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Chapter One






Contact from
the spirit world could come out of the blue, well, really out of
the ether. And it could surprise, astonish, and occasionally
overwhelm Meg Pilley. She wasn’t anticipating anything surreal when
she and Clyde drove to the local Sydney suburban bowls club where
they met up with Ross Delaney, police detective sergeant, now
retired. Playing lawn bowls was meant to be relaxing even with her
grumbling husband, Clyde, in the team. But every now and then Meg
needed to prepare for the unexpected. She was becoming used to it,
because it was happening more often.

‘Jack’s already
on the green.’ Ross pointed through the glass doors leading out
from the dining area. ‘He’s really keen since we did so well last
week.’

‘He’s
remarkable for a man getting on towards eighty,’ Meg said, looking
towards the stooped figure, who had discarded his walking stick and
placed a mat on the grass ready to practice a delivery. ‘Jack had a
knee replacement four or five months ago, and he’s already playing
bowls.’

Clyde grinned.
‘It’s not exactly squash.’

Delaney punched
him lightly on the arm. ‘Just wait. You’ll find out that once you
get past seventy any exercise becomes hard to do.’

‘You know from
experience, do you?’ Clyde grinned at his mate, and was rewarded by
a slightly harder punch on the arm.

‘Enough from
you,’ Ross said. ‘Get out onto the green and use your energy
winning the game.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Our opposing team
should be here shortly.’

Meg enjoyed the
banter between the men. Now Clyde had retired and didn’t have
workmates around to talk to on a weekly basis, she was keen to see
him renew his association with Ross. They’d been childhood friends
and had history.

Finally
persuading Clyde to play bowls seemed as though it was going to be
a successful solution to his boredom. Of course it was a lot easier
now, since Ross had given up his job just over a week ago. They
didn’t have to wait for Ross to be available because of his long
hours and sometimes working on a weekend at the local police
station. Today was the second time they’d got together as a team,
and she was looking forward to a late afternoon game. With Daylight
Savings happening for the past months, meeting later in the day had
become a necessity after the sun’s rays had lost a bit of
sting.

Meg glanced
around the air-conditioned room. A new secretary- manager had
started a few weeks back, and he’d already begun renovations.
Nothing spectacular, but the board displaying winning team names
for the past twenty years had been polished, the floor was covered
with a serviceable light blue carpet, and the padded chairs placed
around the vinyl topped tables were new and very comfortable. Their
club must be doing well, better than she thought. It was only last
week she’d read about a bowls club in a neighbouring suburb that
had been forced to close because of financial difficulty.

Perhaps the new
manager was a devotee of positive thinking and was already working
under the premise that to be successful you need to look
successful? The man himself walked through the room, heading
towards the kitchen. As he hurried past, his head bent, Meg watched
him for a few seconds. He looked as if he was close to forty with
the beginning of a middle-age beer gut overhanging his neatly
pressed grey trousers: a belly that looked worse because of the
tight fitting collared t-shirt with the club’s name emblazoned on
the front.

Meg hadn’t met
him personally, but he seemed okay. She knew once she shook hands
with him her psychic impressions would come to the fore, and she’d
know if he were a decent sort.

‘Off with the
fairies?’ Clyde’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

Meg shook her
head. ‘Just admiring the new surroundings.’

‘Then let’s get
out there,’ Clyde said.

The three of
them picked up their bowls bags and started towards the sliding
glass doors that led onto the walkway separating the clubhouse from
the bowling green. Meg looked to where Clyde had been pointing and
noticed something odd about Jack. The old man doubled over and
clutched at his throat, as though he were having difficulty
breathing.

‘Something’s
wrong with Jack,’ she said, grabbing Clyde’s arm.

‘You’re right,’
Ross grumbled. ‘Silly old bugger should have stayed in bed today by
the look of him.’

They’d barely
stepped outside the doors when Jack Spencer vomited, and then
collapsed, folding down like an old umbrella. With her heart
thumping in her chest, Meg stared at the slumped figure of her
friend. She knew instinctively Jack was in danger – something worse
than a virus. All three dropped their bowls bags on the pathway and
rushed towards the prone body, each breathing heavily – the gulping
intake of breaths sounding peculiarly loud to Meg’s ears.

‘I’ll see to
him,’ Ross Delaney called, his voice rumbling out authoritatively.
After waving away the players from the next rink who had been
moving towards Jack, he bent to squat next to the frail man to feel
for a pulse. He stood up, shaking his head at Clyde and Meg who
remained standing nearby. ‘Poor old bugger; at least he went
quickly.’

‘I’ve phoned
for the ambulance.’ An unfamiliar voice yelled from the direction
of the club, and Meg turned to see the secretary–manager waving his
hand. He must have seen what had happened; his appearance was
remarkably quick.

She gazed down
at Jack. Stains from vomit marked the front of his cream shirt and
trousers. He’d always been a particular man. This was wrong, for
him to die like this – in an undignified state.

Clyde had
stepped back as though he didn’t want to intrude. Now he edged
closer to speak quietly. ‘Bloody shitty start to the afternoon,
isn’t it?’

Delaney looked
up at him, his face impassive as usual. ‘I’d call it the end of the
afternoon for Jack. And I think you’re going to miss your game.
I’ll leave it to you to work out who’s worse off. I’m going in to
wait for the ambulance. You two stay here, and don’t let anyone
touch the body till we’re sure.’

It must have
been the tone of Ross Delaney’s voice as he said his final words
that set the wheels turning in Meg’s brain. Ross’s facial
expression didn’t give away a thing, not now, or anytime in their
past association. She began to speak, but stopped herself when she
noticed Clyde’s appearance. He seemed baffled as well, his face
contorted into a frown. Her husband turned to watch Delaney, who
almost ran towards the clubhouse, his overweight body taking on a
peculiar rocking motion as he pushed it to move quickly.

‘Sure of what?
Jack’s dead, isn’t he?’ Clyde shouted after the retreating
figure.

Delaney ignored
him and continued to hurry towards the main doors. Not feeling as
though she could offer anything sensible at the moment, Meg stood
beside Clyde and watched the former detective hustle inside. Ross
Delaney knew more than he was letting on about poor old Jack.

With her hands
clenched by her side, Meg turned to stare down at the inert body.
Jack had always seemed such a healthy man, his slight frame belying
his strength. Today, his colour seemed quite a bit pinker than
usual. She shrugged. Maybe he’d been out in the sun too long.

Although Jack
was a good age, his sudden death should have been a shock. It
wasn’t. Since the last time she’d seen Jack she’d been expecting
something to happen – maybe not a death – but something out of the
ordinary. Her feelings were confirmed when the eerie sensation
started again: the same one she’d had around Jack a few days ago.
That smell was there, surrounding her: the distinct aroma of cigar
smoke.

She was
startled when Clyde spoke.

‘There’s
something happening. I think Ross suspects foul play. He’ll
probably tell us eventually, but he’s not letting on what’s
happening just yet, the close-mouthed bastard.’ Clyde turned to
Meg. ‘You’ve got something to say on the matter. I can tell by your
face.’

She nodded.
‘Can you smell cigar smoke?’

‘Sh! Someone
will hear you.’ Clyde grabbed his wife’s arm. ‘You know I can’t
smell anything. There’s nothing to smell. Jack didn’t smoke. But
you know that, don’t you; you’ve played bowls with him for
years.’

She closed her
eyes. ‘Let me concentrate. I need to contact the spirit world.’

He grunted.
‘Make it quick then, before anyone comes.’

Trying to not
let her husband’s scepticism override her intuition, Meg gave
herself over to her inner thoughts, breathing deeply and relaxing.
Once she’d been nothing more than a card reader, entertaining
friends and family with her forecasts. But over the past months
she’d developed her clairvoyant powers so that contact with the
spirit world could offer pointers on what had taken place, or even
advice as to the best course of action. By letting her mind fall
into a meditative condition she allowed her faith to direct her
actions and improve her ability to forecast events and interpret
what was going on. It was something she practiced every day for a
few minutes.

Taking another
deep breath, Meg imagined herself being surrounded by a white
light: a light she hoped would open her third eye to provide an
answer. What she saw didn’t offer much of a clue, but the icy
feeling that struck to her very soul forced her to open her eyes
immediately. She needed to escape from the horrifying sensation.
Clyde stood almost on top of her, as though shielding her from
public gaze.

‘Well?’ he
asked.

Wanting to see
something normal and peaceful to help her feel at ease, Meg stared
past him, looking up into the clear blue sky. It didn’t work, and
she felt the shudders throbbing through her body before she could
form the needed words, ‘I saw someone sitting smoking a cigar.’

‘That’s not too
revealing,’ Clyde said in his matter-of-fact way. ‘What else would
you expect to visualise when you’re thinking about cigar
smoke?’

When Meg turned
to look into Clyde’s eyes he took in a deep breath.

‘There was evil
there,’ she said.

Clyde’s breath
exploded. ‘Where?’

Feeling both
frustrated and frightened, Meg closed her eyes again, trying to see
more. But after a couple of minutes she knew it wasn’t going to
happen. ‘I don’t know where he was. He sat in a darkened room. He
was in a chair with cigar smoke swirling around him. I couldn’t see
the person, but I could feel the evil.’ She wrapped her arms around
herself, seeking protection.

Clyde grabbed
her hands and squeezed them. ‘I suppose we’re going to have to wait
to find out what’s going on, or if anything really bad has taken
place.’ He peered towards the clubhouse where Delaney still talked
on the phone.

‘Something
wicked has happened; Ross knows.’ Meg looked down at Jack Spencer’s
body. ‘What he doesn’t suspect is how the cigar smoke I’m sensing
is related to this death. And I don’t know the whole truth, either.
But we’re going to find out eventually. I feel it.’ She turned to
look into Clyde’s eyes. ‘Do you trust me to get to the bottom of
this, Clyde?’

He looked back
at her, and although his expression remained ambivalent, she felt
reasonably satisfied when he answered. ‘Sometimes your queer stuff
pays off.’

***

Some people
are meant to die – older people – most of them. They’re past their
use-by date. Society needs useful individuals. My father taught me
that. He showed me how to cull and select the best. I’ve taught
myself even more – how to harvest and win.



























Chapter Two






‘The phone’s
ringing!’ Clyde rattled his newspaper, but didn’t move from where
he lounged in one of the comfortable velvet armchairs in the living
room, only raising his voice to shout at his wife. The telephone
had been disturbing his peace all morning. First his daughter,
Jodie, then one of Meg’s friends wanting to make an appointment for
a free card reading, then a cold call from someone wanting to sell
him a ticket in something or other. He’d fobbed the first two off
to Meg and soon got rid of the last one. But the disruption
continued, and he was ready to rip the phone out of the wall.

‘Can you answer
it? I’ve got my hands full,’ Meg called from the bathroom.

Probably dying
her hair or putting on some fancy skin treatment. Bloody women and
their egos!

Clyde grunted,
folded his newspaper under his arm, and hurried into the kitchen to
pick up the phone. ‘Yes?’

‘You got out of
the bed on the wrong side, by the sound of things,’ Ross Delaney
said cheerfully.

‘Bloody phone’s
been ringing all morning. What can I do for you, mate?’

‘First of all,
I’m sorry I haven’t got back to you for a couple of days. Things
have been happening and I wanted to bring you up to speed about
Jack Spencer.’

Prickles
tingled Clyde’s scalp. He didn’t understand why, but he knew he was
going to be told something momentous. Leaning forward, he rested
his elbows on the kitchen bench. ‘I’m listening.’

‘Did you know
that forty percent of the population can smell bitter almonds on a
dead body when cyanide’s been used to kill the victim?’

Clyde
straightened, pulled out a kitchen stool, and perched himself as
comfortably as he could on the obnoxious chair. ‘Bloody hell, Ross!
I thought you were going to give me some info on Jack’s death, not
a friggin’ science lesson.’

Delaney
chuckled. ‘I’m giving you some background, Clyde. I’m one of the
forty percent.’

Immediately
Clyde realised what Delaney was getting at. ‘Jack was poisoned? You
smelled it? Holy shit! He was done in at our little bowls
club?’

‘Probably not,’
Delaney continued calmly. ‘I’d say he’s had the cyanide
administered beforehand, sometime during the morning, or even with
his lunch. Apparently he’s been taking in small doses over a couple
of months. One big dose and he would have been dead within fifteen
minutes.’

‘So what’s
going to happen now?’

Ross Delaney
paused. ‘I had a bit of convincing to do when it happened. They
thought he’d died from natural causes, but when I used some
contacts in the coroner’s office an autopsy was performed
confirming my suspicions.’

‘Thank God
you’ve only been retired a few weeks. I’ve lost touch with my
former workmates already.’

When he spoke
Ross’s voice was serious. ‘A cop’s days are a bit different from
what you did as a living. As a cop, you put your life on the line
every time you go out on the job, and as a result you form extra
strong connections with your colleagues. They cover your back, the
same way you look after them. If the mates I’ve worked with over
the past years stay locally they’ll try to help me out if they can.
And that goes with any department connected with police work.’

‘Good job,
mate. It’s a bit late for the poor old bugger, but at least he’ll
have justice done.’

Clyde could
almost see Delaney’s jowls wobbling when he answered, ‘I hope so.
Someone without my ability to smell almonds would have thought
there didn’t appear to be a motive, or anything to indicate foul
play. There could have been no investigation. Jack was old and many
would consider his death a usual event. Whoever did this is very
clever.’

‘Any cigars
lying around?

‘Clyde, what
the hell are you talking about?’

Clyde chewed
his bottom lip. That bit slipped out. Meg, a towel wrapped around
her head, entered the kitchen and obviously heard the last part of
the conversation. The expression on her face told him she felt the
same way; she didn’t understand why he’d said that, either. Her
raised eyebrows and pursed mouth told him she didn’t want Ross
thinking she was cracked.

‘Nothing. I
thought Jack smoked cigars.’

‘And you fancy
some, do you? Want me to steal a couple from his house?’

‘I haven’t had
one since my kids were born, and I did the usual, puffing on a
cigar to celebrate.’ Laughing, Clyde winked at his wife, who
frowned at him.

‘Since I have
no idea what we’re talking about, you mad bastard, I’ll see you in
a few days at the club. Sadly, we’ll have to organise another
player for our four’s team.’

‘I’ll leave it
up to you.’ Clyde put down the phone. ‘You heard most of that?’ he
said to Meg.

She nodded and
pulled out a kitchen stool to sit near him. ‘I heard that Jack was
poisoned. You were so loud our neighbours probably heard it as
well. I can’t believe it. Who’d want to murder a lovely, quiet man
like Jack?’

‘It’s
apparently got something to do with your cigar smoker.’

Meg shrugged,
turned around and got off the stool to head back to the bathroom.
‘Maybe.’

Clyde jumped to
his feet. ‘Bloody hell, woman, what do you mean “maybe”? You
practically told me he was the one.’

Sighing, Meg
stood beside her husband and grabbed his hand. ‘Jumping to
conclusions isn’t the way to go with this. All I’ve been shown is
there’s a cigar smoker involved somehow. Nothing else has been
revealed to me.’

‘Yet.’ Clyde
squeezed her hand.

Meg smiled and
let out another sigh. ‘Clyde, you don’t know how much this means to
me: that you’re finally trusting my instincts.’

He grinned and
patted his wife’s bum. It felt good to keep his wife happy. Maybe
he’d get a reward later. He picked up the newspaper. ‘On another
matter, they must have released Jack’s body because the funeral’s
later this week, Friday at ten.’

‘We’ll go, of
course,’ Meg said. ‘I don’t expect too many to be there. I can’t
remember Jack ever talking about family much.’

***

Meg had been
right about Jack’s lack of family, Clyde reflected on Friday
morning. The Anglican Church, situated on a busy road, was a
fifteen-minute drive away in the next suburb. Before walking around
to the front of the church, they managed to find parking for an
hour on an adjacent street.

St Stephen’s
had once been modern, probably about sixty years ago, Clyde
thought, as they stood outside. Built of dark red brick, it
displayed an arched doorway to one side and a huge cream brick
spire leading skywards on the other. Clyde screwed up his mouth as
he shaded his eyes to squint into the sun. It seemed to him as
though the architect had planned to connect to God in some way; the
spiral shaped tower looked like a huge finger reaching to the
heavens.

Going to church
had never been on his list of favourite things to do, but Clyde
took a deep breath, motioned for Meg to follow him, and walked up
the three concrete steps towards the double wooden doors that had
been pushed ajar.

A white suited
funeral attendant passed them a program with a photo of Jack on the
front. When Clyde turned it over, he saw the words of an unfamiliar
hymn printed on the back. They’d need a reasonable crowd for the
singing to sound any good, and he doubted that very much. The
sooner this service was over, the better he’d feel. Pausing for a
moment, he peered into the dim interior. The old church was almost
empty and the singing would be atrocious. He should have brought
his earplugs.

After signing
his name in the guest book, he took note of the building itself. A
few statues that had once been brightly painted stood in recessed
arched window openings. Now they looked old and faded; he could
make out a chipped arm on one of the larger ones depicting Jesus.
The wooden floor was stark and a little uneven, and he took Meg’s
arm so she wouldn’t trip.

An ancient
crone sat up the front, her head buried in a hymnbook, although the
only music to be heard was the soft drone coming from the organ.
Beside her, a scruffy looking youth fidgeted on the wooden pew. On
the other side of the aisle there were a few faces Clyde recognised
from the bowls club. No more than a dozen people were present. Even
though it was December and steamy outside, the interior with its
high ceilings, remained cool. But there was a dankness about it
that made him uncomfortable.

‘Ross isn’t
here,’ he whispered as they slid into a pew.

Meg stared at
him, and he almost shrivelled from the intensity of her gaze.
‘Sometimes you’re so insensitive, Clyde. It’s only been just over a
month since Ross buried his son. I hardly think a funeral is the
best place for him right now.’

‘Bloody hell,
I’d forgotten,’ Clyde said apologetically.

‘I don’t think
Ross and his wife will be going to funerals for a while yet,’ Meg
said. ‘Isn’t that our new secretary-manager sitting over there?’
She indicated by dipping her head towards the back row on the other
side of the church.

Clyde nodded.
‘Wally Boyd, he seems okay. I spoke to him for a couple of minutes
the first day I went to the club. He’s right into building the club
up by selling more meals to make money.’

‘It’s lovely of
him to come today. He wouldn’t know Jack well, would he?’

Clyde shrugged.
‘I don’t think Wal’s a local. I talked to Ross about him, and he
said he’d applied for the job from interstate – Queensland or
Victoria, I can’t remember which.’

Meg gestured
towards the polished wooden lectern on the stand at the front. ‘The
priest is about to get things underway. We’d better take a
seat.’

While the bloke
in charge mouthed the usual platitudes Clyde’s mind wandered. He
must have missed the announcement that Jack’s grandson would say a
few words. The kid with the untidy hair stood and slouched towards
the front.

‘Holy shit! He
could have combed his hair!’

Meg punched him
on the leg. ‘Sh!’

As soon as the
teenager began to speak, Clyde straightened on his seat. He knew
sometimes Meg thought he was a bit of a caveman, but he could
appreciate intelligence and thoughtfulness.

‘My name is
Kade Williams. I’m Jack Spencer’s grandson and I loved him.’ The
boy’s voice was deep and cut through the still air. For a moment
Clyde hoped Meg was right, and that Jack could hear what was being
said. He glanced towards the flower-covered coffin, briefly
wondering if there was life after death. He knew Meg believed in an
after life, and her experiences had done a lot towards convincing
him. But he needed something concrete, and he doubted Jack’s spirit
would rise from the coffin and tackle him head on, so he turned his
attention back to the grandson.

‘I’ve just
finished my first year at uni, and Granddad wrote to me every month
over this past year. I’m only sorry I didn’t get to see him more
often. I live in Armidale, so it’s a bit of a distance to travel.
My Mum died two years ago, and my Dad went missing a while back.
Granddad was the only close family I had who I could talk to.’ His
voice broke. ‘He promised me he would look after me financially,
especially after the Lotto win he had.’ Kade shook his head. ‘I’d
rather he was here with me now, to share his stories of his early
life, and to teach me how to be a better man. Because he was.’

The young man
continued with a couple of stories of fun times he’d enjoyed with
Jack, and Clyde’s throat burned as he watched Kade Williams walk
slowly from the stand over to the coffin and bend down to kiss the
lid. He stood for a moment, his shoulders heaving, before turning
away to sit next to the old woman who put her arm around him.

The organ began
to play, and the priest gave a short blessing before signalling for
the mourners to stand. Six bowlers, wearing white, appeared from
the back where they must have been standing, moved towards the
front, took hold of the trolley holding the coffin, and wheeled it
out to the waiting hearse. Clyde hadn’t been asked to dress in
bowls gear. He supposed it was because he was a fairly new
member.

‘We’re not
going to the graveside, are we?’ Clyde glanced at his wife. She
would decide to go if she felt it would help them get together more
clues as to what happened to Jack. He hoped not. There was no way
he wanted to stand around a hole in the ground thinking about his
own mortality.

Meg apparently
agreed with him. ‘I don’t want to go. Anyway, it’s a private
burial. But I’d like to say hello to Jack’s grandson and to the
woman I’d guess is Jack’s sister before we leave.’

After moving
outside, they waited till the coffin was wheeled towards the hearse
before approaching Kade Williams.

‘Lovely words
you spoke about Jack,’ Meg said, after introducing Clyde and
herself to the young man. ‘I’m pleased he has you to carry on his
line.’

Kade shrugged.
‘I’m not sure I’ll be able to afford to think about family for
quite a few years yet. I have uni to finish and besides…’ Looking
briefly into the distance he left the sentence unfinished.

‘Are you
friends of Jack’s from the club, as well?’ The woman Meg had
assumed was Jack’s sister walked over to stand beside them.

Clyde held out
his hand. ‘Clyde Pilley, and this is my wife, Meg.’

The gaunt
silver-haired woman shook hands briefly and smiled at Meg. ‘I think
Jack mentioned you to me. I’m his big sister, Amy, from
Adelaide.’

‘We’re going to
miss Jack,’ Meg said. She turned to Kade and gave him an apologetic
smile. ‘I’m interested to know why you won’t be able to afford
anything. Sorry if I sound as though I’m prying.’

Clyde glanced
at his wife. Meg suspected something. There was no way she would
stick her nose in if there wasn’t something out of kilter.

The teenager
frowned. ‘I still have another couple of years of struggling with
money at uni, and all I have is a part-time job to help me get by.’
He stopped as though gathering his thoughts. ‘As far as the other
money from Granddad, I won’t know anything for sure until after the
will is fixed up. I think it takes about a month.’ He looked at
Clyde doubtfully.

Clyde shrugged.
‘It depends, but I think it probably will take a bit longer than
that, at least four or five months.’

‘But you were
going to say something else,’ Meg prompted.

The young man
turned to Meg. ‘Granddad told me something had gone wrong with the
money he’d invested. He thought it was a crook deal and was trying
to get it back. The last time I spoke to him he still hadn’t
managed to get out of it. He thought he was going to lose the
lot.’

Clyde heard Meg
take in a breath. Holy hell! He hoped she wouldn’t go off into a
trance or something.

‘I told him he
was an idiot,’ Jack’s sister interrupted.

Clyde had
almost forgotten the older woman was standing next to them. Before
he had a chance to say anything Meg spoke, ‘Do you know who or what
it was Jack invested with?’

Both Amy and
Kade shook their heads.

‘I didn’t ask,’
Kade said.

‘We’ve always
been a family who kept our financial matters to ourselves,’ Amy
said.

‘Do you mind if
I get your phone number, Kade?’ Meg asked. ‘I’d like to talk to you
a bit more about your Granddad. I’ve got a few photos you might
like to have from our early days playing bowls together.’

Watching the
expressions play across the young man’s face, Clyde knew Kade felt
it was too soon to speak about the horror of his grandfather’s
death. But he needed to. Clyde mightn’t be as smart as his wife
with these things, but he could sense Kade wanted to talk to
someone who knew Jack: perhaps about his death, but most definitely
about his life.

‘My uni classes
have finished for the year. I’ve been staying at a motel until the
police are finished with the initial investigation, but soon I’m
moving to Granddad’s till everything is settled, and I know what’s
happened one way or the other.’

Kade reached
into his pocket, pulled out a biro, and wrote his mobile number on
the small notebook Meg handed him.

‘Thank you,’
she said. ‘I’ll put your number in my phone later. I already have
Jack’s home number. Is the phone still connected?’

‘No.’ Kade
lowered his eyes, and apparently sensing his mood, his great-aunt
put her hand on his arm in a comforting gesture.

‘The car’s
ready to leave for the cemetery,’ she said. ‘We should go.’

‘We should get
going, too,’ Clyde said. ‘The parking Mafia are pretty bad around
here.’

They shook
hands with Amy and Kade and walked towards the open gateway. Before
moving onto the footpath Meg stopped to look back into the
churchyard for a moment.

‘What’s wrong
now?’ Clyde asked.

‘Nothing. I
couldn’t see Mr. Boyd.’

‘Bloody hell,
Meg, he’s a busy man. He’s probably on his way back to the
club.’

‘I would have
liked to have met him.’

‘You’ll have
plenty of time to do that,’ Clyde said. ‘I think he’s going to be
around our club for quite a few years.’

‘Yes.’

Clyde looked at
his wife. She had one of those expressions on her face. Holy
mackerel! What was going on in that mind of hers?

***

Lately I’ve
been thinking back. I can see it as clearly as if it happened
yesterday. Dad handed me the rifle and told me to shoot Mandy, my
favourite sheep dog. She was past her use-by date. He’d bought
another, younger dog – a dog who was much faster at doing the job.
We couldn’t afford to feed a bitch that wasn’t proving useful
enough, he said. I was ten years old. He told me he’d forgive my
tears and not punish me, but I had to do as he asked. I did.

Dad told my soppy brother he had to watch and learn, but as
soon as our father disappeared so did the worthless idiot. I’m sure
that was the moment of truth when I realised what was important in
life. And it wasn’t death.
































Chapter Three


Memories had
been plaguing Meg: memories of the past years when she’d played
bowls with Jack Spencer. As she thought about it, she realised her
relationship with the much older man had developed slowly over the
twenty plus years since she’d met him. Jack hadn’t been a man to
rush into anything. Even his speech was deliberate, the slow
delivery sometimes causing her a little impatience. She smiled when
she thought of him now. And, she reminded herself, that’s exactly
the sort of response Jack always brought. There was nothing nasty,
over bearing, or cynical about the elderly man.

Rubbing her
forehead, she recalled Jack’s face, his long chin, his twinkling
eyes, and his slight frame. But as much as she concentrated she
couldn’t remember the colour of his eyes, and that disappointed
her. The almost octogenarian didn’t appear to have had a lot of
close friends, but those who were blessed enough to have come in
contact with him were fortunate.

He’d already
been experienced at lawn bowls when she’d decided to take the
plunge and try the game. The encouragement she’d got from Jack had
kept her going, especially when Clyde had pooh-poohed her playing
bowls, calling it “an old man’s game”.

Jack had been a
good man. And, even if she wasn’t really close to him, she was one
of the few people he’d let into his inner circle, telling her many
anecdotes about his late wife. She needed to step up. She knew the
cigar smoke had been revealed to her for a purpose.

Deep in
thought, Meg sat in the dining room, alone. As usual when she
allowed her thoughts to wander, the speeding up and strengthening
of her psychic powers came into her mind. She wasn’t too sure where
this power originated, but she knew she had to use it for good.

In a moment of
madness she clenched her fists and banged them down on the table.
It didn’t make her feel any better, especially when her knuckles
stung. But she was frustrated. She knew she had to find out what
was going on with the cigar smoke. That would provide her only
absolution from the terrible guilt she was feeling.

This was the
first time anything sinister had happened around smells. Her
intuitive impressions were definitely changing. Over the past few
months she’d heard music and voices, and even communicated with a
departed spirit, but the slightest smell had never come into her
aura. She considered the time when she heard music and saw objects
moving and smiled, because back then she’d thought she might have
been losing her mind. Now, if anything like that happened she
wouldn’t be anywhere near as fazed.

She shrugged.
What had happened to the Meg who only read Tarot for family and
friends? She’d treated it as a bit of entertainment, for them as
well as for herself. Remembering the past few months when Doug and
Sondra Sonderheim entered her life and things began to change, she
shivered. Sondra had required extra help, and Doug, well, he proved
to be something else entirely. Meeting him had started her on an
incredible journey into the spirit world.

Determined to
proceed, she reminded herself to focus and celebrate the gift she
had. She needed to trust herself and the promptings she’d been
getting. A personal Tarot reading might help. She’d tried one
yesterday with no result, but she had to give it another go. Clyde
had gone for an early morning walk, and she shouldn’t be
interrupted. After retrieving her cards from the drawer she sat
down at the dining table again.

First of all
she needed to choose a card to symbolise Jack. She didn’t know his
birth date, but decided he was such a down-to-earth man that she
would select the King of Pentacles, the male card of the earth
signs. She placed the card on the table and shuffled, asking what
was around him, and adding the cards in a Celtic Cross, her
favourite layout.

Meg wasn’t
surprised when the card representing the basis of the issue was the
Page of Swords, upside down. It meant lies and deceit. She
continued to find the “tricky Dick” card, the Knight of Hearts,
upside down in the environment position. Of course there’d been
deceit and lies, and the perpetrator was someone untrustworthy, or
someone who was deceptive in their relationships with others. She
continued, frustrated she was being shown things she already knew.
Confirmation was good, but not enough.

The final,
tenth card, would show the most likely outcome. Meg drew the card,
hesitated, turned it over, and placed it carefully on the table,
focussing her energy on it. It was the major card: Justice,
upright. A fair outcome would be reached. She needed to have faith.
But it wasn’t enough. Jack deserved more. She needed to know about
the stinking cigar: who smoked it and what it had to do with Jack
Spencer.

After picking
up the cards, Meg shuffled again, concentrating on Jack. She spread
the seventy-eight cards, face up, in a circle and closed her eyes.
Breathing deeply for several minutes, she relaxed, unlocking her
mind. She opened her eyes and saw a mist; she was becoming used to
this manifestation. Concentrating, she waited.

When the vapour
started to swirl into a shape, she immediately wanted it to go
away. The evil seemed to touch her skin, the malevolence crawling
over her body, through her hair and continuing down her legs to her
toes. Shuddering, she knew she had to persevere. She kept her mind
engaged on the task. The haze parted, and a space appeared in the
middle.

At first, other
than the horrible feeling irritating her skin, she didn’t see
anything. Then she saw the cigar, smoke curling upwards. Why
couldn’t she
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