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Four excited ladies were in the midst of amused conversation as
the train chugged into the station. Though they had met only four
hours ago, at the beginning of the journey, it seemed as if they
had known each other for years. In fact, it was quite a coincidence
that they had met. Just when the train was about to leave, there
was much hustle and bustle. It was then that these ladies had
bumped into each other, one of them dropping her tickets on the
floor. There was much gasping and holds of breath when they
realized that they were heading towards the same place and would be
engaged in each other's company for the next few weeks. Arm in arm,
they positioned themselves in the same compartment.

They shared ham and cheese sandwiches on
the way, munching as they admired the beautiful valleys and meadows through the open
window. They played a game of Dominoes and dozed awhile. At times
there was complete silence, at others, it was squeals of delight.
Evening was fast approaching as the sky turned from blue to shades
of pink. It was a tiring journey but that did not bother them in
the least. When the train finally came to a halt, they excitedly
clutched their purses and got a waiter to take care of their
luggage.

Though grey hair adorned their heads, the
idea of a holiday renewed the youth in them as they marched steadily towards the
pony trap waiting for them, A man called out "Visitors to
Fairy-tale Cottage, this way please." He loaded their suitcases
whilst they seated themselves comfortably.

One of them asked, "Which way to
the Cottage please, Mr.
umm...?"

"Stirrup, James Stirrup." he replied. "Not
too far from here, if you want to take the shortcut. But I would
like to treat you to a panoramic view of the countryside, worth
feasting your eyes on. You will find corn fields
ripening on one side and
the deep blue sea on the other. I wouldn't be surprised if you
wanted photographs of them taken."

Another asked
"You work there Mr. Stirrup?"

"No ma'am. I am a neighbour of the owner,
Mrs. Fawn. I often pick up the visitors just to help her out. She has so many things to do,
managing everything all by herself, that poor little
girl."

"Well, is it
worth enough to make a living out of it?"

"Except summer, there isn't much of a
business. I really don't know how long she can sustain at
this." In a low voice he
added, "I must warn you, I have often had a strange feeling about
the whole idea of a holiday inn. As if something else is going on
there, you know. Mrs. Fawn is a gentle woman but you never know.
Stay off anything clear."

Things looked a bit grim as fear shivered down their spines.
But they soon forgot everything at the sight of ripe berries. They
laughed their way past the wild countryside, even stopping to pick
mushrooms and flowers. Now there's one thing to be noted, besides
their common place of stay, the four ladies were named after four
colours-Mrs. Brown, Mrs. Blue, Mrs. Green and Mrs. Violet. And that
was not all. They shared a lot of interests in common, particularly
knitting and a good game of bridge.

Mrs. Brown had a son who served in the army. She often boasted of
him, and kept writing letters to him. She said that her husband had
left them when her son was about two years old.

Mrs. Blue was a wealthy widow. She had
been travelling around the world ever since the death of
her husband.

Mrs. Violet was
the prettiest of the lot. Her lovely blue eyes enchanted every
diner at the restaurant where she served as the waitress. She had
quite a big family with 5 children.

Mrs. Green was an influential business woman who always walked
with air in her stride. She seemed to be observant and always had
her best manners on. She had started by working as a Secretary. A
very talented girl, she soon started her own Company. Today the
Green Industries was a well-known name in the country.

She kept looking at her watch and asked anxiously, "Are we any
closer Mr. Stirrup?"

He pointed the end of his whip towards a
spiral of smoke. "There it is ma'am. Just about another five
minutes and we shall be there."

Dusk had already set in by the time they
set their foot in the
front porch of the cottage. True to its name, it was like something
out of a fairy-tale. The gate was made of firm iron which made a
creaky sound when it opened. There was a tiny pond on one side,
blooming with lilies, and flower garden on the other. Ivy and roses
climbed up the walls. The backyard was filled with fruit trees of
every kind. There was a row of cycles arranged neatly near the
entrance. The path that lead from the gate to the door was filled
with pebbles that shone like pearls in the moonlight.

Mrs. Blue walked across the garden to
admire the petunias. She heard an angry yell piercing through the
evening air. "Stop walking through my flower bed", said the
gardener angrily. "Else you ain't welcome here. I have a good mind to send your
suitcases back. There goes my day's work. You had better do it for
me tomorrow. Just when it had come out all well". He walked away
quickly, leaving his sentence unfinished. "I most certainly didn't
mean to", remarked Mrs. Blue. She shrugged her shoulders and went
on to catch up with the others. She turned back, only to catch the
eyes of the gardener spying on her through a hole in the bridge.
"Oh dear", she thought to herself. "I seemed to have made a bad
start. I do hope he forgets all about this when he wakes up
tomorrow."

As the suitcases were carried to their
rooms, they stopped to admire the beautiful paintings that adorned
the walls of the large living room. The fireplace was warm
and cosy. There was a
rocking chair in one corner and a doll house in the other. It was
silent for the other inmates had had an early dinner and were fast
asleep. There were gentle snores through some doors occasionally.
Old fashioned lanterns lit the dim corridor. The ladies just had a
warm glass of creamy milk each and retired for the day.

The large handles to the oak doors lead to
a cosy bed, cushy
pillows and warm blankets. They hadn't quite met the owner yet for
it was Mr. Stirrup who had made them comfortable in their rooms.
Each of them tried to think about the day's journey but could not
keep their eyes open for more than a second. Soon they were fast
asleep. No one heard a thud in the ground floor or the footsteps
walking up the spiral staircase leading to the bedrooms. It seemed
to stop near the owner's bedroom, probably why no one cared to
think about it twice. Interestingly, it was the heavy sound of a
man's boots.

The lark's cry welcomed the new morning.
All the in-mates were well refreshed after a good night's
rest. They had not got
well acquainted with the others the previous day owing to the
effect of the tiring journey. As they gathered around the great
hall for a cup of coffee, there were much "Hello’s and 'How do you
do’s”.

Little Nora was playing with her
dolls in one corner. She
was the daughter of the inn-keeper, Mrs. Fawn. The booming voice of
Mr. Skinners dominated the large room adorned with ancient
paintings on the walls. Sally, a college student, had come for a
refreshing summer break. She was painting a scenery, seated the
near the open window. A lone poet, Mr. Timers, was stationed next
to her, penning an ode to solitude, occasionally taking a glance at
the lovely buttercups and cowslips on the canvas to his left. The
four ladies who had met the previous day seated themselves on the
sofa, eager to discuss gossip from each one's village.

The aroma of sausages whiffed through the
open kitchen door. Mrs. Fawn called out in a loud voice "Breakfast
ready!" as she tossed eggs and sausages in an open pan. The
in-mates positioned themselves
at the large dining table. After sausages and eggs, toast and
marmalade followed. Pots of black coffee and bottles
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