

        

            

                

            

        




	



















DON’T FEED THE RAT!


	 


	Jacob Hicks Murder Mysteries: Book 1


	 


	Annie Appleton


	













FTK Publishing


	Don’t Feed the Rat!


	By Annie Appleton


	 


	© 2017 Annie Appleton


	All rights reserved






E-Book Distribution: XinXii


 www.xinxii.com


 [image: logo_xinxii]



	 


	Author: Annie Appleton


	www.annieappletonwriter.com


	 


	Cover design and formatting by Indie Designz


	 


	British English is used throughout this book, which is set in the UK. Please note that some spelling, grammar and word usage will vary from US English.


	 


	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is entirely coincidental.


	 


	This ebook, including all its parts, is protected by copyright and must not be copied, resold or shared without permission of the author. 


	 


	 












CHAPTER ONE


	 


	 


	 


	28 March 1972


	Jacob rounded the corner of Lower Tile Street at full speed and then skidded to a sudden halt. Dave, right on his heels, crashed into him from behind and knocked Jacob off his feet. He hit the dirt on all fours and pieces of sharp gravel bit into his knees. Jacob sat for a moment, looking down at his scuffed hands, then scrambled up, his head still throbbing with the sudden rush of adrenaline.


	He nearly went down again when Dave thumped him on the shoulder. ‘Why did you stop?’


	Jacob opened his mouth to tell his friend off, then remembered why he had come to such an abrupt stop in the first place.


	Further down the road his mother stood in the doorway of their house, crying and looking frantically up and down the narrow street, a balled-up hanky pressed against her mouth. The lady from across the street was with her, an arm around his mother’s shoulders. Jacob watched his mother, unable to move. His nose was beginning to run. He swiped his hand across his face and roughly brushed away any dirt and unexplainable wetness on his cheeks. His mother wasn’t supposed to be like that.


	Next to Jacob, Dave inhaled sharply as he spotted Dot. Without a word, Jacob started running again with Dave close behind. As she saw the two boys coming down the street, his mother took a few steps in their direction. All Jacob wanted to know was what had happened but the words remained stuck in his throat.


	Dot stared at the boys in front of her and began to sob even louder. Her shoulders heaved and the neighbour tightened her grip around them. The knot in Jacob’s stomach turned into a cold pit. A sharp wind suddenly blew down the street, chilling him to the bone.


	Jacob stepped forward and touched his mother’s hand. All he wanted was for her to stop crying. She snatched her hand away and looked from Jacob to Dave, tears streaking her face. She balled her fists and pressed them against the sides of her head with force. For a moment Jacob thought she was going to collapse in the street, but with a great intake of breath, Dot righted herself, her eyes fixed on Jacob. When she spoke, her words were as hard and unforgiving as the cobbled stones under their feet.


	‘It’s all your fault.’


	 


	 


	Present day


	Jacob Hicks closed his notebook and slid his pen back into the top pocket of his lab coat. He struggled up and dusted the sand off his knees. He shouldn’t squat down so much any more. It made his knees hurt.


	A movement at the window made him look up. As usual Mrs Andrews had kept an eye on him while he was in her garden, checking on the giant ants’ nest against her garden wall. Jacob gave her a wave and walked through the narrow passage between the houses and exited on to the road. The sun was shining brightly and the multicoloured wooden gables of the terraced houses stood out against the light-yellow brick of the walls.


	It was the first Friday in May and still a couple of months until ‘flying ants day’, but the big nest in Mrs Andrews’ back garden should keep him busy until then. Jacob rubbed his hands together in anticipation. Things were looking good. He had plenty of small projects to work on and study, as well as his big project, which was nearing the end of nine days of calculations.


	He turned a corner and found himself on Woolaston Road, Milbury’s main street. Walking down the street, he waved at John Baxter, who owned the hardware store on Woolaston Road. Jacob smiled as he remembered that they used to call him Little Johnny in school. He was not so little any more.


	Traffic was backing up in front of the traffic lights, giving Jacob the opportunity to cross the road. As the cars started moving one driver beeped his horn at Jacob. There was too much traffic, as usual.


	Making it to safety on the pavement, Jacob made his way past some of the other shops. He nearly bumped into Raj Gopal, who stepped out of the door of his corner supermarket.


	‘Morning, Raj,’ Jacob said. ‘Nice day, isn’t it?’


	‘Morning, Jacob.’ Raj looked up at the blue sky. ‘The weather in York is always nice. Cold and wet sometimes, but always nice.’


	Jacob smiled. He loved Raj’s eternal optimism. ‘Pity that the traffic is backing up again, though.’


	Raj shrugged. ‘Well, how else would people get to work? It doesn’t really bother me.’ He waved an arm down the street. ‘Besides, they’re doing road maintenance in High Woolaston, so it’s bound to be a bit busier in Milbury because of that.’


	‘You’re right.’ Jacob watched as the traffic slowly crept by. ‘I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else regardless.’ He put his hands in the pockets of his lab coat and wrinkled his brow.


	‘What’s this?’ He pulled out a package, wrapped in greaseproof paper and taped together with a sticker bearing the name “Posh Nosh Delicatessen”.


	He showed the package to Raj. ‘I almost forgot. It’s the Wensleydale cheese I bought for my mother. It’s her favourite.’ He looked at his watch.


	‘I’d better be off. I just have enough time left to take this to my mother before I have to be at work.’ He waved a hand and ducked around the corner of Raj’s shop into Mortar Street; this led to Kiln Street, which was lined by small terraced houses. The sun shone off his face and had he been able to, he would have whistled.


	Making his way down Kiln Street, a gap opened up in between the rows of houses. Jacob stopped and looked down the dark and dingy alleyway, his heart suddenly racing. A cloud slowly covered the sun. The change in light made the alleyway look even more like a gaping hole, ready to gobble him up. Jacob looked at his watch again. He swallowed. Only half an hour before he was due at school. He had no choice but to take this shortcut.


	As quick as he could he started walking down the alleyway. The air was damp and cold on his face. He shuddered. Puddles were scattered about, still not having dried up, even after two days of nice weather. Jacob skipped over a large one in an attempt to keep the bottom of his trousers clean. Even though he was fifty-two years old, his mother would still tut-tut if he arrived at her house all splattered in mud.


	He turned a corner. Now he was truly trapped in the alleyway. He looked over his shoulder. No sight of the entrance any more and the exit was also hidden from view. His breathing shallowed. His scalp pricked and sweat started running down his back. He walked even faster, feeling light-headed with the exercise. He really should lose some weight.


	This alleyway was endless. Closed in by six feet high brick walls on either side, the dark red of the bricks was only occasionally broken by a wooden door leading to someone’s back garden. Jacob looked up at the sky. The sun was shining again, but the light didn’t penetrate into the alleyway. Green moss covered the walls and made the cobbled street slippery underfoot. Where was that detestable exit? He should be there by now.


	Suddenly a blackbird flew up from the ground, its tsuu-tsuu-tsuu alarm call startled Jacob. He stopped and stood, hands on knees, trying to catch his breath. He had vowed never to enter an alleyway again. Why did he keep forgetting that?


	He moved on. The end was now in sight. Freedom beckoned. Jacob quickly rounded the corner. His mood lightened as he exited on to Lower Tile Street. The sun shone in his face, dispelling the chill in his bones. His mother’s house was not far away.


	As Jacob made his way along the pavement, a familiar feeling of being watched crept over him. She wasn’t, was she? He turned around to see her studying him from across the street. Emily Norton, the weird niece of his best pal Dave. How was she able to find him every time? With her combat boots, holey black tights, black skirt and T-shirt she was a striking figure in the otherwise quite traditional Milbury. Her bright blue hair, standing on end, and the lots of dark eye make-up made people cross the street as she approached.


	The twenty-three-year old woman smiled when she saw him watching her, one of her pet rats cradled in the crook of her arm. It wasn’t a nice smile. It was a smile as if to let him know she was on to him. Jacob swallowed and quickly walked on. Apparently she had nothing better to do than stare at people. He fought the urge to run.


	He reached his mother’s front door and frantically searched his pockets for the key. Of course, he finally found it in the pocket where he always kept it. His breathing was shallow as he fumbled to open the front door. Her eyes bored into his back, giving him butterfingers. He managed to resist the urge to look over his shoulder again.


	Then the door opened. With a big sigh of relief Jacob stepped inside. What did she want of him?


	 


	A large truck rumbled past on Milbury Road. In a reflex Jacob looked over his shoulder, checking if it wasn’t coming too close. There were far too many trucks using Milbury Road as a short cut. Always had done. He shivered and thought back to that day many years ago, when as a teenager he’d tried to rescue a hedgehog that was crossing the road in front of an oncoming truck. He’d grabbed the hedgehog, while hearing the truck slamming on the breaks as it veered out of the way to avoid hitting him. The Volkswagen Beetle that was parked along the road hadn’t stood a chance. Luckily his parents had been well insured, but he hadn’t been allowed to go outside for two weeks. At least the hedgehog had lived to tell the tale.


	The truck disappeared from sight and Jacob glanced at his watch. Blimey, he was later than expected. He picked up the pace and now walked along as fast as he could. The tails of the lab coat flapped behind him in the breeze. He was late for work.


	It was all Emily’s fault. He’d waited at his mother’s house longer than expected to be certain she had wandered off. He didn’t want to run the risk of bumping into her again today.


	Milbury Green came into sight, across the street from which Milbury Hill climbed steeply towards the sky. A large number of allotment gardens formed a colourful patchwork on the side of the hill. The gardens belonged to the Hoes & Rakes Allotment Society, a close-knit community of gardening enthusiasts, trying to grow as many vegetables as they could.


	Jacob turned a corner and walked up the hill towards Milbury Secondary School. Its grounds covered the east side of the hill. Teenagers hovered about in little clumps, waiting for the lessons to start. None paid any attention to him. Physics never was a popular subject.


	Then he saw her across the playground, talking to Marlee Fairclough. She towered over the young girl, who shrunk away from her. Why was she talking to one of his students? Her bulldog was standing by her side. It bent forward to sniff Marlee’s shoes. How stupid to walk a dog on school grounds.


	Jacob hurried along. He didn’t want Priscilla Spratt to see him. Ever since she came back to York two months ago it seemed like she was keeping an eye on him. Just like when they were little. He shuddered. It wasn’t much fun being locked in the groundsmen’s tool shed for two hours, only to see her sneering face when he was finally released.


	He was halfway across the playground when suddenly Priscilla turned away from Marlee and started walking purposefully towards him. Great Scott! Was there somewhere to hide?


	‘Jacob! I want a word with you.’ Her voice sliced through the air. Everyone seemed to be looking at them. As usual she was immaculately dressed. A dark grey trouser suit this time. Her reading glasses hung from a gold chain around her neck. Grey hair in a tasteful bob that framed her face. She didn’t care if she was out of place.


	‘Having fun visiting your old stomping grounds?’ Jacob said without thinking. Priscilla looked down her nose at him, dark eyes flashing.


	‘I didn’t think you wanted to be reminded of that?’ she said. Jacob felt the urge to swallow, but tried to hide it. Actually he didn’t, but it wasn’t as if he wasn’t reminded of it every time he went to work.


	He sighed. ‘Can I help you with something?’


	‘I had a talk with Godric,’ Priscilla said. ‘He actually agrees with me that the amount of clutter on your allotment attracts rats, which for obvious reasons is not something we encourage.’


	Jacob arched one eyebrow. We? Priscilla didn’t own an allotment, nor had she any business with Hoes & Rakes.


	‘Godric will come by and talk to you about the state of your allotment and make arrangements for sorting it out.’ Priscilla jutted her chin, causing her to look even more down her nose at him.


	Jacob spread his hands out in front of him. ‘Listen, Priscilla. I really don’t care what Godric or anyone else thinks about my allotment. It might not be the neatest one, but there are dozens more like that.’ He pushed past her. ‘Just let me be and I might make the society proud by winning the straightest carrot competition this year. Now if you’ll excuse me, my students are waiting for me.’


	The ringing of the school bell prevented Priscilla from answering him, but he could feel her eyes boring into his back. No doubt planning her next attack.


	 


	 


	Paddy


	The sun was shining down on us as we sat in our favourite spot on the garden wall, close to the top of the hill. I felt the warmth penetrating my fur. As usual, Vinnie and Pete were bickering about something.


	‘Give me a nice juicy worm any day,’ Vinnie said, with half a glance at Pete, knowing it would rile him up.


	‘Oh, worms are nice,’ Pete said. ‘Don’t get me wrong. But the taste of a fat ball is just something else.’ He smacked his lips in anticipation. ‘The fat, in combination with the seeds and sometimes bits of cheese, is something I can look forward to all day.’


	Vinnie smirked. ‘This of course has nothing to do with the fact that fat balls are put out by two-leggeds and don’t require any effort on your account to find them.’


	Pete turned towards Vinnie, his fur standing on end. ‘Are you calling me lazy?’


	‘Oh, no. Just opportunistic.’ Vinnie winked at me. ‘A rat’s always an opportunist, you know that, Pete.’


	I rolled my eyes. Every day Vinnie would find a way to get Pete riled up. It was his biggest hobby.


	‘Well, excuse me if I want to make my life a bit easier,’ Pete said. He wandered two feet away from us and sulked.


	‘Will you stop harassing Pete,’ I said in a whisper. ‘One of these days, he’s going to retaliate.’


	‘Wouldn’t that be fun?’ Vinnie smoothed out his whiskers. ‘Things have been too quiet on this hill lately.’


	I ignored him. Instead I looked out over the allotments that had been my home since I was a little rat. Things hadn’t been that quiet at all lately. What was Vinnie talking about?


	It was the middle of the day, and quite a few two-leggeds were strolling along the paths that crossed the allotments, eating sandwiches or fish and chips as they went along. None of them noticed us sitting on the five feet high wall.


	One of them was a young female two-legged who drifted into my field of vision as she sauntered up the hill towards us. She had bright blue hair; something that I have noticed in my years of observing the two-leggeds, is not very common among them.


	‘Paddy, isn’t this the two-legged with the pet rats?’ Vinnie said. Pete had stopped sulking and the three of us now studied the two-legged as she walked by. She was nibbling at a sandwich.


	Pete sniffed the air. ‘Cheese and tomato.’


	‘Yes, this is the one with the pet rats,’ I said. ‘I don’t really understand them. Always having to be near a two-legged.’ I shivered.


	‘Oh, I would love to be a pet rat,’ Pete said. ‘There would always be enough to eat and the food would just be there.’ He stared in the distance with a vague smile, as if he could see it in front of him. ‘No need to go scouring around for it.’


	‘Are you always thinking about food, Pete?’ Vinnie said.


	‘Of course. Don’t you?’


	Vinnie shook his head. ‘No, I don’t. There is so much else to think about. For instance, are the two-leggeds going to do anything stupid today? Or even, is it going to rain?’


	‘Or, is Cecil going to do anything disruptive?’ I said. Pete looked at us and nodded.


	‘You guys are right. It’s important to know if it’s going to rain, as walking around with wet fur is just horrible.’


	I shook my head at him. ‘You’re incorrigible.’ I jumped off the wall. ‘Let’s go and look for something to eat.’


	We ran downhill along the path and just as we wanted to enter an allotment, there was a commotion coming from further down the hill. We stopped to see a large group of young rats come running up the hill towards us. An older male two-legged ran after them screaming.


	‘Stop, you dirty little fuzz balls! Hold ’em. Come back here!’ He stopped halfway up the hill, wheezing as he watched the rats move further and further away from him.


	The young rats neared us. Each of them was carrying a seed potato in their mouths. The two-legged half-heartedly shook his fist in their direction, then turned around to slowly walk back down the hill.


	Cecil, the ringleader of the group of young rats, stopped in front of us. He spat out the potato, a triumphant grin on his face.


	‘It’s always so much fun to steal from the stupid two-leggeds.’ The young rats cheered at this.


	I sighed. ‘Don’t you realise that the two-leggeds only tolerate us up to a point?’ I indicated at the young rats. ‘You’re older than them. You should know by now that the two-leggeds can hurt us.’


	Cecil laughed. ‘I don’t care. We’re just having some fun, aren’t we, kids?’ The young rats cheered again.


	‘At least we know how to have fun,’ Cecil said. ‘Unlike you old guys, who just sit on the wall and gossip all day.’


	I stared at Cecil’s defiant face. What was wrong with the young’uns today? It was all about fun and disrespect. Unlike when I was young when the little’uns were kept in check by the elders who scared them with their ratlore stories. I wouldn’t have dreamt talking to an elder like that.


	‘Can I have a potato?’ Pete asked, seemingly oblivious to the tension between Cecil and me. ‘They look very yummy.’


	Vinnie gave Pete a kick. ‘Don’t encourage him.’


	Cecil looked down his nose at Pete.


	‘You don’t need any more food, old guy. You’re already too fat.’ The young rats giggled and pointed. I felt hot and cold at the same time, as anger rose up inside me.


	Pete shrugged, undeterred by Cecil’s harsh words.


	‘Well, it was worth a try,’ he said and walked off to look for something else to eat.


	Cecil stared at me some more. ‘One of these days, old guy, you’ll see who’s the boss around here now.’


	

















CHAPTER TWO


	 


	 


	 


	‘Everyone, please be quiet and listen.’ Jacob raised his voice just a tad and looked around the classroom. Good, most of his students were paying attention. They looked bored, but at least they were looking at him.


	He opened the drawer of his desk and pulled out a giant brightly coloured toy gun. There was a bit of a gasp from his audience.


	‘Are you going to soak us, sir?’ one of his students said with big round eyes. Jacob wanted to smile, but managed to keep his face straight. Always nice to see them scared.


	‘This is not a squirt gun,’ he said. He aimed for the back wall and pulled the trigger. A foam dart shot out across the room. A girl squealed. Marlee, who had been staring into space up till then, not noticing anything around her, now focussed her attention on him as well.


	‘With this gun we are going to test Newton’s Third Law of Motion,’ Jacob said. There were some groans. ‘I need three volunteers to help me.’ Bernie, a spindly boy with glasses stood up immediately.


	‘Of course the nerd volunteers first…’ Some students giggled.


	Jacob looked at the corner where the remark had come from. Jason Mulberry looked at him, a smart-arse smirk playing across his handsome face. There was always one.


	‘To prove Newton’s Third Law, we will shoot the gun several times at different angles and see how far the dart travels. Those of you not actively involved in this experiment will take notes.’ Jacob looked around the classroom and caught Jason’s eye. ‘Mind you, this foam gun can just as easily be used to shoot someone’s grandmother’s giant knickers off a washing line.’


	Jason’s smirk faded and he turned bright red. Then he looked down at his notebook.


	Jacob inwardly smiled. ‘Right, I need two more volunteers for this experiment.’ He noticed that Marlee was staring into space again. What was the matter with that girl?


	 


	Emily stalked around the backstreets of Milbury. Paint peeled off the windowsills and doors of the rundown Victorian terraced houses. Cars were parked randomly, one of them standing on piles of bricks. A wheelie bin blocked the already narrow pavement.


	Emily gave it a shove. ‘Out of my way.’ The bin wobbled, then fell over spilling part of its contents on to the narrow street. Emily shrugged and walked on. Whatever. This place was a dump anyway. A curtain twitched across the road, but stopped moving abruptly when Emily looked their way and stared. That’ll teach them.


	She walked on and looked at her hands. She sighed. Why did Aunt Peggy force her to go out during her shift to buy nail polish remover? Wearing black nail polish didn’t hinder her ability to cut off a piece of cheese for a customer. Now her hands totally looked naked.


	She was too old for such a stupid job, anyhow. At twenty-three she shouldn’t be an assistant at a delicatessen shop. She should be a manager somewhere and earn a decent amount of money, like her father when he was young.


	Two older women shuffled towards her on the pavement. One of them spotted Emily and grabbed the other one by the arm. As quick as they could they crossed the street, throwing nervous glances over their shoulders at her. Stupid old biddies.


	Emily walked on, entering the area behind the Fox & Glove pub. No more terraced houses here, but some ugly 1960s blocks of flats. These were even more rundown. Some teenagers hung about under the concrete stairs, silently watching her walk by. From the corner of her eye she saw them swap some small plastic bags for money with an older guy.


	The back of the pub was a messy landscape of overflowing wheelie bins, stacks of crates, a bicycle carcass thrown into a corner and Fred the landlord’s rusty car parked at an awkward angle.


	Another teenager was hovering at the Fox & Glove’s back door, looking over his shoulder to see if anyone was coming. Emily stayed across the street to see what his plan was. Breaking into the pub in the middle of the afternoon was a stupid thing to do.


	The boy pulled a spray can out from beneath his jacket and quickly sprayed a squiggle on the wooden door. It didn’t look like anything to Emily. Then a car came driving up slowly from the other side of the pub. The youth startled and scampered off.


	Emily watched as the car slowed to a crawl, then came to a halt next to Fred’s car, parked half on the pavement, half on the street. Two men got out. They were wearing beige trench coats, totally unsuited for their over-muscular arms and shoulders, which made the fabric bulge and strain at the seams.


	The driver of the car had a scruffy three-day-old beard and dark beady eyes. He looked about him and wrinkled his nose. ‘Nice neighbourhood.’


	‘Nothing we’re not used to,’ the other man said. His face was dominated by a set of enormous bushy black eyebrows. He vaguely pointed over the back of the pub. ‘Milbury Road should be that way.’ They walked off.


	Emily crossed the street and for a moment studied the car. It was a dirty dark green Mercedes that had seen better days.


	Another car came driving up. This one she recognised. It was a police patrol car; its yellow and blue stripes on the side clearly marking it out. Emily didn’t want to be seen by its occupants, so she ducked behind a pile of boxes, peering over the top to see what the car was doing.


	It had come to a halt and Constable Abe Monday clambered out. He glanced at the Mercedes, then noticed the spray-paint mark on the door. He sighed and walked up to it. With a careful finger he tested the paint. Suddenly the door opened. Monday jumped backwards, but couldn’t avoid having the sleeve of his uniform jacket smeared with white paint. Emily smiled.


	‘Oh, sorry, Abe. I didn’t see you there,’ Fred the landlord said. He carried a crate full of empty Coke bottles and deposited it on the stack. Then he spotted Emily hiding.


	‘Hey! What are you doing there?’


	Emily jumped and walked off.


	‘Did you spray this mark?’ she heard Monday calling after her. She ignored him. As if she would ever do something so silly. Stupid cop.


	‘I’ll have a word with your uncle about this!’ Monday said. Emily sighed deeply and threw an angry glance over her shoulder at him.


	‘I’m not some stupid teenager, you know,’ she yelled at him, then continued walking. She didn’t care if he talked to Uncle Dave. She wasn’t scared of the police. Hadn’t been in the past and wasn’t now.


	 


	Emily loved wandering about the allotments at any time of the day, but the early evening was her favourite. Especially now that the days were getting longer and warmer. She’d managed to evade Abe Monday the rest of the afternoon and Uncle Dave hadn’t mentioned anything about spray-paint when she got home. Seems Abe had been bluffing.


	Emily looked forward to an evening hanging about the allotment of her new friend Liz. Situated at the top of the hill it had nice views over Milbury and the skyline of York a mile away, where York Minster took centre stage.


	At the bottom of the hill several tenants were rummaging around on their allotments. Having been in York three months now, Emily knew some of them by name.


	Georgie Wilcrick, local middle-aged flirt, was pruning her raspberries, dressed in a low-cut blouse with flowers. She gave Emily a quick glance and then looked away. Emily smiled. Georgie was scared of her.


	On the allotment across from Georgie’s, Ian Fraser was pulling weeds from between his carrots and onions. He lived down the road from Uncle Dave and according to him, Ian was a champion vegetable grower. A man watched Ian from a lawn chair as he dropped some more weeds on a growing pile. They talked in low voices.


	Then there was Godric Ainsworth’s allotment. He was the chairman of the Hoes & Rakes Allotment Society and very proud of his neat and tidy allotment. There was no sign of Godric, however. Instead, Jacob Hicks was poking around on the allotment, notebook in hand, no doubt doing one of his weird experiments. Why on earth people allowed him to just walk on to their property and into their sheds, she would like to know. In any case it was no wonder that his inquisitive ways and the fact that he always wore a lab coat had earned him the nickname ‘the professor’.


	Emily watched Jacob for a while. He was hunched over, staring at something behind Godric’s allotment shed, scribbling in his notebook. Liz had told her that Jacob did science experiments in the shed on his own allotment.


	Emily had asked Aunt Peggy what sort of experiments he did, but Peggy said she didn’t know much about it. This seemed a bit strange as Aunt Peggy, Uncle Dave and Jacob had been friends since they were little. Uncle Dave had even let slip that Peggy had a bit of a thing for Jacob. So why didn’t she know about his experiments?


	But as weird as people found Jacob, he seemed harmless. Emily had overheard people say he was clueless, but she didn’t agree. He was far too clever for that. In any case, she had scared him good this morning and smiled at the memory.


	Jacob was deep in thought and didn’t notice Godric Ainsworth coming around the corner. Emily ducked behind a bramble bush. She didn’t like him as he once accused her of being a lazy good-for-nothing. Clearly he had based this on her appearance, as they had never had a proper conversation. Emily knew that her black clothes and combat boots made people fearful of her, but she didn’t mind. However, Godric had just assumed something, and that wasn’t right.


	She pulled one of her pet rats out of the pocket of her hoodie and held him up to her face.


	‘We don’t like prejudiced people, do we?’ She petted the rat, then noticed the faces of Mr and Mrs Jefferson staring at her. As usual they had craned their necks over their fence to see what was going on.


	‘Good evening,’ Emily said, but they had already ducked down again. Nosy wrinkled old bats…


	A commotion drew her attention back to Godric’s allotment.


	‘I told you before, I don’t want you poking about on my allotment!’ Godric’s face was redder than Emily had ever seen it, his body ridged, hands balled to fists.


	Jacob drew himself upright. He was taller than Godric.


	‘I’ve discovered a new species of rat behind your shed,’ Jacob said. His face lit up. ‘I’ve never seen a rat like that here on Milbury Hill and I’d love to have a chance to study it.’


	‘What? Rats?’ Godric’s eyes bulged.


	Jacob pointed at Godric’s shed. ‘Yes, it has a nest right there.’ He walked past the shed, oblivious to Godric’s distress. ‘Come and have a look. This rat has darker fur than the common brown rats on this hill. I wonder if it is some kind of sub-species.’


	‘I’m not going to look at a rat behind my shed,’ Godric said, fuming. ‘There are no rats on my allotment! It’s far too clean and tidy for that. Unlike yours!’


	Jacob threw a last quick glance at the rats’ nest, then shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’ll come back some other time to study it.’


	‘No you won’t!’ Godric gave Jacob a little push as he walked past. ‘You stay away from my allotment, or I will call the police!’


	Emily watched as Jacob left Godric’s allotment, stuffing his notebook into the pocket of his lab coat. He looked back once more at Godric, then disappeared around the corner. The Jeffersons, who never could resist watching any kind of commotion, ducked back behind their fence when they saw that Emily had noticed them.


	Emily sighed and made her way up the hill, leaving the bottom dwellers behind. If she was lucky she might bump into Wilbur Stapleton and have a bit of a chat with the handsome and strong biologist. Perhaps he would even let her help with his vole project. Her skin tingled at the thought and she walked a bit faster.


	 


	Jacob crossed Milbury Road and walked towards the Fox & Glove. He shook his head. The nerve of Godric to stop him studying that interesting rat. Some people simply didn’t understand the important things in life.


	Just as Jacob opened the door of the pub, Ian Fraser and another man came around the corner. He held the door open for them.


	‘Thanks, Jacob,’ Ian said, as they walked past. The other man looked Jacob up and down and smirked.


	‘Did he escape out of the loony bin?’ the man said to Ian just loud enough for Jacob to hear. ‘Why wear a white coat to a pub?’


	For a split second Jacob felt hurt. He’d been wearing a lab coat for twenty years! The two men walked up to the bar. Jacob followed them.


	‘Seems like you didn’t want to get your hands dirty on the allotment.’ The man’s face became very red at Jacob’s words. He turned away.


	Feeling somewhat better, Jacob walked towards the corner of the bar, where Dave had been watching everything. Then to his horror Jacob discovered that Dave’s sister Peggy had also seen it all. She was sitting at a table with a friend and looked at him. A vague smile played across her lips.


	It was Jacob’s turn to turn red. His legs wobbly, he walked past Peggy, trying not to look at her. Why did she have to be here? Now she’d heard what the man said and was laughing at him as well. He quickly slipped on to his barstool and hid himself behind Dave’s broad back.


	Dave grinned. ‘Nice comeback.’


	‘Shall we not mention it?’


	Fred walked up to Jacob. ‘You want your usual?’


	Jacob nodded. He was ready for his one and only pint of the week.


	‘How was your week?’ Dave said, taking a swig of his lager. He was still wearing his work clothes. The words ‘Neighbourhood Warden’ shone out on the back of his jacket in the reflective letters.


	‘Well, other than being humiliated in front of Peggy, fine. You?’


	‘Nice and quiet. I like it when the citizens of Milbury behave themselves and don’t bother me.’


	‘Even that weird niece of yours? She is stalking me, you know.’


	Dave smiled. ‘Emily seems to be fine. Perhaps a bit bored, as she doesn’t know many people here yet.’ He sighed. ‘But I do hope she doesn’t get into trouble again.’ They sat in silence as Fred handed Jacob his pint.


	‘Does she enjoy working at Posh Nosh?’ Jacob said. Dave shook his head.


	‘No, not at all. She’s very annoyed she’s not allowed to take her rats to the shop. But Peggy’s got her respecting the rules more now. Did you notice her new hair colour?’


	‘Yes, I did. Why the change?’


	‘Peggy said the black hair and attire were scaring off the customers, so she made her change it. But Emily wouldn’t be Emily if she hadn’t rebelled. She’s much like a teenager in many ways, even though she’s twenty-three.’ Dave sighed. ‘We have her parents to blame for that.’


	Jacob nodded. ‘I didn’t want to say anything, but now that you mention it, she does seem a little emotionally immature.’


	Both men took a gulp of their drinks and watched the football on the TV that hung above the bar. Jacob glanced round to see if Peggy was still watching him, but she’d gone. Part of him was disappointed she’d left.


	Near the window Jacob then spotted Marlee sitting at a table with a man. They were drinking coffee. Was that her father? He couldn’t remember ever seeing him at a parent-teacher night.


	‘Have you heard from the mug people yet?’ Dave asked. Jacob shook his head.


	‘No, not yet. It’s annoying as I am coming to a point in the project that I need to expand my computer output. And without the money from the mug contract, I wouldn’t be able to.’ He scrubbed his hand across his face. ‘If I don’t hear from them soon, I won’t be able to continue. And this just now as the computer has finished a string of calculation it started nine days ago.’


	Dave shifted on his barstool and cleared his throat. Jacob knew Dave didn’t like talking about his project. He’d always been sceptical about the success of it. They sat in silence.


	The entrance of Abe Monday broke the tension between the two friends. Although he was only thirty-two, they had all become friends.


	Abe took a seat near them and smiled. ‘Why so gloomy? You would almost say you two had had a dreadful week.’


	‘Well, now that you mention it,’ Jacob said. ‘Priscilla told me today that Godric doesn’t like the clutter on my allotment. Pffft, as if there is clutter on my allotment. I know exactly where everything is.’


	Abe raised his eyebrows and exchanged a look with Dave. Jacob didn’t notice and continued on.


	‘And why are Priscilla and Godric so focussed on rats?’ Jacob shrugged his shoulders. ‘There have always been rats at the allotments, but I say live and let live.’


	Dave nodded in ascent. ‘I agree. There are rats on the allotments, but I don’t think they are a problem.’


	Abe shrugged. ‘People can have funny ideas sometimes.’


	‘I think Priscilla just likes to find fault with me. Get me banned perhaps.’ Jacob sighed deeply. ‘Why did she have to come back to York?’ He absentmindedly twirled his glass around on the bar. Condensation dripped down from it, leaving a wet stain on the coaster.


	The door of the pub had opened and Abe stared at the man coming in. Jacob glanced at him. The man seemed out of place somehow. As if he didn’t belong in a small neighbourhood pub. The man was big and burly, and wore a trench coat. His eyes darted about the room.


	‘Who’s that shifty character?’ Dave said.


	Abe leaned in and whispered, ‘If I’m not mistaken that’s Hal Simms. One of loan shark Jebediah Chase’s henchmen.’


	Dave raised an eyebrow. ‘Never heard of him.’


	‘Well, Jebediah normally operates in Middlesbrough, so it’s not that strange you’ve never heard of him.’ Abe looked at the man some more. ‘I wonder what Hal is doing here in York.’ The three men watched as the man took a table in the corner by the window.


	Abe grinned and pushed Jacob with his elbow.


	‘Did you perhaps spend too much money on your project and borrowed money from Jebediah?’


	Jacob looked a bit uncomfortable, but managed a wry smile. Luckily at that moment his watch beeped. Gulping down the rest of his beer, Jacob got up.


	‘Sorry, guys, but I have to go. The International Space Station is going to fly over in fifteen minutes and I still have to set up my telescope.’ He gave a quick wave and left Abe and Dave at the bar to watch some more football.


	Just before Jacob reached the door, the man who had come in with Ian Fraser quickly left the pub. Why was he in such a hurry?


	 


	 


	Paddy


	Vinnie, Pete and I were back on the wall, watching out over the allotments.


	‘I don’t care what Cecil says,’ I said. ‘I like sitting up here observing the two-leggeds.’ Vinnie nodded.


	‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Sitting up high gives me the feeling I’m superior to them.’


	‘Aren’t we anyway?’ Pete said. It was a deep question, especially coming from him. We pondered it a bit, as the sky slowly darkened.


	‘Maybe we’re not superior as such,’ Vinnie said. ‘It’s more like a mutual coexistence and acceptance, I think. They need us to keep their gardens clear of pests like snails and slugs and we need them for our entertainment.’ Pete and I nodded our agreement. We could always rely on Vinnie to come up with something philosophical.


	There were not that many two-leggeds about any more to observe, though. Just a few with their dogs in tow. One of them was an older female, who walked a small grey dog. I watched her for a bit. Something felt wrong about her and I couldn’t put my paw on it. Her dog sauntered along, looking bored and uninterested, but the two-legged was all eyes and ears, scanning the path and allotments as if looking for something.


	‘Look at that two-legged, guys,’ I said. ‘She seems a bit strange, don’t you think?’


	‘What do you mean by strange?’ Vinnie said. ‘She’s just walking her dog.’


	‘I know, but it feels off.’ We studied the two-legged some more.


	‘Why do two-leggeds walk their dogs, by the way?’ Pete said. ‘It’s almost as if the dogs are their prisoners, tied up like that, always having to stay close.’


	Vinnie shook his head. ‘They do release them, you know.’ He pointed to the top of the hill. ‘I went past the top of the hill once and up there is a large field where the dogs are released and run around.’


	‘But then they are tied up again,’ Pete said.


	Vinnie shrugged. ‘Yes, that’s true.’


	‘Perhaps the two-leggeds don’t trust their dogs to be able to roam around on their own,’ I said. ‘Perhaps the dogs are not smart enough for that.’


	‘But their cats roam around on their own,’ Pete said. ‘And they are the most untrustworthy creatures ever.’


	Our attention went back to the two-legged in question as she and her dog almost bumped into two young female two-leggeds, who came out of one the allotments. The blue haired two-legged was one of them.


	‘Ah,’ the older female said to them. ‘Your allotment is one of the worst.’


	The yellow-haired young female with Blue Hair raised her eyebrows at her. ‘Worst?’


	‘Yes, it’s full of bird food and everyone knows that having food about attracts the rats.’ Older Female pointed at a large number of fat balls and peanut strings that were strung between the branches of an elder on the allotment.


	‘Godric is going to implement a ban on bird food. A letter to that effect will go out to all Hoes & Rakes tenants very soon.’


	Pete’s ears started twitching. ‘What will we eat if the bird food is gone?’ he said.


	‘The bird food helps the birds through the winter,’ Yellow Hair said. ‘Do you want to endanger them?’


	‘Tsss,’ Older Female said. ‘Most of the bird food is eaten by rats and not birds. And besides, it’s already May and the birds can find their own food.’


	‘She’s not wrong,’ I said. ‘We do eat a lot of the bird food. Pretty smart for a two-legged.’


	Vinnie smirked. ‘The bird food is not mostly eaten by rats. It’s mostly eaten by Pete.’


	Pete glared at Vinnie.


	‘Can I help it that I simply love bird food?’ he said. ‘But seriously, guys. What are we going to do without it?’ He started pacing up and down the length of the wall.


	Older Female walked on, pulling the dog along on its lead.


	‘You’d better be warned,’ she said to the young females over her shoulder.


	Blue Hair shook her head at the retreating form of Older Female. ‘Horrible old bat.’ A pet rat crawled out of the sleeve of Blue Hair’s sweater and she petted it. Then they walked off in the opposite direction of Older Female.


	‘What are we going to do?’ Pete said. He frantically pulled at the fur on his head.


	‘Calm down,’ Vinnie said. ‘I’m certain it won’t come to the worst.’


	‘Nevertheless,’ I said. ‘This is important news. We’d better tell the others about it.’ We jumped off the wall and ran towards the shed where my cousins Oscar and Millicent lived. Halfway there we bumped into Eddy, the red squirrel who had been hanging about with us lately. He was a bit of an anomaly, as all the squirrels on the hill were grey ones. Eddy joined us and together the four of us ran on.


	I had a little niggle of a bad feeling about the situation. What if Pete was right and things did come to the worst? What would we do then?


	 
















CHAPTER THREE


	 


	 


	 


	Without looking where he was going, Jacob scribbled his latest experimental findings in his notebook. It was always fun to hang about in old Mr and Mrs Kitchen’s back garden to check on the toads spawn in their pond, especially early on Saturday morning, when they were less likely to disturb him. He’d never told them exactly what he studied in their pond; he was afraid that Mrs Kitchen would get the willies if she knew there were a large number of toads in her garden.
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