to
stride up the hallway and came back with his straw hat, throwing it
at him. ‘Guess where I found it. On the hatstand! Who would have
guessed it was there?’

It was barely after one. They’d
had an early lunch, something Clyde insisted upon. He usually
didn’t interfere with the running of the house. But
then, he’d never been around when domestic chores
occurred. And household duties seemed to be coming at him from all
sides, now he was no longer working.

‘I
have to get out of this house,’
he yelled.
‘I met a bloke last Friday and he invited me over for a
drink. I wasn’t going to go, but anything would be
better than staying here with you shouting at
me.’

After jamming his hat onto his
head, Clyde slammed out the door. He had no idea why he felt so
miserable. Perhaps he needed to explore his manly side. That was,
if he took notice of the silly book his daughter had bought him for
Father’s Day.

‘Good
riddance!’ Meg called.

Without bothering to have the final word,
Clyde left his yard and strode down the footpath of the suburban
street. Once he crossed over at the corner most of the block in
front of him was lined with red brick houses. He used to own a red
brick house. And he used to have a better display of flowers and
shrubs in his front garden than many of these homes exhibited. Now
he had body corporate providing a gardening service to keep the
yards tidy and neat in the row of six duplexes. There was no
individuality left, no special display of spring flowers, no chance
to grow a couple of fruit trees.

Bloody idiots! The management
had said the roots from fruit trees could damage the foundations.
As if he was going to plant a tree right next to the back patio.
He’d bought himself a few large pots and a couple of
tomato plants that appeared healthy, but there
wasn’t enough room in the piddling yard to have too
many pots around.

An empty can on
the footpath rolled into his feet, and Clyde kicked it towards the
gutter. Feeling
sorry for himself was getting him nowhere. Life
wasn’t too bad. He enjoyed reasonable health for a man
of sixty-five, and now they’d
done with travelling for a while, he’d
make getting fit a priority. Something would turn up to interest
him. Although he didn’t believe in that positive
thinking rubbish he’d read, he knew he couldn’t
allow his life to remain aimless. He was in charge of
himself.

The mild weather of a late
September day gave him some comfort; a couple of fluffy clouds
floated in the brilliant blue sky and sweet smells from spring
flowers hung heavy in the air. There wasn’t
anyone walking, only an occasional car making for the town
centre. It seemed as good a time as any to start on his
fitness regime. Lengthening his stride, Clyde began to
whistle.

By the time he reached the
bottle shop and bought his beer he realised he was too early to go to Doug’s
house. The appointment was for two, and even if he dawdled
he’d still be at Doug’s
well before the given time. If they were good friends he could roll
up any time, but he didn’t
want to seem too pushy with a new acquaintance.

A small café sat on the same
street, not far from the pub, and the inviting tang of fresh coffee
invaded his nostrils. He didn’t
usually go out for coffee. Not like his daughters who annoyed him
with their regular “coffee
mornings”, whatever the hell that meant. Today he
decided to do something different and join the coffee brigade. He
might even shout himself a treat to eat. Meg always had him on a
diet of some sort lately, and he resented that he couldn’t eat what
he used to. Even Meg would have to admit he’d
started exercising and using the car less.

The café had little round
tables on the footpath, complete with green and white striped
umbrellas. Clyde could almost taste an apple slice with extra cream
on the side. Maybe he’d try one of those latte things
as well.

He stopped on the edge of the
footpath. There was something familiar about the woman seated at
the far table. She had her back to him, but it
didn’t take him long to work out who it was. Bloody
Enid! She sat, stuffing her face with what looked like a chocolate
éclair. He grimaced and turned away, not wanting his sister-in-law
to see him. A conversation with her would spoil the good mood he’d
established.

Determining it to be his best option, he headed for Doug’s
place. Clyde
could help unpack if necessary; twenty minutes
wasn’t too early. It wasn’t as
though he’d catch Doug in the shower.

Complete silence met Clyde when
he opened the gate and walked into the front yard. Not that
he’d expected to hear children playing, but there was
no music or even birds twittering in the shrubs, although there
must have been some ruckus from a mower earlier today. Giving off a
pungent newly mown smell, the grass crunched under his feet when he
crossed the lawn. Doug Sonderheim must have been hard at it this
morning.

Going to the back door seemed friendlier, so
Clyde walked around the side of the house. A fenced off area
contained an inground swimming pool, wooden outdoor furniture and a
covered barbecue. It looked as though renovations had been done
here as well. The ochre paving was new and the garden around the
fence line was pristine: ferns and shrubs with not a dead leaf or
weed showing anywhere. Everything appeared regimented, from the
level hedge along the fence, to the same-sized flowers in the front
of the garden.

Mentally shrugging, Clyde moved towards the
glass back door. Sometimes a house gave off an aura. He shook his
head; he was starting to sound like Meg. But he had to admit, this
house seemed too perfect; a man would be frightened to fart.

Then he heard a strange sound
coming from inside. He stopped to listen, before he worked out what
it was. Dry gut-wrenching sobs assailed his ears: unfamiliar echoes
of agonising self-pity. Clyde didn’t
know what to do. Moving closer to the glass doors, he tried to peer
through, but the glass was coated, and not a soul could be seen.
Maybe someone needed help, because it certainly seemed as though
someone was suffering. He knocked loudly, at the same time calling
out, ‘Doug!’

Everything went quiet for a
moment before he heard Doug’s
voice. ‘Is that you, Clyde? I
won’t be long.’

It seemed longer, but it was probably less
than a minute before Doug appeared, a big grin on his face.

‘Everything all
right?’ Clyde asked, as Doug took the beer from him.

‘Yep, we’re
getting everything together, just as Sondra wants.’

Clyde hesitated. He
didn’t know this bloke too well, but he decided to jump
in. ‘I thought I heard crying,’ he
said.

Doug frowned and looked briefly
at the floor before his face lit up. ‘Oh, I
was taking a break and watching TV before you knocked.
There was a soapie
on – some woman’s show with the usual over–the–top
hysteria. I don’t know why I
bothered.’

Clyde nodded, relieved at the
simple explanation. ‘I wouldn’t mind a beer now
before we start playing. I walked over and it’s
stirred up a bit of a thirst.’

‘Let’s go into
the den,’ Doug said, leading the way through the kitchen.

‘My
wife would love to have this.’
Clyde pointed
around the sparkling cupboards and gleaming kitchen
appliances.

‘It’s all new – nothing but the best for
Sondra. Would you like to look at the rest of the
house?’

Clyde didn’t
want to go on a tour with Doug expecting him to make appropriate
compliments about the house. A house was meant to be homey, and
this house didn’t seem family friendly at all. Even
though the couple had moved in and professionally decorated it, the
house still possessed a coldness that Clyde had noticed when it was
empty ‘I’m not
into that sort of thing,’
he said.
‘Your den will be enough,’

The doorway to the den was
along a small hallway leading off the kitchen. The room itself
proved to be bigger than Clyde and Meg’s
living room, with a mahogany desk and bookshelves at one end, and a
snooker table at the other. With the
























cover.jpg
DEATH. |
FEN—

JANICE GALLEN





