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      It was the locusts that finally did it for me. Just before the end of term, my biology teacher, Mr. Heady, produced for the whole class a tray full of freshly euthanised locusts ready for dissection. I can tell you, I was not pleased with this prospect at all and had nothing whatsoever to do with the grim procedure. My classmates all seemed quite keen on the idea, and quickly grouped around the specimens, but I did not look, not once, at the poor things lying flat on their backs on Petri dishes. From that point on, the summer holidays couldn’t come soon enough for me.

      Science was not my forte, and I had no interest in pursuing it at all. Anyhow, what good could possibly come from looking at the inside workings of a locust? Add to this the fact that I was now a vegetarian, and it was totally against my new beliefs to take part in experimenting on any creature, alive or dead, and you can understand my painful predicament.

      The boys in the class thoroughly enjoyed the morning’s endeavours – that is, all but one: Kurt Simmons, a sweet, slim boy, liked very much by all the girls in the school but loathed by most of the boys. I guess you could say he was how adults might put it, in touch with his artistic and feminine side. He had a funky haircut and sometimes came to school with black nail varnish on. The boys called him ‘Emo Boy’. He sat at my table, and we chatted lots. I’d talk to him at lunchtimes with other girls up in the field; we’d sit there for what seemed like hours. He had some weird interests, a bit like mine. I thought he was quite a beautiful boy to look at and he seemed to have a very gentle soul.

      I loved art, and ceramics, and English. I loved creating interesting new things. I liked drawing and throwing pots on the potter’s wheel; it really was extraordinarily good fun. I suppose I must take after my mum for that.

      There was only one reason I liked venturing into the science block, and that was to visit the animal room. We had some gerbils, a guinea pig, a rabbit, two hamsters and an assortment of rats; though I have to say their numbers were diminishing alarmingly quickly. Mr. Heady’s laboratory was right next door, and there had recently been displayed a pickled rat that looked very much like Pippa, my adopted school rat; she was another one to have gone missing in recent weeks – apparently dying of natural causes. I had my suspicions that Mr. Heady was up to no good. All schoolkids need a bogeyman among the staff, and Mr. Heady, with his crisp white coat and creepy moustache, was ours.

      Helayna, Tom, and Alex were at the same school. Alex was in my tutor group, but Tom and Helayna were in a different class. I’d meet up with Helayna usually at break times, and we’d often have lunch together. Tom and Alex would say “Hi,” but pretty much only mixed with other boys whilst they were at school. For some reason it wasn’t “cool” to mix with girls when you were first up at secondary school. Little did everyone know that we met up all the time at weekends and in the school breaks.

      Our friendship group had become super-close, I guess more so because of the adventure we had had in the Kingdom of Faery Folk. Surreal as it had all seemed, and particularly as most people associate faeries with little kids’ books, it had been real, and of course that adventure led to the creation of ‘The Mystery Busters’.

      We’d get together whenever we could and talk about what might be our next great adventure. As far as we knew, there might never be another one, but having the gang seemed the right thing to do and anyhow, we had a lot of fun making up new games and imagining we were on adventures. We played a lot in the churchyard, and also in the college fields and woods just behind my house; they were full of trees and long meadow grass that seemed to go on forever. Occasionally there would even be sheep grazing in them.

      Anyhow, the holidays were finally here, and Tom and Alex were back from their break at their uncle’s farm in Dawlish in sunny Devon. The prospect of another three or four weeks off was a great relief, but I knew that the days would soon pass.

      It was Saturday, and Mum and I had been on a shopping trip to Oxford. It had been very crowded, which had driven me crazy, but that’s Oxford, a great and very cosmopolitan city, full of tourists, particularly in summertime.

      We’d been back home for a couple of hours, and I had enjoyed a good trying-on session with the bits Mum had bought me. Helayna was due to drop by and have a bite to eat later in the day and I was very much looking forward to seeing her.

      I was listening to music in my room when Mum called up to me and asked if I could go and collect some salad vegetables from the garden. She gave me a list. My little brother William had a friend round to play and was busy outside decorating the patio with huge colourful chalks; they were creating some very interesting pictures. I came down, helped myself to a nice glass of lemonade, and after hooking her worn wicker vegetable basket over my arm, wandered out into the garden, careful not to step on the newly formed works of art. I trundled barefoot down the garden on the soft and bouncy green grass, and through the rose arch, taking in the heady scent of the beautiful red blooms that grew in such profusion.

      Mum’s veggie patch was off to the left through another arch, and I ventured in to collect the items on her list. The courgette plants were enormous, green and leafy and overflowing with fruit. The beetroot leaves looked dark green and glossy with a reddish tinge, and I tugged three beautifully formed large roots out and placed them in the basket, shaking off the loose soil before I did so. I then ventured into the greenhouse where the cherry tomatoes grew in profusion and plucked dozens of the sweet-smelling fruits, placing them too into the basket. I ate a few, they were delicious, so sweet and juicy. I wandered over to Mum’s log bench and sat down to breathe in all that was around me, hoping, if I kept still, that I might just catch a glimpse of some little creature meandering through the foliage.

      All was very peaceful but for the sound of bees and other little flying things hovering clumsily about the blooms, and the birds singing cheerfully in the welcome shade of the trees they adorned. I looked up and took in the sight of swallows diving and swooping round and about in the bluest of skies. I watched with interest the aeroplanes that regularly flew overhead spewing out their long white trails of what looked like thick cotton wool, and which spread out and lingered like floating cobwebs for what seemed like hours against the bright heavens. Mum had brought them to my attention; she had taught me to start questioning things that I see, and not just accept everything that challenged my thinking. I guess I had reached an age now where I was starting to notice that there were mysteries and beauty to be found everywhere, in science just as much as in art, my first love. This phenomenon above our heads was a mix of the two to me. I shared my observations with friends, and we monitored our findings eagerly.

      A bumblebee caught my attention as he lazily hovered around over the top of some of mum’s verbena flowers, bumping dozily into the stems. I watched as he slowed down and then came to rest upon the black lid of the water barrel that collected water from the guttering surrounding the greenhouse roof. It was a warm place to bask in the sun, and the bumblebee seemed to welcome its pause in productivity. What a beautiful creature it was, with fine downy hair covering most of its body, a gentle giant of the insect world, a humble bumble, I thought.

      Then something suddenly and unexpectedly caught my attention. I tilted my head to one side, straining to listen. I couldn’t be sure whether I’d actually heard it, and so I got to my feet, leaving the basket where it was, and tried to follow it. Then I heard it again. It wasn’t constant, and it wasn’t mechanical. It was an occasional sound, like a kind of whimper or cry. It made me uneasy, and I started to look more frantically for what, or rather who, was making the noise. I was prompted by my senses to head over in the direction of the old walnut tree in the far corner beyond the vegetable garden, and as I wandered about beneath it, I listened intently once again. Nothing. Not a peep, so I took to sitting there a while, to contemplate some more.

      My old cat Arthur was buried here. I’d made him a little plaque, which we had secured onto the tree, spelling out ‘Arthur’. I sat just to the side of where he lay and decided to talk to him. I was sure he could hear me, even if I could not see or hear him. I imagined that if he had gone to heaven, he could hear me now.

      I had become quite engrossed in my talk when I was interrupted. I heard it again. By now the sound was clearer, and it surely was the sound of someone crying. “Who’s there?” I called out. “Where are you? Can I help?”

      The sound stopped. And then I heard it again, so I got up quickly and tried to follow it. Set in the corner of the garden, just past the walnut tree, we had an old well. Dad called it our wishing well. There was real water in the bottom of it but we didn’t use it. Dad had a grille made to fit on the top of it and it was secured with several good, strong bolts, so we children would not accidentally fall in. The old well was full of spring water, and as far as I know, had been there from a time long before the house was built.

      The sound seemed to be coming from that direction. I wondered if there might be a child hiding behind the well, although that did not seem to be a feasible explanation. I could not think how one would get into the garden. I decided to check anyway, as there had to be a solution to this mystery. I dashed over and looked behind it. There was nothing there. I surveyed the area slowly and thoroughly, taking in all that caught my eye. All seemed quite normal.

      The well had a little tiled roof, a bit like the ones you see on ornamental garden wells, very old and made of slate. The winch that was used to lower a bucket was still attached to the frame and there was some old rope, and a small tin bucket to make it look pretty. I leant over the edge and looked down. My gaze didn’t stay there for long though as it was creepy and dark, so I slid down to sit beside it and glanced about me trying to see where else the sound might be coming from. Then I heard it again, and it surely was coming from down the well, but this time I heard it say, “Help me.” It sounded like somebody quite young. I was so taken by surprise that I almost lost my breath. I was shaking.

      “Hello!” I called. “Hello, I can hear you.”

      I was terrified at that moment and scrambled to get to my feet, I simply did not know what on earth to do.

      “Wait there,” I exclaimed, “I’ll get help!” And I ran. I ran as fast as my legs would carry me up the garden and right into Dad’s studio, banging furiously on the door before I entered.

      “Dad,” I gasped, skidding to a halt, “there’s someone down the well! You’ve got to come now!”

      “Hang on there, missy,” he said, “there can’t be, it’s all sealed up.”

      “But I heard them!” I cried. “And they were crying. C’mon, Dad, quick.”

      “Becky…” he sighed, as I grabbed his arm and literally yanked him out of his chair. He staggered out of the house with me, and we hastily made our way down the lawn.

      “Wait a moment,” he said, “let me get my torch.”

      He quickly ducked into the shed to pick up his big halogen torch. It had a super-strong beam so we would be able to see right down the well with it. And while he was in there, he picked up an adjustable spanner too to release the grille, if in fact it was still bolted.

      We arrived at the well and Dad just looked at it. “Beck, there’s no one in there,” he said calmly. “The top is still bolted down tightly; no one could possibly get in there.”

      “Please check, Dad,” I begged. “I heard them, honest I did, I wouldn’t be joking about a thing like this.”

      Dad sighed some more and approached the well with his adjustable spanner. The bolts really were fused tightly but he managed to free them and after quite some work lifted the heavy grille off.

      “Do you really think that someone would go to the trouble of taking the grille off, jumping in, then bolting the grille back on behind themselves?” he said with a hint of sarcasm.

      “But I heard someone!” I exclaimed.

      Dad took hold of his halogen torch and leaned over the parapet, beaming its powerful white light down the insides of the well and catching the top of the water below. He was right. There was nothing there at all. I saw with my own eyes. There was a musty smell about the well, the brick-built sides of it were clearly very damp and had green stuff growing in places and the water beneath looked dark and eerie, but there was no one down there, and I think I probably realised that before Dad had even taken the adjustable spanner to the bolts.

      “Satisfied?” he asked.

      “Satisfied,” I said quietly as he refixed the grille. “I’m sorry, it must have been my imagination, but it seemed so real.”

      “We all get things wrong from time to time,” he said, and with that he left me where I was and started making his way back up to the house. I followed soon after, and then retired to my room where I carried on listening to music and cleansing my precious crystals before Helayna arrived.

      I did this cleansing job once every couple of months by running them, one by one, under cold water, drying them off with a soft towel and then laying them on the floor and playing my little brass Tibetan singing bowl to them. It kept them in tip-top condition. I read in a book that for your crystals to work well, they needed to be cleansed regularly, and that leaving them out in sunlight and moonlight could charge them up even more, like a power battery. I had amassed quite a collection now, and I was beginning to understand their individual magical properties from reading one of Mum’s books. After I played the singing bowl, I laid them all out on my windowsill to soak up the sun’s rays. I was fascinated by them and all the things they were meant to do. I knew that one day I would grow up to work with them and that my collection would just grow and grow.

      A phone call came through from Helayna before she arrived.

      “Becky?” she said. “Can I bring someone round with me to your house?”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Um, Kurt?”

      “Kurt!” I blurted. “How come he’s with you?”

      “Oh, I just caught him cycling through the village, and we got talking, and he has nothing much else to do.”

      I had no idea that he lived in the village. This was interesting. I guessed there would be no harm in him coming; Mum and Dad wouldn’t mind; they liked me making new friends.

      “Yeah, OK,” I said. Suddenly the afternoon was taking a whole new turn.

      I was pleased to see Helayna when she arrived with Kurt, and after some initial introductions with Mum and Dad, and after I’d taken the opportunity of showing Kurt around Dad’s studio, we headed up to my room. Kurt was clearly impressed with what he had seen of my dad’s work and shared with Helayna and me that he played guitar.

      “Really?” I gushed. “Are you any good?”

      “Not bad,” he said, “my dad’s teaching me and I’m putting together a band soon.”

      “Your dad’s a musician?” I queried, intrigued. Had I finally met someone with a family a bit like mine?

      “Well, he doesn’t play much now, but he used to play a lot years ago.”

      We talked some more, our conversation enjoyable and easy, and as I looked at this boy, I wondered whether to tell them about what had happened to me earlier in the day; I wasn’t trusting of that many people
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