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  Chapter One


  Simon Hay knew all about stress. It affected nearly every day of his life to a certain degree. Even on his weekends off, he dreaded the phone ringing, just in case it was work with another lame, it-couldn’t-wait-until-Monday question.


  It was ruining his time with Lucy, fucking up his sex life, causing premature hair loss and making him pig out on food’s two years ago, before his promotion, he would never have eaten. He was a stone overweight, sweated too much, drank too much wine and hardly had time to indulge in his two lifelong passions. On was going for long walks in the country and the second was the book he had been writing for six years, on the local history of the town of Hedge End, where he and his partner lived in North Surrey.


  Apart from the occasional phone-free romp with his live-in girlfriend of seven years, the book was the last vestige of his uncluttered soul. It was a secret place he could melt into and feel free from any outside pressures. He did it for love and it never nagged him about commitment, babies, quarterly sales reports or overdue staff appraisals.


  There was only one other place he felt at ease and that was the woods he walked through up Hanger Hill Road from Hedge End to catch the early commuter train to Waterloo every weekday morning.


  Every step was made with leaden gloom or brisk paced despair if he was running late for the 07:17 fast service to London, but this Monday morning he had a few minutes to spare.


  Past the cricket pitch, past the shops and large houses brought up by the richer-than-he smarmy banker types was the road that went up and around Hanger Hill to the train station. Parallel to the concrete pavement was a small copse that had long ago been a forest that had been excavated, cut in half and raped by four sets of railway tracks. Yet a small triangle shape of trees bordered by a high Hawthorn hedge remained, with little woodland paths that had been walked into over the years.


  Across the gulf and slopes on either side of the steel tracks lay an even smaller strip of the once same wood, divided for over a century; like a part in a man’s short haircut. Trees older than the railway, village or tall hedge that gave the place its name and had once stood on the same level were now separated by a polluted gulf and valley, and carved out of the hillside by Irish navies long ago.


  Some of the more ancient trees now leaned towards the gap on either side and looked like they were reaching out for their long-separated fellows.


  Here on leaf compacted paths between the trees that remained wedged in an ever-narrowing gap between the road and railway lines, Simon Hay walked every morning. It was his last reminder of what life should be, earth, trees of varying hues and bushes, in-between paths, winding their own natural way through ferns and holly. He still had hope here, where the birds still sang and the foxes made their dens. Once the soles of his leather black shoes hit the pavement to cross the road to the walk down to the station, he knew that packed trains, with noisy tinny I-pod music and sweaty bodies followed. Then miles upon miles of concrete hell into Waterloo station and then briskly onto work and the further dread and stress that brought.


  Often in the woods he would have ideas for his book, or remember to buy flowers for Lucy, or when he felt really low, he felt like skipping work and throwing a sickie, just to stay in the woods all day and hide from the world and its adult responsibilities. He just wished for better things, foreign places to visit maybe sell the house and buy a farm and grow grapes to make into wine.


  Lucy, old level-headed Lucy, always set him straight on these ideas, so much so he did not bother to share them anymore, where once they spoke of everything. Mortgage, bills, work; there seemed to be nothing more for him, stretching on into infinity and then finally death.


  A movement in the dappled shadows beneath a leaning tree caused him to snap out of his self-pitying daydreams and he bent his head and peered into the space under it, which was masked by a young sapling and a holly bush. Something fluttered and the old leaves moved and scattered. A frown crossed Simon’s brow as he wondered what kind of animal was in there.


  Then out flew a starling, not more than two inches from his left temple and he ducked and spun and cursed as the bird flew off into the morning sky.


  “Idiot,” he chided himself, and with a glance at his diver’s watch, strode quickly down the path that lead out to the main road across the top of Hanger Hill and down the lane to the station.


  Hannah Browning winced and rubbed at the back of her heel in an unlady-like crouch on the pavement on the way up to Hedge End railway station. She had her new shoes on and wondered if the £200 worth of fine Italian leather was worth the damage to her toes and heels. It would be worth it if Jack, the boss at work, noticed her. Well, more than he normally did.


  She had only been at her first job for six months and already at eighteen she knew how things worked in the office and how people got on. Playground and college politics had been a skill she easily transferred to the workplace, where she knew when to be a bitch and when to be the sorry-I’ve-not-done-this-before new girl. She had seen Jack notice her. He was mid-thirties and still trim and handsome, but married. Not that that mattered much to Hannah. She knew her hazel eyes, long black locks and cracking tits, inherited from her Italian mother, would soon lure him in.


  She had done it at school with Mr. Hodges to give her a leg up with her exams, and then Mrs. Bristow at college to get the tutoring and results she wanted. Her skirts had gotten shorter, her shoes higher and the buttons near her cleavage looser.


  Hannah noticed a slightly podgy, geeky looking guy entering the small woods that ran beside the pavement and she vaguely recognized him from the train she caught every morning. Hannah was definitely not one for woods or the great outdoors in general, and she only ventured out in her garden to sun-bathe on the rare days the sun ever shone in this country. Not for the first time, she wished she lived in her mother’s birthplace of Milan and not this arse-end of the stockbroker-belt.


  Today she entered the copse, because the leafy paths looked dry and felt much softer to walk on and gave a bit of relief to her aching feet. A cobweb across her face made her vow never to take this path through the woods again, however painful her feet got. Give her cars and concrete every time.


  She reached half-way into the small wood. At the deepest part the path led away from the busy road to her right. She could still hear the steady rush of traffic, but the trees, bushes and ferns blocked them from view. Hannah felt something wet on her right heel as she walked and she moved over to a huge oak tree that dominated right-hand side beside the pathway. She leaned against the tree with her left arm and crossed her right leg up to take off her shoe. Out of a blister of white skin, blood oozed and Hannah gritted her teeth in anger and frustration.


  “Fer fuck sake!”


  She gingerly placed her leg down again, unzipped her handbag and rooted savagely for a plastic bandage. She found a couple in a zipped pocket inside her large bag and then hitched up her skirt to her thighs and placed her right blood-dripping foot onto the edge of a low hole in the trunk of the tree, where many years ago a bough once protruded. Hannah used a scrunched-up tissue to dab at the self-inflicted fashion wound and then popped the tissue inside the dark hollow, as if it were a handy bin that nature had provided.


  Leaning forward, she opened the bandage and carefully placed it across the blister, her nose wrinkling in its pretty way as a wet, honey like odour came from inside the guts of the tree.


  She tossed the bandage wrapper onto the ground just as something with immense strength pulled her leg quick-fast into the dark hole of the tree. It happened so fast that Hannah bashed her head against the side of the tree and saw stars. She did not have even time to cry out in shock or pain as what felt like many small hands grabbed at her bare leg and pulled with bone cracking might.


  Hannah’s left leg flew up like a chorus girl’s, with violent pain to her groin and pelvis. Her backside and tummy disappeared into the overly sweet-smelling tree. With one leg stuck out of the hole, with her hands and face for a moment before that was dragged inside. The loud crack of her bones echoing in her ears, and she saw the sunshine framed like an oval in front of her as darkness and clawed hands covered her young body.


  Sharp, biting and tearing teeth followed, and then death.


  Chapter Two


  Catherina Di Marco loved the park. It was an open space in a cluttered world of brick, mortar and bullshit that surrounded the part of London where she lived. It was half-seven in the morning and she jogged around the trees, on the grass if she could, loving the fact that nature could still exist slap-bang in the centre of one of the world’s greatest cities.


  She had her dark hair in a ponytail and wore shorts today to show off her best parts, her long legs and olive tanned thighs. Matt, her boyfriend of three years, used to love her legs, normally wrapped round him in throws of passion. Yet as she jogged past an elderly gentleman walking his dog, she realized that those times had become less in these past few months.


  She stopped by an old cedar tree and drank from the bottle of water she had purchased from Ted at the newsagents, like she did every morning. In her ears, light Italian opera played, its rhythm and beat were far more suitable for running than more modern music.


  The rough bark of the tree felt good under her palm, and she moved her fingers slightly up and down loving the feeling of the hard outside bark against her skin. She felt hot and healthy and to be honest a bit horny. If Mathew hadn’t left for work when she got back, she might try and re-ignite the spark that had been missing from his eyes for the past few months.


  She knew it was something to do with the business he ran, but like everyone in lots of places, things were hard right now. She was feeling quite flush at the moment, having sold not one, but two of her paintings after an exhibition at a private gallery in Knightsbridge.


  Maybe she and Mathew could take a break and head back to her home on the coast of the Tyrrhenian Sea, a lovely place called Amantea. It was the ideal place to kick back and take stock of their lives at a much more sedate pace.


  She exited the park and waited at the crossing for the green man to appear before jogging off again past people off to work in the exhaust fume smelling streets. She entered the code on the gates to their eight-floored exclusive apartment block and passed a large white van next to the entrance hall.


  Frank on the desk had his back turned to the monitor, or he might have shouted out a quick word of warning. In the end he only saw her once she was in one of the four lifts and heading up to the top floor, where her bright day would come to a sudden end.


  Catherina popped the earplugs out, pulled her iPod from her waistband and fished out her door key, kept in the long sweatband that covered her left forearm. She didn’t need it. The door to 8C was wide open and there were men inside and raised voices.


  “‘Scuse me, love.” a short thickset shaven-headed man said, going past her in the long hallway, carrying a large cardboard box in his arms. She watched bemused at the bomber-jacketed man headed for the lifts and she hurried into the large living area to find a scene of utter chaos.


  Another man, a clone of the one who had passed her in her hall, was unscrewing the large 40” television from the white stucco wall of their luxurious apartment while Mathew stood toe-to-toe with a third man in his late fifties. Her boyfriend was hurling obscenities, while the shorter older man was replying in a firm but calmer voice.


  “Calm down, sir, you’ve seen the paperwork. Just let us get on with our job, please.”


  “Fuck your fucking paperwork. I want you out of here or I’m calling the police.”


  “Which is your choice, me old son, but pointless. We are official bailiffs with all the proper paperwork, with all the I’s doted and the T’s crossed.”


  “Mathew?” (Which sounded like Matt-chew because of her accent) Catherina asked confused, “What is happening here?”


  “Shit, Cat, not now, all right?”


  “I think you better tell the lady what’s going on, mate, before we take her stuff as well.”


  “Do relationship counselling on the fucking side, do we?”


  “Yeah mate.” The older, much tougher man closed the distance between him and the younger man to inches. “But unlike this job, I don’t charge for it.”


  The bailiff saw the twitch in Matt’s eye and knew the younger man was weighing up the idea of trying to punch his lights out.


  “Don’t even think about it, son. Blood is real hard to get out of these cream carpets.”


  Mathew looked into the man’s steely grey eyes and flinched inwardly, as if a shiver of cowardice had run down his spine.


  “Mathew darling, tell me why these men are taking our things away?” Catherina pulled at her belittled boyfriend’s arm, but he shrugged it off, making her own hand fly up into her face with a smack.


  Not used to not being in charge, like he was, or had been of his debt-ridden firm, Mathew Reynolds ashamedly went red and stomped off to the bathroom and locked himself in. Safe knowing that there was not much of value here to take apart from Catherina’s expensive beauty products.


  “You got a right charmer there,” the bailiff stated, lowering his clipboard as Catherina began to cry. “Don’t cry, love, it’s not your fault that your other half has gone bust owning hundreds of thousands of pounds. I’m sorry, but we have an official letter signed and dated, I’m afraid, to seize all assets, properties and personal items of any value belonging to one Mathew Ian Reynolds.”


  Catherina looked up at the man, who now had a kinder edge to his wide face. She wiped at her tear stained cheeks.


  “What can we do?”


  “Find a friend or relative to take you in. You can stay here for tonight. We’ll leave the mattress, but the flat has been repossessed by the building society. You better be gone by ten am tomorrow. Sorry, it’s the best I can do, I’m afraid.”


  “But we have had no warning. Surely this all takes a lot of time. Do we not have more time to pay?”


  “Your fellas had three months’ notice to pay, love. Better take that up with him.” The older man turned, as another younger man with a full set of wild ginger hair exited the spare room, carrying two of Catherina’s paintings.


  “What shall I wrap these in, guv?”


  “No, wait, those painting I did with my own hands. They belong to me not Mathew.” Catherina rushed over and pointed to a dark signature at the bottom-right of the painting.


  “There’s other painting and paint and brushes in that room, Jammer?” the older and obviously in charge bailiff asked his younger colleague.


  “Yeah, loads of painting stuff and some only half done.”


  “Put ‘em back and leave that room alone, okay?”


  “Grazie, thank you so much. Those paintings are my life.”


  “You go and sit in your artist’s room. We won’t take any of your clothes and we have the key to Mister Reynolds’s Porsche already. It’s not personal. We have a job to do that’s all.”


  Catherina nodded and went into the spare room that acted as her study, carrying back her paintings. She leaned them against the wall and went to close the door, just in time to see them lift up the sofa and carry it away. She closed the door with tears of anger in her eyes. Why hadn’t Mathew said anything to her. Why had he left it to get so bad?


  His cocky arrogance and good looks were what had first attracted him to her. His confidence rubbed off on her and she had painted some of her best pieces in the last three years. There seemed nothing he could not do or try his hand at, except one thing maybe, admit defeat.


  Catherina sat on the stool in front of her easel and looked out across the sites of London and wondered what the hell would happen to them now.


  Chapter Three


  Angela Pratchett normally reveled in her walks with Meisha, her cocker-spaniel bitch, but not today. Not even the warmth of the sun on her skin could let her drift back to the beaches of Scarborough, where she was born. Even that little thought, which usually brought up fond memories of Noel and his little quips, stirred nothing in her today. She was comfortably numb, on autopilot, walking the dog in Woodhouse Copse rather than the larger Leggett Woods or the park on the south side of Hedge End.


  Something was terribly wrong in Hill House, their larger five-bedroom modern home, built on the slopes of Hanger Hill, in the second most desirable road in Hedge End.


  She focused for a while on her surroundings. Meisha was off wagging her tail in the undergrowth, foraging and sniffing and peeing everywhere, because she knew this wasn’t home and she could. Angela found she was at the centre of the long thin strip of trees, where the canopy of leaves and branches above opened up to let the full force of the morning rays fall upon her ebony face. She managed a half grin, wondering what Tobago was like now, for she had not been back for half a century, not since marrying Noel. He had been a junior member of the British High Commission in Trinidad then and they had met while she served drinks at a local government function on Tobago.


  It had been love at first sight and even though their worlds were thousands of miles apart, they married they next year and moved to Hedge End, not far from where Noel had been born, in Weybridge. Noel had saved her from a life of menial work and she had not lifted a finger, apart from keeping a tidy home for him, ever since. He had never wanted children and she, house proud and teased as a child, wasn’t too fussed either.


  “Meisha, come on?”


  She called over to her dog, who came running from around a large tree with a lady’s shoe fixed between her jaws and an eager happy look on her face.


  “Meisha honey, whatever have you got there?”


  The bitch stopped before her mistress, dropped the high-heeled and quite new looking shoe at Angela’s feet, and sat up on hind-legs and wagged her tail with proud delight.


  Angela picked up the shoe by the stiletto heel and tossed it into the nearest bush, which sent Meisha pelting after it, thinking it was a new kind of game.


  Angela Pratchett, formally Baptiste, was walking back the way she came down the natural path of leaf mold and thinking of the emails on Noel’s PC, when Meisha turned up again panting, the shoe in her tiny mouth again.


  “Naughty girl. Leave, leave it,” Angela warned, her voice increasing in resonated menace.


  Meisha had heard that tone of voice before, normally after gin fuelled dinner parties and the morning afters, where she usually didn’t get a walk and was shoved un-ceremonially into the garden to do her business.


  Angela picked up and threw the shoe harder this time, far into a patch of stinging nettles and gave her dog a stern warning not to fetch it again. In fact, she put Meisha’s collar on again and headed back towards the southern entrance to the copse, by the main road that led halfway down the hill to her plush abode. A house that she would claim at least half of in the divorce courts when she confronted her husband of twenty-five years, on his return from work in Whitehall tonight.


  The pictures of Noel and another younger man emailed to his account she had found by digging hard, fuelled by woman’s intuition and tale-tale signs of a possible affair. She hoped to find nothing, expected to find evidence of an affair with a younger woman, but a man, not even her comfy life in leafy Surrey could let her take that lying down.


  Maybe she would return to Tobago. With the money from a possible divorce she could buy a veritable Caribbean palace to live in and hire some fit young men to clean her pool. Noel had not cleaned her particular pool for a long time and now she knew why. She and Meisha exited the copse and headed for home, leaving the late Hannah Browning’s expensive shoe hidden in a nettle patch, twenty yards from where it had originally been dropped.


  Chapter Four


  Lucy Gaskell walked out the door marked “staff only beyond this point,” patted down her blue work shirt and cast her eyes around the empty shoe-shop she had worked in forever it seemed and sighed, seeing nothing had changed since Saturday. The stock was the same, her work colleagues and underlings, including the tired old glass displays and the frontage that really needed sprucing up.


  She marched forward, past those shoes, the ones that she could easily kill a person for, with a sniff from her small upturned nose at the black leather and her eyes melted on the sleek Italian design. Some girl, probably seven or more years younger than her and taller and probably thinner, had bought a pair on Saturday with cash, using fifty-pound notes. Two hundred quid on a pair of shoes without a blink of her fake eye-lashed eyes or having to add up in her head if she could have a pair of expensive shoes or pay her half of the mortgage this month.


  She exhaled, pushed a stray strand of her mousey-blonde hair back of her left ear, tied back into a pony tail at the back and headed for the window display. It was as bored and tired looking as she was and Lucy counted at least five dead bluebottles and one wasp lined up by the large frontage of the shop display.


  She ordered the Polish new girl, Anna or something, to brush away the dead insects and the dust. Not that she had anything against the Polish, just that Anna was skinnier than her and had a huge bust. Lucy headed back to the rear of the shop as it was devoid of customers and hid away with a coffee in the stock room, putting matching pairs of shoes back into boxes, where the spotty Saturday boys and girls had just thrown them on the can’t be bothered to sort pile. It was a task normally beneath her, but she didn’t fancy facing the teenage gymslip mums today, not when her belly was empty of child. She wanted a baby so much, even more than a wedding or a fortnight in Tuscany she always badgered Simon for, and at the moment none of the three seemed that likely.


  She sipped her coffee, put shoes into boxes and hoped not for the last time for a lottery win this Wednesday, Friday or Saturday.


  Chapter Five


  Catherina Di Marco had locked the spare room door from inside and wedged a chair up against the handle for good measure. Her fiery Italian blood had seen her go from stunned shocked silence, then into a simmer, now a boiling pot of hate, which she wished to direct at Matt.


  Yet the artist part of the mind had told her to paint and paint she did, in oils, nearly ripping the white edged canvass with the stroke of her palette knife and cuts of her short-bristled brushes. She attacked the canvass without much thought or knowing what was going to come out. She just let her anger fuel the passion and something different from anything she had ever painted before appeared before her.


  When Matt’s timid raps came on the door, she finally left her zone and stepped back to look at what she had created, using mostly hues of green. The rectangular edges of the canvass had no paint on them, except for spits and splashes from the energy of its creation. It started oval in shape, with an outside tunnel of laurel and other green foliage, then entwined and seemed to spin up and around as she looked at it. Deeper into the picture and the green tunnel the colours melded into crimson and clarets and finally blacks. It shouted symbolism at her, vaginal in appearance and concept. Yet at its centre, caught in the reds, were two black cast shadows, like two children holding hands, at the pictures core. If her mother had been here she would have laughed and told her to hurry up and make some bambinos.


  “Cat?”


  The sheepish words from her lover and financial betrayer came quietly from the other side of the studio door. “Cat, let me in. I want to explain. I have to explain.”


  Catherina put down her paints and wiped her hands, which were splattered all over with green and red pinpricks of paint. Her rage at Mathew had somehow abated and a feeling of calm serenity had taken hold of her. She stared at the painting, her tongue nervously licking at the top of her lip. Catherina had been caught up and swept away by her painting before, but not like this. She had no idea what dark reaches of her Id this creation had sprung from.


  Putting down her cloth, with her anger controlled, she turned with purposeful pursed lips, prepared to hear her lover’s explanations. An hour earlier, she felt like throwing him off the balcony of their luxury apartment.


  “Cat, open the fucking door. We have to talk.”


  Mathew rested his head on the door to the spare bedroom and pounded at the door with the soft bottom of his fist. He had really screwed up his life this time, and he knew he had to act fast or risk losing the only asset he had left, Catherina.


  The sudden opening of the door made him rear backwards, his legs going from leaning to, shit-we-have-to-stand in milliseconds. He wavered like a drunk, taking a step back to stop himself from falling over like a tit.


  Catherina stood before him, silent, a broody unreadable look on her beautiful Italian face. He saw from her blouse and hands that she had been painting and some green tinged work of art showed half-hidden behind her.


  “I’m so sorry, Cat, I should have told you and now it’s too late. I’ve lost everything, the car, the flat and the business.” Mathew was laid bare now. He could not bullshit himself out of this situation. He had to give her the whole ugly truth and then just hope.


  “Get me a glass of wine, if we have any left, then you will sit down and tell me everything from the start, like you should have months ago, you fucking idiota.”


  Catherina walked within a centimetre of him and stood by the window. Mathew gulped. This would be the hardest pitch he had ever made and the fact that she wasn’t hitting him or shouting made him a . bit afraid.


  He found one half-empty bottle of red that the bailiffs hadn’t bothered to take, and the champagne glasses Catherina hid away in her handbag from her first gallery display. She was still standing tall and elegant against the London skyline, looking down at the cars and people going about their daily lives in the great multicultural city of London.


  He gulped again and moved to her left-hand side and offered her a glass of the red.


  She turned in a flash and sent a star-blinding slap across his left cheek that caused him to staggered and spill half the wine over his hand and onto the white shag pile carpet. Shock turned to rage and then quickly to remorse as he saw the tears and sadness in her brown eyes.


  “That is for earlier, you prick!”


  “I deserved that and much more. Hit me again if you like,” he offered, “except not the face again, maybe, or the family jewels. I’m quite attached to them.”


  “You spilt the wine. Look at these carpets. Those stains will never come out.”


  “Bit academic after tomorrow really, as we are being evicted, hun.”


  Mathew looked from the carpet to his girlfriend, his left ear and cheek still ringing from the smack she had given him. A slight sniff of a grin flicked across her face and Mathew quickly pointed at her lips.


  “Least I can still make you smile.”


  “You fucking stupid bastard.”


  “I accept all those things, but my parents would quip at the bastard comment.”


  Catherina grinned again in spite of herself, and took the wine glass from his wet hand and poured it in a line away from her, ruining the carpet even more. “I bloody hated this carpet anyway. Always it gets dirty too quickly.”


  “Look, I love you, Cat, and I know I’ve gone and fucked up everything, but give me a chance to make it right. You’re the only thing I have left now,” Mathew pleaded, his wine stained hand reaching forward to rub her bare forearm.


  “If you want me and us to continue, you better start from the beginnings. How did you get into this mess, Mathew, and where are we going to sleep tomorrow night?”


  Mathew Reynolds downed the remains of his wine in one gulp and threw his glass across the carpet. Then he recounted every little detail of the fall of his business, a familiar tale of bad unpaid debts, mortgages, loans and downturns and share prices that was scarier than any tale M.R. James ever told.


  Chapter Six


  Mrs Puck wandered down her pea shingle drive, admiring the rows of yellow, white and orange daffodils she had planted in rows, which lined either side of the path to her front gate.


  The air was fresh and the sun not quite warm enough, but later at around eleven, she would don her straw hat and gardening gloves and tidy up the weeds and self-seeding vegetation that had popped up around the base of some of the daff stems. Her immediate task now seemed less meaningful and more menial as she trudged, loving the crunching sound the path made under her shoes.


  As she got closer to the tall holly hedge that towered over the low wall that marked the boundary of her drive she glimpsed through the lower and sparser parts of the hedge the trouser legs of a man standing on the pavement on the other side.


  She spotted her blue recycling bin, with her food caddy on top near the edge of the five-bar swing gate and the hedge. On reaching the gate she pulled up the iron catch and pulled it slowly inwards, leaving a gap wide enough for her to retrieve her bins with minimum effort. She was still a little wheezy from the chest infection that had clung to her forty-nine-year-old lungs after three weeks and was only just abating. She rounded the bins to see a familiar man dressed in a long beige Mac, who stood with his back to her hedge, watching the comings and goings across the road.


  “Back again, are we?”


  The black and grey bearded man, only a year older than her, turned and recognition turned his expression from patient concentration to polite annoyance.


  “Mrs Puck, a pleasure as always to see you,” the man replied, his hands still thrust in the pockets of his Mac, only turning his body at the hip.


  “Just can’t stay away, can you?” she continued, her voice not the most welcoming.


  “I seem to be drawn to the place still, like it’s unfinished business for some reason,” he replied, but she wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or the four winds or maybe even his god.


  “I thought they sent you off to some carminative catholicon retreat to cure your addictions,” she stated bluntly, with a twist of smile, enjoying the early morning sparring, that she had missed so much.


  “I’ve missed you too, Rose.” He returned her thin smile. “You must be so glad now, no bells to unset your sensitive pagan ears on a Sunday morning. I better warn Reverend Brown now. I’m sure he will be next.”


  “Father Carmichael—can I still call you that or are you priests without a church just called Mister—it’s been a pleasure as always. Would you like to pop in for a spot of tea? I’m sure I have some gin or sherry somewhere to give it the kick you like.”


  Mrs Puck saw the flash of unholy anger in the eyes of the former priest of St Barnabus’ Catholic Church and smiled inwardly. This was going to be a great day, as the daffs had signaled on her walk up the drive. She no longer felt the chill, and the tightness of her chest was eased by her words to her old and defeated adversary.


  “You really are an evil old deluded haggard, aren’t you, Mrs Puck?” Father Carmichael spat back, his brown eyes forced into slits as a truck with piles of sand trundled past, letting swirls of its contents loose over the pavements.


  “How very ungodly of you, Mister Carmichael. Now please move along the pavement a bit. You’re making the place look rather untidy.” Mrs Puck turned to collect her bins, then stopped and turned half round to add. “Oh, and take any empties with you. The bin men have already been today.”


  Father Carmichael did not lower himself to reply. He just thrust his hands deeper into his pockets and moved past her hedge and stopped just on the edge of her boundary wall. He heard her chuckle to herself and tried his damndest to turn the other cheek, but it was hard when he had lost everything that made him the man he was, or used to be.


  A white van slowed as it neared him, then indicated and waited for two cars to pass before it parked outside the wooden fence that had been erected by the builders around his former church. After dwindling attendance, which were low to begin with, in this ungodly part of Surrey, the twenty-year campaign of hatred from Mrs Puck, the pagan across the road, and finally his drink problem, the powers that be had sold the church to redevelopers. Alcohol had solved all his problems in the end. It dulled the pain and gave the Bishop excellent ammunition to close the place.


  It would have been better to have pulled the church down, but it was a listed building and now it was being turned into luxurious flats for the ungodly rich. Its gothic gargoyles seemed to mock him today, half-hidden by rising scaffolding, like he had let them down. He knew he had. The ever relentless Mrs Puck, the ever lowering of the holy trinity in everyone’s daily lives had driven him and the Catholic Church from the area. Football, popstars, the internet and apathy were the new gods now. Other religions gained ground, but not in Hedge End. Older things like the hag Puck believed in were, he felt, always in the shadows at the edge of this town.


  May Day and the winter and summer solstices were long traditionally celebrated here, but by Muslim, Sheik, Christian and Buddhist alike. It was all a bit of old cultural family fun. Surrey, he had learned, was the last county to recognise Christianity, and he was sure Hedge End had been the last place in the county to do so with great reluctance. Even in other places nearby the old religions had died out completely, but here they remained strong and he had no idea why. It made him fearful, and he craved the warm numbness of booze again, but losing the church was like a final straw somehow. He just knew the church was now an empty shell and the goodness of god was no longer inside, the bodies in the graveyard exhumed and moved to another place. He wondered without him and without the church, what would replace it. Nothing good, he assumed.


  He wondered again if the knowing dread in his mind was the booze demon or the onslaught of some degenerate brain wasting disease that comes with old age. Father Carmichael took a last glance at his old church, thrust his fists deeper into his pockets and crossed the road, so as to walk near it again and skirt Mrs Puck’s house. He walked past the boards and down to where London Road met Woodhouse Road and crossed over, passing the hawthorn hedge that had given the village its name. Most of it was gone now, dug up when the railways came or to put in more housing. A small bit remained here, a bit lined Bates Road and the longest part still ran down a part of Hanger Hill, dividing the copse there from the main road.


  He crossed over the road heading over the railway bridge where London Road turned into the Woking Road and turned left to trudge down Station Lane and back to the railway station on the rise of Hanger Hill. He resisted the huge urge to head into town and visit one of the many pubs there and made for the trains and a trip back to the retreat his religion had dumped him in four months ago.


  Chapter Seven


  “This does not help our situation much, does it, Mister Ragazzo?” Catherina stated, lying across his chest on the crumpled sheets of their mattress, which looked very lonely on the floor of their rather empty bedroom.


  “No, but it was needed, a pleasant distraction, like a comma in our shitty day.” Mathew curled her hair in his fingers, staring up at the bare ceiling, where even the lampshade had vanished. “And tomorrow night we’ll be sleeping in cardboard and drinking Tenant’s Extra out of brown papers bags.”


  “I really don’t know what you are on about sometimes, but we must think, darling, we must plan.” She sat up on her elbow, the white sheets drifting down her lithe body, causing Mathew to stare at her dark brown nipples and rounded breasts with renewed interest.


  “Right, a plan.” He sucked on his teeth. Planning was his forte. “We need to get out of here, so we need to hire a van, something like a Luton van to take the mattress and what’s left of our stuff, but you’ll have to sort that, Cat.”


  “I am a capable woman, but why do I have to hire a dirty man’s van?” Catherina rested on her slender right arm, all of her taut torso showing to great effect.


  “Because you used to drive tractors and trucks on your uncle’s farm back in the old country, ‘cos I remember you telling me, and because all my credit cards have been maxed out cancelled by the banks for non-payment.”


  “How the mighty have felled.” She smirked with a haughty air. He was sure she had royal blood in her somewhere.


  “So, you sort the wheels and I’ll pop and see Ted and sponge a few boxes off him to pack our stuff. See, plan coming along nicely, eh?” He reached his left hand from behind his head and tickled her ribcage.


  “Hmmn, but my darling, where will we go in this van of ours?” She showed too much teeth, which detracted from her beauty, and put the long fingernail of her left forefinger into his belly button and wiggled it around. Mathew let out a rather girly cry and twisted out of range, his back showing to her,


  “Get off.” He turned over on his front, giving him distance from her probing fingers.


  “Well?”


  She cocked her head to the right as she spoke and he knew from her action that his next answer better be a good one, or she would quickly get annoyed and shout at him in her loud ear-piercing voice.


  “I’ll give the Colonel a call?”


  Mathew blew out a long breath and his eyes met hers. She knew what that entailed.


  “It is really that bad? When was the last time you spoke?”


  “Great Uncle Jim’s funeral, two odd years ago and we didn’t speak then, we kind of shouted at each other and got into a fist-fight.”


  Mathew gave her one of his idiotic grins, but even he knew it was going to be a long shot.


  “Maybe I will get two of those bags for sleeping outdoors maybe, huh, when I get the van?” Catherina shook her head and turned her body to sweep her legs from under the sheet and off the low mattress. Mathew watched her in silence as she went around collecting and putting on her strewn clothes. Watching her put on her bra was of always of interest to the technical side of his brain, but it wouldn’t help him with his pleading call to his father.


  “Good luck, huni,” She kissed his cheek and headed for the door of their apartment.


  “You not staying for moral support, then?”


  “No,” she replied, opening the front door. “The I-tie Bint thinks your father is a prick.”


  “Okay,” he stated to the back of the closed door and wondered if there was anywhere else he could try before his Serving Army Officer father, who had called Catherina his I-tie Bint to their faces when they first met.


  He exhaled again, reached for the landline phone and dialed his father’s house from memory. Mrs Portis, the housekeeper, answered and was glad to hear his voice, but his father was at work at MOD Main Building in Whitehall today and she gave him the contact number. By now all the nerve he had to make the first call had ebbed away and only desperation made him punch in the MOD number.


  “Reynolds MR7?” came the brisk and resonant voice of the career solider as the ringing stopped after four peels in Matt’s ear.


  “It’s Matt?”


  “Who?” was the unexpected reply.


  “Matt, your son, remember?”


  “Mathew. Hmm, what do you want? I’m rather up to my eyeballs in it at the moment.” The Colonel’s voice wasn’t cold. That would require some sort of emotion. It was like he was talking to one of his ruddy squaddies, but that had always been the problem between them.


  “Look, there is no easy way of saying this, but I’m on my uppers at the moment and the business in a spot of trouble and I need a place to stay, well, for me and Catherina to stay.” Mathew was not sure if he hated the Colonel or himself more for having to beg the stuffed shirt.


  “Bit old for officer’s training now, aren’t you? What are you going to do?”


  “I was wondering if we could stay at the Grange for a while. You only stay there weekends. We could stay out of each other’s way, if you prefer.”


  “Oh, you want me to billet you and your little I-tie Bint at my expense, eh, rent free, I suppose, drinking my best porter and Mrs Portis at your beck and call. Think again, lad. We crossed that bridge and used incendiaries on it two years ago. Your mess, you fucking sort. Might make a man of you yet.” Mathew could almost taste the contempt coming down the phone. He had forgotten that the Colonel never forgets those who trespass against him.


  “I shouldn’t have expected you to give a toss about me. If you see me on the street sleeping rough, you’d probably piss on me.”


  “You’re such a disappointing wimp, Mathew, just like your mother. Try and be a man for a change. Anyway, you could always stay at your Great Uncle Jim’s place. He left you the place for some soft in the head reason.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, if you had stuck around for five minutes or kept in contact, you would have learned he left his house in Hedge End to you in his will. My solicitors, Rardin and Keene, have all the details. Now I have a meeting with the Brigadier in five so off you go.”


  “Why didn’t y-” The line went dead at his father’s end, making the rest of his sentence redundant. “You cunting stuck-up old twat!”


  Mathew put down the phone and went back to the bedroom, the mattress being the only place he could sit down in his apartment now. Why was his old man so much like hard work and so cold towards him? Then he sniffed, because he hadn’t wanted to follow in his father’s and older brother’s footsteps into the army and Sandhurst.


  Thinking of Tim brought a defeated tear to his left eye. Tim had followed his father into the infantry and where did it get him, apart from blown to tiny bits near Basra six years ago. He knew his father loved the military gravestone of Captain Timothy Reynolds more than his remaining living son. His brother had always done his duty, always done what Father had said, but where had it got him apart from dead?


  Mathew used both sets of fingers to scratch the crown of his hair, trying to recall the number or address for his father’s solicitors. Then something sprang to mind and he headed into the spare bedroom and was glad to see Cat’s silver laptop on the floor recharging. He headed over to open it and get the information he needed of the internet. He wondered what state his great uncle’s house might be in after two years without any occupants. It was a shithole when he used to stay there during the summers back from boarding school, when his father was serving overseas.


  Tim never liked it, but Mathew loved the place as it backed right onto a set of woods, where his imagination could run wild. He had proper friends there, not like the boarding school fair weather alliances that he had made. Great Uncle Jim had been something wild and different to his military and boarding school upbringing and the black sheep of the family. Jim had never failed him as a surrogate father figure and even in death he seemed to be looking over him.


  “Thanks,” Mathew whispered and looked out the curtain-less windows of his bedroom, up at the clouds that had now gathered and covered the skies of London.


  Chapter Eight


  “Youse coming down the pub at lunchtime Tony?” asked Geoff the Geordie, as his unimaginative workmates referred to him.


  “Sounds good, mate, if I can ever get this thing shifted,” replied Tony McGann as he worked away in the crypts of the old church his firm were renovating into flats. Four new sets of water and sewerage pipes had to be laid into the foundations for the four different flats. Outside, the trenches had been dug and the pipes laid, but down in the colder by five degrees crypts something was blocking his progress.


  Under the old wall foundations where the pipes would go through, something lay beneath, something buried under the foundations, something that wasn’t in the architects’ plans and so, pissing Tony off.


  “What youse got down there then, canny lad?” Geoff asked, going down onto all fours to see what Tony had discovered. The flagstones lay up against the wall nearby and a sloping excavation lay going down under the braced church walls above. Right slap-bang where the pipes should come in was the top edges of an old stone block.


  “Dunno, but it’s about three feet wide and deep and it’s in the bloody way.”


  Tony pulled his head back and leaned his body against the side of the pit to let Geoff shine a torch down at it.


  “Maybe it’s one of those time-capsules things?”


  “Could be, mate, but it’s different from the stone above. Kind of blue-ish and rock hard.”


  “Let me have a go.”


  Geoff got into the pit as Tony clambered out, glad to have the space to stretch his aching back. The Geordie picked up a trowel from the flagstones in level with his head and used it to loosen the dirt and rubble around the stone to get and outline of how big it was. It was revealed to be a near perfect square of the blue stone, which must have been chiseled square many hundreds of years ago.


  “If we dig a space around it we could put straps around the thing and pull it out from the other side using a tractor like,” Geoff suggested, taking off his hard hat and wiping his bare forearm across his sweaty brow and hair.


  “And that might bring the whole north wall down on top of us.” Tony pulled up his sleeve and his watch told him it was a quarter to twelve. His dream of a pub lunch was diminishing. “Don’t think we have much choice here, mate. We’ll have to leave it in Jackos’s capable hands or we’ll never get down the boozer in time.”


  “He’s gonna love this,” Geoff laughed and reached a hand up to his friend.


  Tony grabbed his mate’s forearm and pulled him from the ever-growing excavation and shook his head. No, the site manager would not be pleased at all.


  “What the fuck is that?” Jacko asked, taking off his hardhat and running his fingers through his thinning black hair. He stood between Geoff and Tony, his hardhat now held to his hip. They were already behind schedule due to vandalism of the diggers and someone stealing their tools from a locked up shed on site. This with the developers breathing hard down his neck was the last thing he needed.


  “Must weigh twenty hundredweight if it’s a ton,” Tony added, knowing it would make his boss feel even more stressed.


  “Two ton maybe?” Geoff added with a raised eyebrow.


  “Look, we don’t have time to piss about. Dig out either side and above and brace the church wall, then get a jack-hammer to the bloody thing before a local council inspector send in the archaeologists to shut us down for four months, okay?”


  “Okay, we’ll dig it out now and then have a crack at it after lunch,” Tony replied, brushing some dirt from his sleeve.


  “As long as it’s cleared by today I don’t give a shit, Tone.” Jacko put his hardhat back on and left the crypts grumbling to himself and rubbing at a pain in his left abdomen. He was pretty sure he was getting an ulcer from all this stress.


  The two builders cleared away as much of the earth and rubble they could in twenty-five minutes, then cleaned themselves up to head for the pub. The Highway’s Head was only a few minutes’ walk up the London Road and normally slow during the day and welcomed the influx of customers from the church site with open arms and a blind eye to the usual dress codes. They money they spent in one lunchtime could pay for the cleaners to come in every afternoon before the night sessions for a month.


  Tony and Geoff were back clearing the block by five to two that afternoon, with beer and pie and chips inside them. Normally they would have asked for more help, but only two men could fit down the pit at once at the best of times. They cleared as much of the space around the block’s top and side as they could and braced a small steel girder above it and under the church walls, with two poles of each side holding it in position. Geoff then chipped out a guide hole to the depth of three inches to stop the jack-hammer jumping around. Tony put the business end of the jack-hammer into the hole, set halfway down the centre of the blue block. What they wanted was a nice four way split that they could break down into smaller parts and lift out from under the braced wall above. It also gave them a perfect hole for the pipes to be laid through, with the girder support keeping the church walls from the new piping.


  Tony turned on the jack-hammer and both he and Geoff were glad of the ear-defenders they both wore, for the noise in the enclosed crypt was deafening. The heavy tool did its work and sink lower into the blue hard block, until there came a crack and a split shot down from the hole right to the base of the block.


  Tony pulled the jack-hammer out and onto the dirt below to examine the crack when a silvery liquid oozed out of the crack at the base of the blue block and form a round pool in the dirt like someone had spilt a pot of silver paint on the floor.


  “What the fuck is that?” Geoff asked from above the pit as more of the silver thick liquid flowed out of the cracked blue block and neared Tony’s boots. He let the jack-hammer fall onto the side of the slope and scrambled back out of the pit, with Geoff’s arms under his armpits.


  “It might be toxic. Let’s go get the gaffer,” Tony said through his dust mask and pulling Geoff with him towards the stone steps of the crypt.


  “What the fuck is with you poofs today?” Jacko the site manager asked, grabbing a face mask for himself and following the two men back down to the crypts. The two men were proper strong blokes and never this jumpy before. Maybe it was the cold crypt that put them on edge at bit. Jacko put on his mask and so did his two men and they followed him down into the crypt area again.


  No more of the silver
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