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The water was warm and relaxing and feeling the tensions of the day slipping away, she closed her eyes, trying to forget the hum drum that was her existence.

“Sussanah?”

The voice was soft and gentle, almost hypnotic, floating through the air as if it were almost ethereal. And then it was gone and she was awake, swishing around in water that was cool, to say the least.

She shook her head, “Jesus.  Damned dream. Well, was it a dream?”  Her mind flicked through the events of the last few hours since arriving home, just to cement her sanity if nothing else.

Home was Lavender Cottage, she had seen a picture of it looking just as it did this evening when she arrived home, the magenta-coloured roses mingling with the pale cream clematis that scrambled round the old wooden door. 

Built in the 1850’s; a most desirable residence, the Estate Agent had said as he'd shown her round the two-up, two-down cottage.  She'd seen the riot of colour now scrambling round the threshold on the particulars.

He'd also said the place had a history and as she had stepped onto the slate doorstep engraved with the year eighteen hundred and ninety-nine, she recalled the chill and pain she had felt in her dream.

It had come suddenly, and she knew with a blinding certainty, that it would not go away until she had solved the mystery.  Trouble was, she didn't know what the mystery was or where to start looking.  Only that there was one.

Tonight, she had followed her usual nightly routine of bathing followed by a literary dip into the fat novel she had been reading for three months and fallen asleep within minutes of turning off the light.

Each night, without fail, he'd call her name and once again, the strong scent of lavender pervaded the air; the self-same aroma that she'd mentioned to the Agent as he'd shown her round.  Only he hadn't been able to smell it.

That had been six months ago when she'd moved from the Midlands to take up her first line management position in charge of twenty staff and a hundred-thousand-pound budget.

Suzy Drew, Environmental Manager of the largest company in Bristol had given a whoop of delight as she signed the papers for the purchase of her very first home.  Finally, a good job and her own home.  She’d made it!

Again, this evening, like every other, the perfume hit her as she had put her key in the lock and turned the modern brass handle.

Once inside, the coolness of the stone felt like modern day air-conditioning, the quarry tiles keeping the heat levels down, with the bright-coloured scatter rugs adding a cosy touch to the bare floors.  Most of the old oak furniture was in keeping with the age of the cottage with more modern touches coming in the form of huge cream table lamps set around two, huge, similarly coloured sofas.

Throwing her bag down on the nearest one, she had switched on the table lamps, gone directly to her desk in the corner, dropped her keys and pulled the cord on the green Banker’s Lamp, flooding the highly polished surface with a soft glow.  As she had already suspected on the drive home from work, there was a message waiting for her from Sébastien.

Dear Suzy,

Did you have a pleasant day today?

I hope to speak to you soon.

Sébastien.

“He’s a persistent little devil, isn’t he?  Well, he can wait.”  

Flicking the thermostat up on the heating control as she passed through the central hallway, she noticed two little black paws on the bottom pane of the glass door that led to the pretty courtyard garden. Opening the door, she scooped the little tabby cat into her arms and nuzzled her cheek against the soft warm fur.

“Hello, Brandy.”

The cat jumped from her arms, landing unceremoniously on the tiled floor.

“Hungry, eh?  Me too.”

The thought of cooking filled her with dread and after piling more meaty chunks into Brandy’s dish, she rummaged around in the freezer for a meal for one.  Deciding on Fisherman’s Pie, she left it cooking while she went to compose a reply to Manda.  She’d met Manda in one of the chat rooms on the internet and they’d clicked instantly.  Suzy was not the sort of woman who clicked with other women, much preferring the company of men, but Manda was different.  She was intelligent, didn’t whine on constantly about the price of this and that and the other, or go on about babies or the menopause.  Not that they had particularly highbrow conversations, but they certainly went across a broad range of subjects from economics to Egyptology.  One day she vowed she’d go out to California to meet her. Her reply was pretty mundane, she was okay, work was busy, nothing much happening on the social scene.  Busy, busy, busy.  

The oven pinged, reminding her stomach that it was hungry and after retrieving her supper, she curled up in front of the telly.  After the heat of the day, the evening seemed cool in comparison and the cottage was never particularly warm at the best of times.  Brandy also appreciated the fact that the gas fire was on full, with him stretched out in front of it warming his toes.

All thoughts of Sébastien left her mind until she heard the all-familiar computer voice again.

‘Welcome.’

By this time, Brandy had curled himself up in her lap and the warmth of the fire and his soft body against hers had made her feel drowsy.  When she heard the ‘You’ve got mail’ message she felt very disinclined to go find out who was trying to contact her.  

The flash session was just ending as she sat down.  One piece of mail had come in, from, Sébastien.  She almost felt like the guy was hounding her as she opened the latest one.

Dear Suzy,

Did you receive my last letter?

Sébastien.

She hit the reply button.

Sébastien,

Yes.  Hard day at work, that’s all.

As you know where I work, what about you?  What do you do for a living?  As you’ll have guessed, I write articles on a freelance basis in my spare time.

Other than that, I write short stories, try my hand at novels every so often and generally laze about the house, watching telly and keeping my cat, Brandy, company.

Good to hear from you, sorry I didn’t get back sooner.

Suzy.

Instead of waiting for the next scheduled session to deliver her post she hit the Instigate Flash Session menu and sent the mail straightaway.  She didn’t expect a message back that evening as it was now almost nine o’clock, so she switched the computer off, collected the dirty crockery from the coffee table with the express intention of washing up.

Brandy rubbed around her legs as she made her way to the kitchen and then decided to abandon her when he saw his still-full dish.  She left him munching away after she’d put the dishes in some water and went upstairs to run her bath.

Yep, that was her evening, such as it was.  She was perfectly sane, had good recall and had fallen asleep in the bath and indeed, had the damned dream again. 

After towelling herself dry, she padded downstairs, turned off the lounge lights, made herself a hot drink and went up to bed.

Sleep, when it came, was troubled.  For the first time ever, she felt uncomfortable on her own and was immensely grateful when the cat pushed open the door and came and snuggled down beside her; the warm reassurance of his presence lulling her to sleep.

But the dream returned.
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‘Welcome.’

Suzy was sat at her desk, reading glasses perched on the end of her nose, watching as the flash session on her computer began.

‘You’ve got mail.’

The computer-generated voice never failed to amuse her, always stressing the last word as if mail was something alien to the computer.

‘Goodbye.’

As had become her wont, she nodded her head towards the screen.

“Goodbye.”

Quickly scanning the names, she looked for familiar ones.  A few messages had come in from newsgroups, one from an electronic magazine she subscribed to and one from her friend Amanda in the States.

She always opened her overseas mail first and read Manda’s letter with zest, looking for all the interesting bits of gossip from across the pond.

“Oh, my God.  A boyfriend.”

Clapping her hands in the air she pushed her glasses further up her nose, continuing to read.

By the time she’d finished, her coffee had cooled and a sip of it confirmed it was ready for the sink, she turned her nose up in disgust.  The rest of her mail could wait, they would mainly be circulars.

Except one.  Sitting down she peered at the screen name,  Derouet.  She took several attempts at saying it, eventually deciding on de - roo - ay.  It had arrived earlier in the day, she’d opened it briefly at work, her heart hammering, hoping the works system had scanned it for viruses and then forwarded it to her private email.

She double-clicked it.

Dear Suzy,

I wanted to tell you much I enjoyed your article on environmental issues on the Greenlite website.  It was really well written.

Well done.

Sébastien Derouet.

A small smile traced itself across her lips, one of self-satisfaction, achievement, being noticed.  She liked it.  Hitting the reply button, she began to write.

Hi, Sébastien,

Thanks a lot for getting in contact with me.  It’s nice to know that someone reads them.  Sometimes you wonder why you write to what is, effectively, a black hole.  I’m really pleased you enjoyed it, and thanks again for letting me know.

Suzy D.

Juggling her bag, keys and stuffing the corner of the final piece of jam and toast into her mouth, she rushed from the house, devouring her hasty breakfast before reaching the car.  

Traffic, annoying though it was, gave her time to reflect on Mr Derouet.  It was, of course, a boost to any aspiring writer to have someone praise their work, but to know that someone was reading her articles on environmental issues was like nectar to a bee.

Speaking of which, there was a definite buzz to the office that day, it seemed that the auditor’s were due and everyone was rushing around like a proverbial ‘you know what’.  Suzy dropped down into her chair and sipped the coffee she had got from the machine on the way to her office.  It wasn’t as nice as home, but it was hot.

She watched as the computer ran its diagnostic checks, the icons and taskbars appearing as if by magic.  Papers arranged in neat piles, ready for the day, she clicked on her inbox to retrieve her mail.  As it rolled up onto the screen a name caught her eye.

“Derouet?  Again!”

Somewhere deep down she began to have the distinct feeling that something was not quite right, and as soon as all the mail was in, she quickly scanned down the page and opened his.

Dear Suzy.

I was wondering if you had received my last communication.

Can we talk?

Sébastien D.

She looked around a little conspiratorially.  No one was supposed to receive personal mail at work.  If everyone did it the whole computer system would be so clogged with employee mail, there would be no room for business.

Quickly hitting the reply button, she typed as fast as she could.

Hello, Sébastien,

Yes, I did receive your email, which I forwarded to home and responded to.  I can’t receive personal email at work, so I’ll speak with you when I get home.  Okay?

Suzy.

Hitting the send button, she waited until it had gone to the server and then she deleted both items from her files as well as the one had forwarded the previous day. Thankfully, no one was around so she hoped it would go unnoticed.
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Troubled nights always seem to precede late mornings, and this one was no exception, the alarm clock either hadn’t gone off or she hadn’t heard it.  Either way, she was running late, with little time for a shower and definitely no time for breakfast.  

Arriving late at the office didn’t exactly curry favour with her boss and particularly since the sales figures she was supposed to be collating for the meeting had gone down the tube, literally, the afternoon before when the computers had gone down. 

“Morning, Suzy.  Dave wants those figures, like, yesterday.”

“I know that, Alan.  What can I do?  They’re out there,” she waved a hand in the air, “somewhere in the ether.”
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