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CHAPTER 1:



A Penny for ‘em?


Far away from our normal everyday lives are the deep, dark forests and distant purple mountains which surround the haunting castle in the fairy tale of Sleeping Beauty. Here is a world containing mythical beings, enormous dragons, dainty fairies, and any other creature you wish to dream up. Almost anyone with a vivid imagination can travel to this place of course, and today its entrance was about to be nudged open for the children in Class C, Dullen Middle School, Carlisle.


First lesson of the day was music taught by grumpy, ‘sixty something’ Miss Broom who instructed the pupils to sit quietly and listen to a musical recording of Sleeping Beauty, by Tchaikovsky. Over many years Broom had made this room her own. Her character was everywhere. Desks were cold and walls were grey.


Every shrill sound echoed.


It was here where the school children prepared to write notes, taking pens and paper from satchels in anticipation of a long, motionless stint. All of them knew the importance of silence when they were learning, especially with Miss Broom.


For the first few minutes of the lesson class member Loretta Wallis had followed Miss Broom’s instructions, but the very title of the music was an irresistible prompting to a fantastic imagination. Loretta began to daydream, building not only a castle around her but also everything it required. Back in the real world a pen casually fell from her hand, and onto the desk.


Whilst the rest of the class quietly listened, Loretta’s mind strode through castle doors to her right and down stone steps which led to the ramparts. All was now as complete and real as it could be in this place, including one giant of a soldier who lay at her feet. She moved slowly, stepping over sleepy guards before gazing out onto a dense wonderland beyond the castle walls.
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Wearing a sumptuous gold dress, studded with diamonds, designed for a princess, Loretta had a magical appearance. For all of two minutes she wandered, beginning to realise her steps were actually those of Sleeping Beauty who should really be slumbering in a royal bedroom. In this trance-like state she was unaware of the classroom where her empty eyes only stared ahead seeing nothing, and no one else. In this lovely stupor the girl looked straight through teacher Broom when this stern lady stood in front of Loretta’s desk, pressing up against it, intent upon gaining her attention. To Miss Broom, Loretta’s annoyingly absentminded gaze meant only one thing. It meant that pupil Wallis was not concentrating upon the music despite the fact that nothing could be further from the truth. She decided to scold Loretta, bending forwards and staring point blank into those glassy eyes.


“Wake up, woolly head Wallis!” said teacher Broom, in her high pitched voice. “Your knight in shining armour is nearing the castle gates.”


Sarcasm was Miss Broom’s favourite weapon, always followed by a thin, twisted grin.


Blinking, Loretta was suddenly confused. Caught in a no-man’s land veering between fantasy and cold reality.


From high on her castle walls she mumbled, “But I can’t see him anywhere Miss…honest!”


Hearing this, the rest of the class burst into laughter as Loretta’s vision and thoughts came fully back into the classroom. But big Miss Broom interpreted this answer as insolence. This was a threat to her power and class control. And any threats to Miss Broom were to be stamped out, immediately!


“I can’t see him anywhere either Loretta, but I can see double homework for you this week!”


Quickly, before Loretta could respond, Miss Broom then marched off to her desk at the front of the room, with her precious authority intact.


Not surprisingly, Loretta was upset at being punished for telling the truth, and fought back some tears as best she could. At the end of the lesson her classmates just collected their books together, thinking the whole episode as very funny. They had got used to Loretta’s strange answers and appreciated them a lot more than the teachers sometimes did.


On this particular day Loretta’s other lessons met with similar problems, and the next subject was History. The children were studying the Crimean War and in her thoughts Loretta became the famous nurse Florence Nightingale, tending the injured soldiers who were crammed into a smelly, dimly lit hospital.
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Luckily she completed her nursing with true, heartfelt thanks from the patients and with no interruptions from the teacher, Mr Jones.


Physics was the final lesson of the day. Here the class were learning about astronomy and Mr Spencer was the teacher. For this subject it did not take long before Loretta conjured up some fantastic ideas. Whilst Mr Spencer drew upon his whiteboard she thought of herself living in a cave system on the moon with bright sunlit rooms and rugged openings for windows. Staring out onto an otherwise bleak, rocky landscape, she did not have to wait long before a spacecraft descended and two astronauts stepped into view. They began to investigate and in only a basic school uniform she ran to tell them that it was quite safe to remove their helmets, and the sunshine was not really too bright. She was not even wearing any sunglasses! But on seeing her, the nearest astronaut fell backwards in total shock. He looked frozen. Absolutely horrified.
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Almost immediately, both astronauts were scrambling up a ladder and back into their capsule. Soon it blasted off from its base and was disappearing into the dark emptiness of outer space. Loretta just stood there, confused. Was there a funny side to all of this?


‘Never mind,’ she thought, as images started to fade and she re-entered the classroom, ‘at least living in a cave on the moon hasn’t got me into trouble with the teacher. Perhaps it would be a good idea to live somewhere different? Or to ditch that dusty old Miss Broom, and her stupid music’.


‘If only.’




CHAPTER 2:


School’s End


After school closing time the overall events of the day made her smile. As she waited outside the gates thoughts buzzed around in her head but they were all equally strong. Nothing up there would gel.


Any minute now her mother Irene would be along in the car for a journey home. ‘The sooner the better,’ thought Loretta, as she suffered the extremely cold, rasping day. It was a day when many looked to the sky for snow and wrapped themselves up. She stared as lonely pedestrians trudged along, pulling chilly fingers into gloved palms and curling icy toes into woolly socks.


Loretta’s exposed face contrasted red and white, masking tiny freckles. Of average height for an eleven year old girl, she was thin and wispy with mid-length, dark brown hair. Behind the face and under the hair though was an imagination which knew no boundaries, affecting almost everything she did. More than anyone else her family knew she was out of the ordinary, if not unique. On nothing of importance she would sometimes tell of drifting off into other realms where ordinary everyday activities were transformed into fantasy adventures. All of the school lessons had been hijacked by Loretta’s extraordinary thoughts at one time or another, and today represented an important part of her life.


Waiting with Loretta and standing close by was her eight year old brother Mark. Although not quite as tall as his sister, he had a bigger frame and darker skin, which together with heavy facial features and darker curly hair gave him a more imposing appearance. The main difference between them though was in their way of thinking, because of late Mark did not seem to think deeply about anything at all. Yes, he was clever, but Loretta guessed that at least three quarters of anything he said during recent weeks was of less than five words in length. Sometimes he even seemed to do this deliberately, glancing around to see peoples’ reactions, perhaps causing them to laugh, or cringe. Loretta had overheard their parents saying that Mark’s limited vocabulary was just a part of his growing up, but this confused Loretta. She could see her brother talking less and less as he grew older until the time came when as an adult he would just nod or shake his head, only using his mouth for eating.


With this depressing thought she turned to him and said, “Mum’s a bit late today.”


“Looks like it,” he answered, as if words were on the brink of extinction, and for him good riddance! It was enough for him to just look the other way and wave goodbye to friends. His mind was clearly operating on cruise control and when it did there was no point in trying to converse properly.


Nevertheless, Loretta knew how much they really meant to each other. One child was always aware of the other, and when Irene eventually pulled up in the car they ran towards it together, and Mark opened the rear door. It was then they both hesitated, allowing each other to jump in first.


Mark shivered, turning to his sister.


“Come on Loretta. Get in.”


Answering with a smile she crawled along the rear seat of the vehicle, followed by her brother. As the door shut and they sat side by side, a cosy warmth suited their companionship. When school pals had disappeared the best friend of all was sitting here, and both were true to the real meaning of brother and sister. As Irene turned around to check safety belts she cherished the children’s friendship, pausing before she turned to drive away.


Irene was mother to a large family so that cleaning, ironing, cooking and errands all affected her appearance. Once healthy brown hair was greying at the sides and her skin was starting to wrinkle. She was still slim but with a pasty complexion, rather like Loretta’s. Second hand clothes and ‘hand me downs’ were obvious, and she would not be able to recall visiting a hairdresser. Even so, Loretta’s imagination suggested that with a T.V makeover Irene could be stunning. She would become a ‘total opposite’.


For quite some time both Irene and her husband George had been concerned about Loretta’s overly inquisitive mind, her powerful imagination and terrible time keeping. Their daughter never arrived anywhere on time. This was a worry, and often caused problems at school. But try as she might, Loretta could not act in any other way. She would defend herself by saying, ‘It’s not the time you get there which matters, and it’s what you do after you arrive.’


However, there were school detentions for being late and for this reason Irene and George were always embarrassed by the same teacher comments every parents evening.


“She’s doing well, but it’d help if she could perhaps be on time a bit more,” was to be heard sooner rather than later.


It was difficult knowing how to respond, but any embarrassment was outweighed by their pride at Loretta’s academic strengths. Never a genius, but she was always one of the school’s more successful pupils.


Although Irene was always busy, she never forgot to ask about the children’s school day. Driving along she had to raise her voice above the engine noise to ask, “How’s it gone then, Loretta?”


At first, Loretta’s reply sounded optimistic


“Pretty good overall mum. We had a short test in history and I got seventy three per cent...and Mr Jones said he might put me in for the exams early!”


“That’s brilliant.”


“And I was Florence Nightingale, in a nasty horrid war.”


Irene assumed the class were preparing for some historic theatre production. “So you were looking after all the injured soldiers were you Loretta?”


But once again Loretta became lost in her daydream, and was saddened by its truth.


“It was absolutely awful. Loads to do all the time, and one man had no arm Mum.”


“Just imagine, if you had to work in a real hospital!” Irene remarked.


Little did she realise that Loretta’s mind had actually been in a hospital. It remembered murky wards and the soldier’s terrible injuries.


“Oh, but that’s just it. I wish it’d never really happened. Why did it Mum…why?”


From past experience Mark and Irene quickly recognised Loretta’s Florence Nightingale as pure fiction and noticed her sad, dreamy expression. They had witnessed her dreaming many times but still neither of them knew how to really handle it. All they usually did, as now, was to keep quiet.


Luckily, on this occasion, Loretta quickly snapped back into the real world and for some strange reason was tempted into being cheeky, deciding to tease her mother. Pursing her lips, she was naughty.


“Yes Mum and I was almost on time for every lesson today. Late, but you know, nearly on time. Funny isn’t it?”


This added insult to Irene’s confusion. A short silence followed, enough time for Irene’s mood to slide into irritability. Suddenly, as the car stopped at a red traffic light Irene turned around, sharp.


“I’m not being funny Loretta, but how are you late for the next class when everyone must walk along together?”


“Well, I sort of lag behind,” was the weaselled answer, testing her mother still further.


“Why?” Irene snapped, as her mood deteriorated even further, so that it affected her driving. Tensing up, she began to accelerate and brake fiercely, causing Loretta to try and explain.


“I don’t like rushing about, that’s all Mum. I’m thinking about what I’ve just done…. and all sorts of other stuff….”


But Irene was seriously annoyed. Wide eyed and red faced.


“Doesn’t sound very good does it Loretta? Just imagine you’re working in a few years time. You’ll have to be punctual then. And anyway, what’s the ‘other stuff’ you think about?”


Loretta was struggling.


“I think about things like….well, why is it that some people can talk for a long time without really saying anything? You know, like politicians on tele do?”


Irene was feeling uncomfortable, thinking ‘Not again!’ Then after a few moments she bit her lip in an effort to calm down.


“I think I know what you mean. It’s usually because they might feel embarrassed. Anxious about what they should really be letting people know. Or they might be following orders, so they talk about anything as long as it doesn’t matter. You’ll probably do it too…someday.” Irene paused, and then added, “Loretta, you mustn’t think about things like that all the time, especially at your age. You seem to make everything more complicated than it should be. Just try to relax a little bit. You know, accept things more.”


“I’ll try to Mum…I’ll try. But remember, you said once that you can’t change the way you are…. didn’t you, Mum?”


Cornered, Irene was careful not to lose face.


“Well yes, I did I suppose, so just try and make an effort Lotty.”


When Irene called her daughter ‘Lotty’, it was a sign of closure on any conversation, and they both knew this unwritten rule. A few moments passed before Irene turned towards Mark.


Nearly back on an even keel, she asked, “Well now Mark, how’s it been for you?”


“OK,” was the deadpan reply.


‘Well…you had two periods of English today, didn’t you?’


‘Yes.’


‘So how did you go on?’


‘OK’


‘Well surely you must have learned something new.’


‘Not a lot.’


Loretta glanced at Mark and the back of her mother’s head. Her brother, as brazen and dismissive as always gazed at the misty side window, waiting to get home. To her, Mark’s answers were both funny and irritating, but she dare not laugh. This brief conversation had made Irene tense up even more. She kept blinking nervously, knowing that any effort to obtain more information from her son when he had this typically abrupt attitude was futile. Irene’s friendly enquiries about her children’s education had only produced frustration.


So nothing much else was said.


Irene felt like screaming.




CHAPTER 3:


A Big Decision


She drove to a house that was a typical nineteen-eighty inconspicuous four bedroomed detached, set upon a large estate. Entering the front living room, where they had lived since they were born, Loretta and Mark were not surprised to see their fourteen year old twin brother and sister Richard and Louise slouched upon the settee, watching television. Their High School was close by and they were in the same class, studying the same subjects, enjoying the same interests, and chilling out with the same friends.


‘It’s just as well they’re boy and girl,’ thought Loretta, ‘or you wouldn’t be able to tell them apart.’ Both were slightly overweight with fresh, ruddy complexions. They also had matching reddish brown hair and were practically the same height, which did not help matters. Making things worse, both of them wore prescription uniforms.


They were getting older at a time when changes were most noticeable. Richard was becoming more assertive and aggressive whilst Louise over fussed about her appearance. Serious conversations were reserved for friends, and the age gap between Mark, Loretta and the twins became more apparent every day.


Unusually, their father George had also arrived home much earlier than normal. He was forty years old and in Loretta’s youthful opinion, he must have seen better days. Certainly his stomach muscles had, and ginger hair was fast disappearing above an increasingly tired looking face. Fighting to keep himself fit with a shabby pair of trainers he was losing a never ending battle. On the plus side however, he loved his job in computers and was good fun to be with except when giving orders, or when his bad temper flared up.


At the minute George was in a serious mood as he sat in the living room reading, or perhaps just staring at the words in a newspaper. He acknowledged everyone, but only with a glance and otherwise said very little. Sitting down, Loretta remembered what she had said to her mother earlier in the day, in that when people sometimes spoke a lot they said nothing much of importance at all. Perhaps the opposite was now true of George, possibly silent because he had got some very important news to tell everyone?


Time passed slowly as the children sat around in the living room, waiting for George to speak. Surely he would, eventually?


Irene was getting ready to prepare a meal, and entered from the kitchen to ask the family what they wanted to eat.


“Well, what would you all like for dinner?”


She should have known better. Because asking this general question was useless, especially when the television was blaring away.


Irene had to individually badger them, and so it was that she soon faced up to Richard, who since going to High School had sometimes bought take-away food on the way home. He could not wait to gain both years and independence as was shown by efforts to deepen his voice and speak in a language that sometimes only his friends might understand.


‘Possibly Neanderthal, and very base’, thought Loretta.


“Baz an anuvver mate. Veeten wivem,” he answered gruffly, and Irene looked a little confused.


“Sorry, Richard?”


He garbled again with less clarity, but more attitude.


Although Louise was undoubtedly the best interpreter for Richard, this time only Irene managed to understand him. The rest of the family just sat in silence, hoping the issue could be sorted out before it developed into an argument.


Irene chose to hazard a guess at her son having already eaten.


“Oh that’s good, you’ve had something with your friends then? Barry and them have you?”


Shaking his head Richard stood up and went across to the television, plonking down three feet away from the screen.


Giving up, Irene tactfully said to the back of Richard’s head, “Thanks, that’s great. O.K then, what about the rest of you?”


She was playing safe before moving on.


Her general enquiry was another mistake, but it did not matter. The other children were more interested in why their father George was keeping so remote, so quiet. They did not even bother looking up at her.


Ignoring this question at least prompted George to finally look around and speak.


“Everyone’s here now, so listen a min’. I’ve got something pretty important to say. It’s all to do with my job, and I want to let everyone know what’s happening, so a joint decision can be made. There’s no need to worry.”


At this all of the family started worrying.


“Come on then George,” said Irene, trying to speed him up. “We haven’t had anything to eat yet!”


“Right,” he continued, “you’ve all probably heard me in the last few weeks saying that where I work hasn’t been doing very well lately…”


“Oh no…” said Irene.


“You’ve lost your job. O.K, so what happens now?” said Louise.


“Look, look, just calm down! It’s sort of good, and bad. Depends upon how you look at it,” was the answer.


“Well…have you?” asked Irene.


“Err…yes, I have, sort of. But I can carry on doing the same job, somewhere else.”


There was a pregnant pause, as they all tried to take in what was being said. Even Richard turned around.


“Where then?” asked Louise.


“That’s a tricky one…because the company has only got one other branch. It’s in London, and that’s where we would have to move to,” George was putting on a brave face. “Of course, we’d all go together. Be good perhaps eh?”


He waited for any reactions.


“London!” gasped Irene. “Do we really have to? Are you sure that’s the only option? They must have somewhere else we can go.”


“Buzzin!” mumbled Richard. He was not worried at all and turned back towards the television screen. The other children were silent.


Irene was taken aback saying, “George, if they’ve offered you a job in London that’s a massive move for us to make. I don’t know what to think. We’ve never lived anywhere else but here.”


George realised that time would allow them to think things over, but there was not much of it to spare. He thought it was perhaps best to tell each individual the basic pros and cons of moving, as it would affect them individually. First off was his youngest son.


“Mark, listen. I suppose like the others the main things at the moment are school and your friends, aren’t they?”


Mark quickly shrugged his shoulders, “Yes…I suppose so.”


“If we move to London I don’t think your learning would suffer. Be about the same. We’d make sure you got into the best school we could. Wouldn’t we Irene?”


Normally, the whole family were making lots of noise. But not now.


Eventually Irene answered, apprehensively, wanting the best.


“Oh yes, I suppose so. You’re all doing well at school. It’s just that there is so much to think about. Suppose your Dad’s right though. If we do go you’d all go to the best schools and if it doesn’t work out…well…we could all easily come back again couldn’t we, George?”


This was a difficult question and George could only look down in silence, at the floor.


Louise also had doubts asking, “Mum’s right isn’t she Dad? You don’t have to go to London. Pro-Runner are massive aren’t they. They must have offices in other places?”


“Afraid not, and you know my work’s pretty specialised so the chance of getting fixed up somewhere else in around here is pretty slim. And I’ve not really been there long enough to get a good pay off.”


Talk was becoming too gloomy, so George tried to sound optimistic.


“The firm could have just let me go really. It’s good of them to do what they have. Isn’t it? S’pose it might be true what your Mum says as well, we could always come back.”


“Jus fink’s buzzin,” Richard said to a lady on the television who easily ignored him.


Irene thought his speech was odd for a young man in the top band at school, planning to take twelve GCSE examinations.


Grinning and wiggling, Richard now looked at Louise and told her something even she found to be incomprehensible. She just pick out the sounds ‘buzz cocks’, ‘bustin’ moves’ and ‘ruff but Jake’. He finished off with a cheesy grin, aimed at a television pop star.


What with Loretta’s imagination and Richard’s language Irene had two family problems that she could do little about. She could only smile in Richard’s direction once more, nodding her head and thinking, ‘Do all teenage men have this strange way of talking? How on earth do they understand each other?’


Mark was less tactful, shouting at his brother, “What the hec are you on about?”


Richard suddenly became aggressive, slamming his fist down. Moving towards Mark he let everyone know that any issue was going to be one sided.


George wanted none of it and growled, “Look you two, we’ve got to sort this out now so attack each other later. I mean it! Richard! Sit down!”


There was no option for Richard but to sit himself back down again, red faced.


As the discussion continued it became obvious that everyone, even Richard, had various worries about a move from a place they had lived all their lives. A place so familiar it was taken for granted. Friends would have to be left behind, perhaps never to be seen again. The same could be said of relatives, including dear grandparents living close by. Leaving all these people created a feeling of sadness. There seemed to be nothing good about it at all.


After a long silence, Loretta put her thoughts into words saying, “In London we’ll have no friends or relatives. Nobody at all.”


Despondency led to a feeling of being marooned, until George said, “Not quite.”


Everyone stared.


“Sorry George, is there someone I don’t know about?” Irene asked calmly.


“There is, yes. I never gave her much thought until this new job came up, but years ago my dad, your grandfather, told me about an Aunt of mine who lives in London. She’s not his sister exactly, and I think that at best she’s a sort of…Great Aunt.” He was unsure of himself.


Louise was curious and enquired, “Haven’t we ever sent her cards and things. And what’s her name? Why haven’t you told us about her before?”


George looked guilty, and was defensive.


“You know what I’m like at sending cards. I did when I was younger, but there’s so much else going on. Mind you, I had a quick word with Grandad the other day, and she’s still alive.”


“Still alive!” said Loretta sarcastically. “Oh that’s just great isn’t it Dad. We have a Super Aunt who we’ve never known about and all we know is that she’s still alive!”


“Hold on, she might not be a proper Great Aunt,” said George, squirming. “And don’t be silly Loretta. She’s Great, not Super. Where did you get that from?”


“Bothered!” shouted Richard.


“Let’s go see her then,” said Mark.


“Well Richard, I am bothered,” said Loretta, “and yes Mark, we’ll make sure we do see her if we go won’t we? Trouble is she probably lives miles away from where we’d be, so we’d never see her anyway.”


“No, no….she doesn’t. On the tube she’s not too far away from where we could be. I guess it will be a good opportunity to make up for lost time. I know I’ve done wrong, but what’s done is done,” said George, pausing. “Her name’s Doris. Granddad and me worked out that she must be sixty-eight years old. It’s him who’s kept in touch with her more than me, but even with him it’s more off than on. He said the last time he heard of her, she seemed happy enough. Other than that I don’t know much more about her.”


“Perhaps we’ll get in touch then, if we’re going,” said Irene.


“Yes, well…it is a relation,” said George, “and when you think about it, it’s an opportunity to see her. As far as I know she moved to London when she was young. Married a chap called Walter Snow. I don’t think they ever had children and they’ve been in London ever since. That must have been forty odd years ago. My father says that unfortunately, Walter’s died.”


“There’s not much else you know about her then?” asked Loretta.


Irene showed caution saying, “She might not even want anything to do with us. She’s probably got her own life to lead. We can’t use her as the reason we all go to live in London!”


“All I know is she got married, not much else. Like I said, they never had any children,” George explained. “Anyway, aren’t we jumping the gun a bit? We haven’t even decided we’re going to London yet, have we?”


Richard sounded positive as he spoke to a football commentator, who of course was spared the need to understand him.


George guessed from the tone of Richard’s voice that he perhaps fancied the proposed move. Feeling more confident, he turned towards Louise.


“And what do you think Louise?” he asked.


“Can’t say I’m mad on the idea Dad, and I’m only being honest. But it’s more about you than us. I mean…you’ll probably be looking to stay there in your job, with Mum, until you retire. Possibly even longer. We might move away after school or college. I’ve no idea, I don’t know. Suppose it might work out alright.”


“Loretta?”


“It’s dead sad leaving friends and all our relatives and things, but we all know how much you like your job and everything…”


George interrupted. “I could finish here, and take any job. We wouldn’t have to go anywhere then.”


Suddenly, Loretta was more optimistic.


“No Dad, no. I think it could all be for the best anyway. You and mum are perhaps looking at this the wrong way aren’t you, as if it’s something bad? Why not take the opposite point of view. Think the best of it, something exciting and good? Let’s go.”


Loretta’s sparkling eyes lifted spirits and elbowed away the doubts.


Warming to the idea of a life in London Irene followed suit, and giggled. “Suppose you’re right really, Loretta. You always look at things from the opposite, different angle don’t you? Crazy, you and your amazing ways of thinking! Bit like your Dad I think.”


Loretta loved it when Mum laughed.


“And Mark?” said George.


“I agree with Loretta.”


‘Mind you, he normally does’, thought George.


“Haven’t you thought about it yourself, Mark? It can’t be as simple as just agreeing with Loretta, can it?” asked Irene.


Mark grinned, “Yes it is! Job’s done. ‘Specially when we’re going to play Third Degree with Amy and them eh Loretta?”


Loretta could not believe he had actually bothered to put so many words together in one go. He would soon have no energy left! She had forgotten about Third Degree though, and this was a game she always found fascinating. For the next couple of hours London would take a poor second place to it as she and Mark ran into the study and set up the game board.


Nevertheless, it was easy to realise that a move to London was now on.




CHAPTER 4:


Playing the Game


No homework tonight meant that Mark and Loretta could invite friends around, and they often played board games. This time they were about to play with their friends Amy, John and Jayne. In the game called ‘Third Degree-On Holiday’ every player on the board becomes a rich celebrity holidaying on a remote desert island. The island has two hotels and various tourist attractions. At the start of the holiday, and before play begins, a murder is committed. To win the game players must track down the murderer, finding clues from various locations on the board, and from each other. Amongst the locations are a harbour, three beaches, a castle, a mountain top and two caves. Depending upon the murder being solved fifteen to twenty related and numbered ‘Clue cards’ can be collected from various locations. Clue Cards can also be taken from other players by either stopping on their space or passing them en route around the board. So it is possible to get the same Clue Card over and over again, but that is just bad luck! When a player has enough clues to risk an answer, he or she contacts a Police Officer to make an accusation. At certain points in the game one player could be subjected to a ‘Third Degree’ by the other players, being lit by a central spotlight to be asked questions. At this time other players can also look randomly at any one selected Clue Card owned by the player being questioned. The correct solution to the murder is always held by a non-player, and this time it was George, sitting in the other room.


With happy moods and keen players, the game buzzed.


Mark enjoyed this game because he became world champion racing driver Rebel Cause. Loretta would of course become over involved, using her mind’s eye to actually take on the costume and personality of her playing piece for this evening, chef Crispy Topping. She believed this person to be fussy, hardworking and honest.


The Wallis family had used the game board for many years and because it was dirty, Loretta thought of herself working in a grubby cook’s outfit, quite forgetting that in the game she was on an expensive celebrity holiday.


The game commenced, and players searched locations and each other for clues. After umpteen moves and four ‘Third Degrees’ pop singer Shiftee Lox suddenly followed Crispy into a creepy passageway beneath the castle. Loretta was nervous, because her clues indicated that the arrogant Shiftee Lox was the culprit.


‘And what would it be like hesitating in the gloom next to a murderer. Silent but deadly, and with those cold, black eyes?’ thought Loretta.


Suddenly, these thoughts were dashed when Jayne claimed an answer and wrote it down. But when George checked this against the correct solution it was incorrect, and Jayne was only allowed one more guess.


Even though Loretta was not allowed to see Jayne’s solution or any of her cards, she had good information of her own. With heart pounding and hands shaking she wrote down her own solution to the crime which if correct would make her the winner. She had to act quickly. In the tunnel’s dim light Crispy was shaking as she turned to glance at Shiftee Lox, who thankfully ignored her.
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So, quietly gasping for breath and waiting for the dice Crispy ran ahead and reached one of the hotels where she met a Police Officer. This allowed Loretta to pen an accusation.


Other players could only try to eavesdrop as Loretta ran to George in the front room. In a few seconds he checked her guess against the correct solution, and told Loretta she had won the game! But on returning to her friends Loretta’s imagination ran even further.


“Got you now! You murderer!” she shouted at John, who was sitting next to her, and whose player token was Shiftee Lox.


Puzzled by Loretta’s strange reaction John’s eyes moved back and forth as he glanced around, until everyone started laughing. Then laughter died away, and the losers discussed how close they also were to solving the crime.


Despite this outburst the atmosphere was warm, easy going, and of course Loretta was pleased she had won. She could not help the way her over-active imagination worked. It did not do any harm, did it? At times though she became a little embarrassed, wishing she had more self control. Like on this occasion, when it had perhaps gone a bit too far.




CHAPTER 5:


More on the Move


Soon, the family began to plan their move in more detail. The company wanted George to be at its London office as soon as possible after Christmas, or the transfer could be cancelled. He was pestered with regard to where they would be aiming for first.


“Around somewhere like Esher, just outside the centre if possible,” said George, and for a family who had never lived anywhere other than Carlisle, it all sounded like a huge adventure.


So it was that the children’s questions came thick and fast about everything to do with London. George and Irene tried to answer in an encouraging upbeat tone, hoping that any lingering doubts in the family might soon disappear.


At breakfast one morning, George announced they would soon be going on a short trip to London, staying in a company flat in Wimbledon before the family left Carlisle ‘for good’ in about five weeks time. Things were moving fast.


Sometimes he had the annoying habit of attempting to speak in other dialects or languages, and this time he decided to try out his Wild West American drawl through a mouth crammed with marmalade spread upon thickly buttered toast.


“Chiefs have had a few set-toos with yours trulee since I ‘cepted that there offer ma sweet chickadees, but I can tell yall s’turned out pretty good. Yes sirree! First off we’ll be ranging out next week, holing out in a li’l shack in the backwoods. Matter of fact, pretty close t’where I’ll be roundin’ up if ya get ma meenin’. We’ll have time to look up some real estate and check out a few lernin’ places for you young guns. See if they can spit the dirt.”


He searched for a good response from his audience. For laughter, but all he saw were disgusted faces which cringed at the slop spewing from his mouth and onto the kitchen table. Blissfully ignorant, he hung his head, hoping for any response whatsoever that would at least break the silence.


“Spit the dirt? What on earth is that supposed to mean?” asked Irene.


“Don’t really know. No idea really,” said George, forgetting the drawl and biting his bottom lip. Then suddenly aware of his own spit and dirt he became disappointed and self conscious. “But I couldn’t think of anything else to use there.”


Wondering if her father would ever stop his strange habit, Loretta asked, “Are the schools the same as they are here?”


She hoped he might reply using normal everyday English, and as he wiped around his mouth with a tissue thankfully, he did.


“I think so Loretta, but the standards can vary a lot. That’ll probably be our most important job down there really, making sure there are good schools. As close as possible of course to where we’ll be living.”


“How long did you say it will be before we go for good George?” asked Irene, as he moved his hand over hers.


“They said five weeks. If we can’t find anywhere to buy though we can just keep living in the flat. All depends upon how quickly we find somewhere. The company have offered me some extra money to get sorted, and I think they’ll want it all done sooner rather than later, but they’re not too bad.”


“We’ll be spending all our time with Great Aunt Doris, instead of looking for houses,” said Loretta, smiling. To her, this title of Great Aunt sounded very important, like a character from a Charles Dickens novel.


George was being very pragmatic when he said, “Don’t be silly Loretta. At most we’ll just be calling her and paying a quick visit. Uncle Eric gave me her address and I think it’s the place she’s always lived at, a massive terraced house. Some big rambling place as far as I can remember. I went there with my mother and father when I was little. Can’t think what she was like really though, and nothing at all about Walter.”
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