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It was Morag Clementine’s first day at Hayward Hall, and so far, she was impressed.

Mystified, but impressed.

She’d arrived late in the afternoon.

There’d been some kind of mix up at the train station, and she’d wheeled her suitcase from the station along the hot, dry, featureless dusty road to the local village.

Fortunately, she was wearing jeans, a light shirt, and her sensible (and comfortable) lace-up brown brogues.

And fortunately, she’d been able to get a taxi up to the main house.

Silhouetted against the setting sun, Hayward Hall just looked wrong. The tiled roof, the feature brick patterns in the walls, the neat windows and imposing doors all looked perfectly fine when taken individually.

Yet somehow there was something not quite right about the overall impression of the house as a whole.

Some kind of blurry smudginess at the edges of her peripheral vision.

She rubbed her eyes and it went away.

The fountain was dry, the formal gardens overgrown, and creatures rustled in the undergrowth.

Hopefully not mice.

Not because she was afraid, but because they were devious little critters that were almost impossible to eliminate once they’d got a foothold.

The sound of rustling was almost obscured by the lorikeets screeching from the trees as they dipped and whirled from branch to branch, and tree to tree.

She’d turned to thank her driver, only to see the car driving away in a plume of dust. Perhaps a little too fast, or perhaps that was her imagination.

She’d looked once more at the Hall, expecting someone to walk out to welcome her, but the house remained as secure as if it had been shut up for decades.

Morag was a practical person, and as there didn’t seem much point hanging around waiting for someone to come out, she opened the unlocked front door and went in.

Because to be honest it had been a long day, and she just wanted a cup of tea.

And funnily enough, given she’d been sitting in a train most of the day, she really wanted a sit down too.

Preferably in a cosy armchair.

Hayward Hall smelled of dust and cobwebs, and as she looked around the luxuriously ornamented foyer, she saw a lot of both. And almost immediately added dusting to her list of things to do.

It was cooler inside than out, and coming as she was from the Summer heat, she was grateful. And when the weather got even warmer, she expected she’d appreciate it even more.

The silent grandfather clock had stopped at fourteen minutes past nine, and she couldn’t help but look at her watch to see the time was in fact twenty-seven minutes to eight.

Something else for the list.

“Hello,” she called and listened for an answer.

There was no sound, and no movement, so she walked a little further in, knocked on the door labelled “Office,” and called out again.

Still nothing.

When she opened the door, the displaced air sent clouds of dust into the air nearly choking her.

Clearly, the room hadn’t been used to some time, so she closed the door, and spent a few minutes coughing.

She pulled her mobile phone from her pocket, intending to call the agency, but there were no bars and no reception.

She was starting to get annoyed.

Her contract was for a live-in housekeeper, so she walked through the dusty, cobweb festooned house to the back looking for the stairs down to the kitchen.

Ideally, before the light faded.

She left her suitcase by the stairs and descended.

“Hello?” she called as she entered the kitchen.

The basement was dim in the evening light, but with the aid of her phone’s light, she was able to find the light switch. 

Thankfully the kitchen was clean.

Spotlessly clean.

A modern, fully equipped catering kitchen with gleaming stainless-steel appliances and benchtops arranged around the walls.

She nodded with satisfaction as she noted juicers, mixers and coffee machine in amongst a jumble of other equipment that would need investigation.

At one end, a stove and cooktop, and at the other, an open door leading to the pantry and another for an office.
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