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Michael paused at the bottom of the staircase, one hand gripped on the mahogany banister as he looked upwards. Having just lugged the last of the boxes up the first set of stairs, bound for his new bedroom, he was now ready to relax. But he'd heard something, like the low murmuring of distant voices. He remained still and listened for more noises but all was silent. The place was old, built in the Georgian era when Edinburgh decided it needed to have more houses to the north of the city dubbed the New Town. It could have been the piping he'd heard, or just the natural groan of an ageing building. Putting it from his mind, he headed to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of red. He had intended to unpack the few remaining boxes left from the move up to the Scottish capital from Norfolk, but he could deal with that tomorrow. What he needed was a nice, relaxing drink while the kids, led by Michael's eldest, seventeen-year-old Tom, were out exploring the city.

Michael had just sat down on the black leather soft he'd brought up from the old house, when there came a sharp rap at the front door. With a heavy sigh, he put the untouched drink on the mantelpiece and went to see who was paying a visit. Pulling the door open, he was met with a black-and-white woollen deerstalker; the large white bobble inches from his face. Its wearer was peering down into a multi-coloured rucksack.

'Hi, Elsa. Sorry I'm a couple of months late,' said the hat, with a feminine, Scottish burr. 'Should have rang to say I was coming back today. Can I have my key, please?'

When Michael only responded with a frown, the hat moved upwards to reveal its wearer; a small, pale-faced woman with two different-coloured eyes, one violet, the other green. A smattering of freckles lay across the bridge of her nose and a couple of strands of red hair appeared to have escaped the clutches of the hat.

'You're not Elsa,' she said, with a hint of suspicion. She peered over his shoulder as if expecting someone to be standing in the hallway. 'Where is she?'

'I don't know, I'm afraid.'

'Afraid?' She leapt on the word like an interrogator leaping on a random word. 'Why?'

'Oh. Sorry. I meant I don't know anyone called Elsa,' Michael explained. 'Unless you're referring to the lady who used to live here. I never found out her first name.'

'Used to live here?'

'I believe she passed away about three months ago.' Michael was prevented from saying any more by the woman gripping his arm; her face ashen.

'O gods,' she muttered. 'O gods, O gods, O gods. How did she die? Please, it's very important.'

'I - I was told it was natural causes. Died in her sleep. Peaceful,' he blustered.

The woman had been holding her breath as she'd listened to Michael. Now she exhaled slowly, and released his arm. 'Well, that's something,' she said, heavily.

'Look, I feel awful for being the one to break the news about your friend,' said Michael. 'I was just about to have a quiet glass of wine. You're more than welcome to join me. You look like you need a drink.'

She glanced behind her for a moment, then faced Michael again and nodded. 'That would be lovely. Thank you.'

He stood aside to admit her and realised there were several various-sized rucksacks and backpacks by her feet. Instantly, he took as many he could carry and brought them inside, casting an eye at the grey clouds overhead, leaving her to carry the smaller bag in. With the bags sitting in the hallway, he showed her through to the living room then dashed back through to the kitchen to retrieve another wine glass. When he returned, the woman was stood by the unlit fireplace, taking in the room and sipping from the glass of wine Michael had put down to answer the door.

'Looks totally different,' she said, nodding at the sparse furniture and decor adorning the spacious room.

'It was pretty bare when we moved in,' Michael explained, pouring himself another glass from the bottle on the coffee table. 'A couple of bits of furniture, that's all. I think Elsa's family must have taken the rest, or sold it.'

The woman rolled her eyes. 'I think they would have sold Elsa herself if they'd got a good deal out of it.'

'Ah.'

'She always used to say that she was sure she'd brought home the wrong babies from the hospital. And if she didn't, then she sure as hell wished she had.''

Michael laughed. 'Sounds like she was quite the woman.'

'Yes, she was,' the odd-eyed woman said softly. Another sip of the wine seemed to perk her up. 'Anyway, a strange woman shows up on your doorstep, drinks your wine, and doesn't even have the manners to introduce herself.' She moved towards him, extending her free hand. 'I'm Hattie.'

Her hand felt surprisingly warm to the touch. 'Nice to meet you. I'm Michael.'

Introductions made, Hattie took a comfortable step back and smiled genially at him. 'So, is it just yourself here, or are your family about to jump out and say "boo"?'

'Well, I do have a family. Three kids. They're out exploring the city.' Michael replied, beckoning Hattie to take the seat by the fireplace. He sat back down on the sofa. 'I was a bit wary of letting them out in a new city but my eldest is mature enough to look after the others. Well, I like to think he's mature, anyway.' He stared at his drink for a moment. 'He's got his mobile phone so he's just a call or text away.'

'Exactly,' agreed Hattie. 'Explored the house yet?'

Michael shook his head and took another sip of wine. 'I think I'll leave that for tomorrow. We left the old house just before seven this morning so I'm too tired to do an Indiana Jones at the moment. Actually, once the kids get back, I'll get Ben and Ingrid settled and get some sleep myself.'

'Is that a subtle hint that you want me to go?' Hattie asked, a smile flickering on the edge of her mouth.

'Oh goodness, no,' Michael said, not meaning to cause any offence.

Hattie's smile widened and she placed her empty glass on the coffee table. 'Don't worry about it. I'm quite tired myself. It'll be nice to sleep in my own bed again.' She got to her feet again and Michael did likewise, placing his own glass next to hers.

'Yes,' said Michael, following Hattie through to the front door. 'There's nothing like your own bed. Did you stay in many hotels while you were away?'

'Pah!' Hattie erupted. 'Hotels? I wish!' Michael expected her to continue, explain her words, but she started picking up her bags instead.

'Do you want help with these?' he asked, already lifting a paisley-patterned carpet bag which smelt distinctly of lavender and iron.

'Thanks,' she replied, awkwardly opening the door handle with her elbow. 'I live in the house opposite so it's not too far.'

Michael managed to grab hold of another bag, a small suitcase this time, before Hattie disappeared into the cold darkening sky outside. Three bags still remained in the hallway but he could nip back to get them in a minute.

There was an abandoned coldness about Hattie's house that made Michael shiver almost as soon as he'd stepped over the threshold. But it was to be expected if the owner had been away for over four months. The place was in darkness. Hattie tried the light switch nearest the door but nothing happened.

'The meter's obviously run out of juice,' she explained, not sounding too bothered by the fact. 'I'll sort it out tomorrow.'

'Will you be alright without any power?' he asked, looking around the gloomy hallway where the only visible thing was the wooden flooring and the corner of a side table.

Hattie swept the small pile of mail which had accumulated on the doormat during her absence, and nodded. 'I'm used to it,' she said, with a shrug. 'Thanks for the help,' she said, facing him with a smile.

'That's quite all right. There's still a couple of bags in my hallway. I'll be right back.' Turning, he walked hurriedly back to his house and returned less than a minute later carrying the rest of Hattie's things. He set them down in the hallway with a groan. 'My goodness, what have you got in these things?' he asked
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