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	published in print as "Compound Five" in 2007


	and set in 2008;


	a year ultimately stranger than fiction.
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	The balance of life;


	some days you are the bug, and


	some days the windscreen.


	 




ENDGAME I







On a cold, dry, bright sunny morning the nose of a car poked through a casual roadside gathering. A passenger sat in reflective contemplation; his normally chatty driver knowing that, on this occasion, silence was the only option. Only a bodyguard showed animation and he did what he always did, watch and be ready. Instead of the usual banter, exchanging a stream of observant comments as they passed the world by, the trio seemed to stay within themselves.


	The car passed through barriers and checks unimpeded, until it reached a parking space by which attendants politely waited to perform their duties.


	Doors were opened, the passenger stepped out, then he and an entourage made their way into an adjacent building. Footstep echoes changed in myriad ways as doorways and passageways were negotiated. The walk finished in a room suffused with the murmurs of puzzled expectation. As soon as the passenger sat down, a strong voice rang out asking for and drawing a silence.


	The passenger stood up to a lectern.


	"I have an announcement to make."


	 




AN ORDINARY DAY


	Anna did not hear the gate latch lift. The sound was drowned by an enthusiastic celebration of schools out for Easter. But she noticed when a shaggy head arose, instantly alert.


	Wolf was accurately named. A smaller than the usual cross-breed, he was more wolf than hound; but very gentle and mostly quiet. He rarely made noises other than panting, apart from an occasional excited 'yip' when chasing a ball.


	An early retiree from security after an injury, he proved an impressive guard dog who pawdled two opportunist burglars on his first night. They had cased a house being sold, watched the new owners go out for a take-away after the removal vans left, then pounced. The pair were found cowering in the back garden whilst Wolf gnawed on a bone nearby.


	After arrival the following day, children had listened wide-eyed to a description of the incident, then been wary of their new pet until the youngest patted Wolf absent-mindedly and said, "Good Dog." Wolf responded by licking dirt from a hand, instant hound-child bonds formed, and the dog subsequently developed a protective fussiness over all the youngsters.


	Any potential resentment of canine guardianship, from the eldest daughter or her twin sisters, evaporated after events in a local park one Saturday. The oldest, Sophie, had returned from a clothes expedition whilst the twins, Gemma and Elaine, were with Wolf and the youngest, a boy known as Nat.


	The park was a meeting point where the girls discussed whatever mattered to them whilst Wolf exercised Nat. On this day a man appeared through a hedge, grabbed a shoulder bag, sliced the strap and vanished with it. Wolf had dragged Nat to Sophie, who released his lead and said, "Fetch," the first thing that came to mind.


	The dog had reappeared a short while later with a wrist held in the no-nonsense grip of drooling teeth, the unopened bag still held by the bag-snatcher. The man was minus his knife but had blood flowing from a cut. Sophie had used a handkerchief to wrap the injury whilst Wolf just planted his rump and sat, still gripping the wrist.


	Two more men appeared and grabbed the twins from behind. Both girls promptly ran a heel down a shin on their respective attackers, stomped on toes and swung a fist back walloping genitals; exactly as they had been taught in martial arts class a few weeks earlier. The men had bent double in pain, then froze when unearthly noises came from Wolf.


	It was the first time that the children had heard their dog growl, let alone bark, but the noises went straight to the hind-brains of the three men; who understood a dog bulletin of 'Make my day' when they heard it.


	Sophie had been impressed. So had Anna, her husband Dale and the officers who arrested the bag-snatch team. The reaction from Sophie was due to her previously dismissive remarks on the martial arts classes her sisters had been attending. She had not been enamoured with either the instructor or his assistant, the latter whom she had brushed-off as a chancer.


	Both men had harped on about the need to train your belief in yourself as much as any physical abilities, which Sophie considered fatuous. On seeing the confidence exuding from her sisters as the men behind them collapsed in agony, she had decided to re-enrol and persuade Nat to go.


	The assistant was not a chancer and was disappointed when Sophie gave up after the free introductory lesson. So after she reappeared he had taken a more cautious line, which is why they had now been going out for several months.


	Anna did hear the gate creak. Wolf erupted from his blanket, planted four paws on the hall floorboards and stood staring at the front door, quivering in anticipation. Mother and children stopped and gazed down the hallway.


	"Dad?" queried Nat.


	A key in the lock broke the tension, then Dale Engadine stepped into his home to be almost bowled over by a joyful hairy body. "Hello, you!"


	Wolf promptly bounded off to the kitchen.


	"You're early?" Anna took a slipcase from her husband and embraced him with determination. Applause and cheers came from the three younger children. Sophie just grinned sheepishly. Wolf was audible scrabbling in the kitchen.


	As the couple parted, Dale smirked. "Power and comms out. They've started the build on the plot at the front of the estate. First thing done was put an auger straight through a power feed and the phone cable and take out everything on our side."


	"Ouch!" Anna grinned.


	Wolf returned with a lead clamped in his jaw, sat and offered a hopeful paw.


	"Opportunist," said Dale, with a wry smile. "It's going to be tomorrow afternoon before we're back in action. It'll take until at least Sunday night just to get the servers checked. I have an unexpectedly free weekend."


	"That's going to be costly?"


	"For the diggers insurers, yes. They were eight feet out. Wrong zero."


	"Irish?"


	"Norwegian!" Dale shrugged, then sighed.


	"Anything else wrong, Dad?" Sophie walked across and pointedly peered over brand-new designer spectacles.


	"I've just got rid of the cough from the demolition. Now it'll be the junk from the build and the agent is refusing to increase the maintenance on the air-con. The filters will clog again and we'll have staff on repeated sick, including me. Taking offices built on an old defence site was probably not a good idea, even if it was cheaper. The Ministry is refusing to give details of materials used at the base. They're annoyed because we've applied to Europe for the data."


	He hung up his jacket. "Some snotty bureaucrat said I was jumping the gun. I suggested he relocate his office and get some personal experience. He was even less impressed that Health and Safety are considering our suggestion of a site office after the string of accidents last month. I think I've blotted our book for the new government contracts."


	"Will that make any difference?" Sophie was peeved that her specs had not registered. "You said you never do tenders."


	"We don't. If they want us, they have to ask. But he actually made a direct threat!"


	"Not recording, dear?" Anna had a gently quizzical smirk.


	"Of course! Already transcribed and certified."


	"Oh, nice one, Dad," acknowledged Sophie. "Shall I do the honours?" She held up the lead and wiped off drool.


	"No. I could do with a walk to clear my head. I'll just go and change. Any chance of tea?" He glanced hopefully at Anna.


	"Oh, all right," she droned back, jokingly.


	o-O-o


	Invigorated by the walk with Wolf, Dale bounded up the steps to the front door, went to lean on it and almost fell over as it was wrenched open.


	"Don't hang around, you're driving!"


	"Where to?"


	Anna turned to yell a barrage of instructions into the hall whilst she grabbed the lead and yanked Wolf through the door. The floor was full of packs and bags in the process of being stuffed for departure, in front of the giant mirror that made the Victorian hallway look even larger than it was.


	"What is … ?" Dale studied the controlled chaos.


	Sophie appeared, marshalling the other children. "Gran's rung. Your free weekend is in Ledbury. Mum's packed you, I've got these organised. Sort the car. Please?"


	For a brief moment everyone froze. Dale shrugged and put out a hand. Car keys sailed through and he caught them neatly. "Somebody call Granddad and …"


	"The scrumpy is settling," yelled Anna from the kitchen.


	"Fine," murmured Dale as he headed to get the family MPV from the garage.


	o-O-o


	"Welcome to a far saner part of the world." Huw Engadine ambled up to an open drivers window after closing a gate.


	"Hello, Dad!" Dale shut off the engine, all the doors opened and assorted bodies stretched their way out of confinement.


	"Granddad!" Nat burst forth and ran to give a hug.


	Anna and Sophie emerged blinking in the evening light whilst Gemma and Elaine continued the sisterly argument that had preoccupied them for the journey. Wolf yawned a complaint from the back and Anna went to let him out.


	"Smells better here," said Sophie, stroking her hair back.


	"Nice specs!" Huw tilted his head to one side.


	"Pardon?" Dale turned to his daughter, puzzled.


	Anna laughed. "Have you only just noticed? She's had them on all day!"


	"What? Where did they come from?"


	"Your mother and I," said Huw. "Sophie asked to cash-in a bond we gave her because she wanted new glasses for her summer job. She's not old enough for laser surgery and her school glasses wouldn't do. So we offered to pay. If she's going to work in media, she needs to look the part."


	"Why didn't you … ," but Dale did not get to finish.


	"Because I need them for myself and I thought I ought to pay. You pay everything else." Sophie did not quite smile, it was an expression that politely said, 'This is me'.


	Anna did smile. "She is our daughter, Dale, every inch. She happens to agree with our principles and doesn't like how some of her friends sponge off their parents."


	"Manipulate, please!" Sophie smirked, mischievously.


	"This was for herself," said Anna. "Flexing the wings."


	"So grandparents paid?"


	"No, Dad, it's a loan. I'll pay back from my earnings."


	Dale erupted into an enormous smile. "That's my girl!"


	"Mind you," added Sophie, "When my eyes are suitable for laser surgery …"


	"We'll sort that one out," interrupted Dale, emphatically. "Sheesh, the first one is preparing to flee the nest."


	"What about college?" Huw chortled.


	Anna laughed out loud. "We're insured!"


	Wolf casually relieved himself over a concrete post, one with stains from his previous attention. The twins had finished their argument and were climbing from the MPV.


	Perched at the rear, hanging onto a gas strut for the door, Gemma peered over a hedge and suddenly yelled.


	"There's a trampoline in the back garden!"


	"What?" Five other voices chorused.


	Dale turned a stunned gaze to his father. "Dad?"


	Huw shrugged and waved at a nearby house. "From Charlie, next door. They're emigrating to New Zealand on Monday. We thought it might be useful for when you come to stay." His stance was a study of innocence.


	Yelling whoops of delight, the twins and Nat hurtled through a gate in the hedge, closely followed by Wolf.


	Dale boomed, shattering the peace of the surroundings. "SHOES OFF! ONE AT A TIME! NO FIGHTING!"


	Sophie stuck hands over her ears and blinked. "Da-a-ad!" When she took them away, she added, "You're loud!"


	Nat had audibly won the challenge and was bouncing, gaining height. The twins could be heard alternately egging him on and demanding a turn.


	Anna regarded her daughter. "That's because he knows the rules, from experience."


	"Dad?" Sophie was puzzled.


	"Your father was a budding trampoline champion at his scholarship school." Huw gave a cautious smile.


	"Until we fell out with the PE master," came an older female voice.


	"Hello, Mum," said Dale, leaning to give Matilda Engadine a determined hug. Then he asked, "How big is it?"


	"Four metres."


	Behind Dale, Huw risked his smile getting a little wider as his wife spoke.


	"Hardly used, too. Charlie bought it last year, then was made redundant, so wrote to all his contacts asking if anyone knew of a job. A reply from New Zealand asked for a CV.


	"He went to an interview and they were so impressed, he was given accelerated visa clearance. There's a party over here tomorrow. We've been feeding them because their house is nearly cleared, but they're out tonight."


	"Sold?"


	"Mike Nesham. He's back." Matilda flicked an eyebrow.


	"Mike? Next door?"


	"With family."


	"Family? You mean somebody took him on?"


	Huw laughed loudly. "Who do you think?"


	Dale paused, mouth open, then quietly said, "Julie."


	"And they have three. The oldest is 12 going on 50. And Mike is trimmer than you are." Matilda smirked.


	"This I have to see!"


	Sophie put her hands on her hips and pouted. "Are we going to unload or just stand here? I want a try, as well!" She flicked her head towards the sounds from the garden.


	There was a moment of hesitation, then all five turned as one to clear the vehicle into the house.


	o-O-o


	Mugs chinked on a tray as Matilda got to the patio.


	"Oh-h, thanks Mum!" Anna grabbed a mug, took a swallow, closed her eyes and breathed deeply. "I need this!"


	Matilda carefully placed the tray on an aged teak garden table, checked to make sure that it was steady, then picked up a mug of her own. She stepped back and yelled.


	"TEA UP!"


	There was a brief flurry of movement, then the tray was empty apart from a dog bowl. The children sank their drinks and argued their way back to the trampoline.


	Wolf materialised and proffered a paw. Anna poured into the dog bowl from her mug, Matilda likewise and the bowl went on the floor. The contents lasted seconds, then the dog went back to watching the trampoline from a perch on a hummock.


	"How was the journey?" Matilda retrieved the bowl.


	"As ever," replied Anna. "We haven't missed the GPS. Dale has a good memory for roads. Some suicidal idiot tried to take the Birdlip turn too fast and went down the bank. Apart from that, Dale got us around all the other delays. I envy his ability to be calm behind the wheel. I can't do it, not on long journeys."


	"He was never one to waste his anger. He usually found a purpose for it. Anything else taken?" Matilda took a sip.


	"A calculator. In the glove box. We found one in a sale, same model. None of the children leave anything in the car, now."


	"Do you?"


	Anna shook her head. "Once bitten … ," she tailed off.


	"Not everyone reacts so well." Matilda coughed to clear her throat. "Insurance?"


	"Paid, done and dusted. Window and paint like new. Dale won't change the car, though. I still feel uncomfortable in it."


	"It was a supermarket car park, Anna. You don't get more public than that."


	Anna shook her head. "Precisely."


	A short silence was broken by a flushed Sophie. "Whoo-ee! Why can't we have one of those at home?"


	"Garden isn't big enough," replied Dale, approaching.


	"It would fit!"


	"Not enough space for a crash zone. The shed's in the way. None of you have broken a thing yet, I want it to stay that way."


	Sophie put her head to one side. "Why did you stop?"


	Huw went to speak but was waved quiet by Matilda, who was watching their son.


	Dale sighed. "I won a scholarship to a private boarding school. They had good facilities, but also a PE master called Dunster who measured himself by pupil trophies. I really liked the trampoline and qualified at county level. But there was a boy with rich parents who hated my being better at anything than him because I was a scholarship pupil. In a way, his putting me down is what spurred me on."


	"That's an understatement," murmured Huw.


	Dale shrugged. "I qualified for a major sports meeting, he didn't; and he was unhappy."


	"Huh!" Matilda had a face like thunder.


	Sophie caught a brief glimpse of hurt in her father, but it faded when he started to speak again.


	"A few days before the competition, I started feeling ill. Mr. Dunster went away to a schools meeting. By the time he came back I'd been admitted to the local hospital, had my stomach pumped, then been sent home by taxi. On the morning of the competition he turned up in a blind fury and literally dragged me out of bed, yelling that I was faking it to make him look bad.


	"Your grandma was at a shop down the road. She came back to find me missing, no note or anything, with the front door left wide open. Neighbours said a car had just driven away. Police put out a search and the car was traced to a stadium, spotted by an officer controlling the traffic."


	"Did you compete?" Sophie was solicitous.


	Dale shook his head. "I collapsed in front of referees, who were concerned that I didn't look good. Dunster was arrested. The school were unhelpful at first, playing down the publicity. Then they took sides with Dunster and got very obstructive."


	"Tchah!" Matilda still had the thunder look. "Drugs, indeed!"


	"Dad?" A shocked Sophie sat with her mouth slightly open.


	"I tested positive but also for an allergic reaction, which is what had caused the illness. But there was no trace of anything in my room or things at school and no one could explain where it had come from, because it was something experimental.


	"I went back after a fortnight off and the first thing was the other boy making a sarcastic reference and knowing the drug type. But nobody had released the details at that point, so I went to my house-master and asked him what he thought. Next thing, both the boy and his father have been questioned.


	"The father was an industrialist who owned a research company. Just after I'd qualified for the event, the boy had gone home for a weekend. He took a sample from a case, intending to use it to get me disqualified by a drugs test, but wasn't prepared for an allergic reaction. He loaded my juice at breakfast, three times. But the second glass was spilt in jostling and I'd reacted by the third day and was being violently sick."


	"What was his name?"


	Dale looked at his daughter. "Calvin, I think. Not sure of his surname." He gave a deep sigh. "I know his Dad was furious, because the company licence was suspended till their security procedures were investigated; and news of my reaction killed the interest in their experimental stuff. The shares dropped a long way, so he had to sell out."


	"And we took you away and sent you to a state school, who were totally unprepared." Huw shook his head.


	"Granddad?" Sophie had curiosity written all over her.


	"The private Head was upset because he lost Dunster and the pupil. Dunster was fined, but lost his teaching licence, and the industrialist cancelled a donation to a new science block. The Head and I had a falling out. Mind you, I did get a fees refund. I didn't give him a choice."


	"Oh? You never said!" Dale was visibly surprised.


	"I gave them to the local school. Helped them put a new pavilion on their sports fields."


	"That's why the PE mistress was being nice! Everyone else reckoned she was a dragon!"


	Anna smirked. "Your secrets are coming out, dear!"


	Sophie giggled. "So what else were they unprepared for?"


	Huw put his empty mug on the tray and leaned on the table.


	"A bright student who was determined. And who came into a completely different curriculum at 15; then cleared ten O-levels and four A-levels, all with high grades."


	"Followed by a degree in Biochemistry and Computing." The thunder had gone from Matilda. "Your Granddad and I were the only ones with one of the new little camcorders at the degree ceremony. They wouldn't let bigger recorders be taken in."


	"You still haven't said why you stopped the trampoline, Dad." Sophie seemed intrigued.


	"I didn't. It was made plain that a drugs question would never go away, so heading into any form of athletics would have been a minefield. I gave that a miss. My balance was affected for a while, but I persevered. I kept going through my degree and as a graduate. We had one in Dorset but it was old; and there wasn't the room in our next house, so we sold it. Since then, I've just kept fit in other ways."


	"I didn't know you'd been a post-grad, Dad. You don't have a certificate on the wall like you do for your degree." Sophie, for all her teenage inability to spot a mile-wide hint, realised that she had touched a nerve. In an attempt to heal the conversational chasm, she compounded things by jerking her head towards the trampoline and saying, "I'll bet you couldn't do it, now!"


	Anna reacted. "Da-a-a-le?" This was more of a 'Don't-you-dare' admonishment than a question.


	"Have you still got my old joggers, Dad?"


	"Long gone to rag. There's a new pair of mine in the closet."


	Anna stood up as her husband vanished into the house, then turned on her daughter. "Sophie! I'll deal with you!"


	"What did I do?"


	"He was like a bear with a sore head for months after we left Dorset. There was nothing for him to work out his fury on. Only the news of the twins kicked him out of it."


	Matilda moved to smooth the atmosphere. "Anna, he's older and quieter now. You've seen that. And he had very good reasons to be annoyed then. He doesn't now."


	"I don't remember him being angry, Mum?"


	"I'm not surprised, you were barely four. Anyway, he wasn't. Just wound up and ready to go bang."


	Sophie made a mental note to find out more about why the family had suddenly moved from Dorset. She may have been very young, but she could still remember the enormous house and expansive garden that were suddenly replaced.


	Although both later houses were big, neither was a patch on the place she was born in. For years she had secretly taken out the family photo albums to study pictures of somewhere for which she had always felt a vague sense of loss. If ever the subject was raised, it was always quickly closed off.


	She asked her mother, "What did the twins do?"


	Anna took a deep breath. "I had a terrible pregnancy and was very ill. Your Dad was tough, but scared. He's always put others before himself, especially family. I don't think anyone knows all that he's given up. People have dumped on him more than once."


	"Dad doesn't seem the sort to carry a grudge."


	"I don't give him the chance," replied a forthright Anna. "I do my best not to let the past get raked up. You'll have to learn how to do that with your partner."


	"Mu-u-um?" This bewildered teenage reaction to maternal bluntness gave Huw and Matilda a brief chuckle.


	The conversation crunched a change of gear when Dale bounded out, resplendent in mismatched T-shirt and joggers. He waved in passing, wending his way towards the trampoline.


	"OK, my turn now!"


	Nat bounced to a stunned halt. Gemma and Elaine gazed at their father in shock. Matilda, Huw, Anna and Sophie followed out to the lawn.


	"Dad, you look just ridiculous!" Gemma giggled. Elaine smirked. Wolf perked up on his perch, profoundly confused.


	"Tell me that in ten minutes," replied Dale, as he helped an astonished Nat off the trampoline. Then he launched up neatly and tried some experimental bounces. At first there was little sound from the audience. Wolf silently followed his master up and down, tongue lolled out. Then there were just gentle gasps from the onlookers.


	As he warmed up Dale became more and more confident and it was clear he knew what he was up to. The four children stood transfixed by an instant lesson in what their father could do. But it was the two successive back-flips with opposing full-stretch turns that finished them off, with the girls erupting in squeals of delight and Nat punching the air in triumph.


	As an exhausted Dale climbed off the trampoline to face a grinning Anna, the silence was broken by an intoxicated Sophie.


	"Teach me!" Then she froze for a moment before sheepishly adding, "Did I just say that?"


	Nat, Gemma and Elaine clamoured with the same demand, then started arguing about it.


	"Enough!" Dale held up hands, then pointed at Sophie. "You ask that boyfriend of yours to give me some private tuition and I'll trade you some training. If we empty the shed into the garage and knock down the shed, there'll be enough room for a three metre and a safety zone. Deal?"


	"What about our toys?" chorused the younger three.


	"Boot sale for the older stuff, but we have surplus shelving at the office. You all need to help with the sorting, though. No disappearing onto a computer."


	"And you can practise on this one, when you come here." Huw patted the trampoline on which Dale was now leaning.


	Dale stuck out a hand, palm down. Nat didn't hesitate and put one on top. Sophie followed, grinning. Gemma and Elaine studied each other. Gemma whinged, "No computer?" Elaine replied, "Boot sale money!" Then they grinned and each slapped a hand on top of the stack.


	Anna walked over. "Does this mean I get an arbour?"


	"We could fit one in the corner," replied Dale.


	"Fine," said Anna, "I'll hold you to that," as she gently added her hand to the top of the pile.


	A 'yip' came from Wolf. He padded to the group, planted his rear and lifted a paw.


	"OK, OK," said Dale with a sigh. "You can have a new bit of grass to lie on. The things I have to do," he added, with a mock air of grievance.


	"There's always a price to pay," murmured Anna; clearly relishing that her long-requested replacement arbour, two houses and thirteen years overdue, would finally appear.


	 


	 




PARTY TIME


	The kitchen door creaked noisily as Dale walked carefully in. He went to sit at the large table, only to be brushed away by a fussing Matilda who directed him to a place setting at the end. Sunshine streaming through made him blink against the sheer force of light.


	"Anyone else, up?"


	"You're the last," came the dismissive reply. Matilda was fizzing in a baking session.


	"What time is it?"


	"Ten-thirty."


	"EH? Ouch!" Dale put a hand to the side of his head.


	"Anna and Sophie have gone food shopping, Gemma and Elaine are out with the Treacy girls, Huw has taken Nat to the station because a steam special is due through and Wolf is sleeping off a morning walk that Huw gave him."


	"Treacy girls?"


	"Triplets that moved into the end house last year."


	"Oh." Dale winced as a passing cloud cleared and the light became even brighter.


	"Eat your porridge, it will counter the afterburn from the scrumpy." Matilda had no sympathy.


	Dale tried to focus on the bowl in front of him. He reached for the neighbouring mug which looked invitingly dark and smelled of strong coffee.


	"Whoah!" It was incredibly strong coffee.


	As the porridge made a comforting way to his stomach, the world seemed to come into better view. "What else did you put in this?" He pointed at the near empty plate.


	"Did I tell you after your eighteenth?" Matilda stopped her fizzing.


	Dale studied his mother. "Not that I recall."


	"Have I ever told you after one of your sessions?"


	There was a momentary ponder, then, "I don't think so."


	"Why are you asking now?"


	"Anna could use the recipe."


	"She already knows, long ago. You're slow on that, which is surprising for you." The fizzle restarted.


	Dale stared. Then he asked, "I thought I only had two?"


	Matilda nodded. "After a long day that included a three-hour drive and blatant showmanship on a trampoline, which you have barely done in thirteen years. Silly boy!"


	"Actually I've been on one for months. At a fitness centre on the estate. I've been doing three lunchtimes a week. That was an opportunity to show off and get a trampoline in the garden without any complaints about losing the shed."


	"Dale Engadine!"


	"Yes, Mum?"


	Matilda pouted as her scolding bounced harmlessly off a smile. She sniffed, partly annoyed, partly in pride. "The latest batch, with apples from an old orchard. The one your Dad told you about."


	"Where the EU got upset about the unknown strain?"


	"Hah! Unknown? We knew what they were. Incompetents in Brussels hadn't got a clue. Couldn't decide whether it was a new or rogue variety or a lost one. The old farmer had records for the original planting. He and his son fended off scrotty bureaucrats brandishing a destruction order, on grounds of potential cross-contamination. They returned with police and a warrant and were arrested instead. Stupid idiots!"


	Dale's face was a picture. "Pardon?"


	"Wrong police. One was a part-time smallholder who had another orchard with the same apples. He'd been selling them for years from a roadside stall and took offence at the Brussels guys comments. Your Dad bought apples from both orchards and used them for some test brewing. Did you enjoy it?"


	"Bloody potent!"


	"Dale!" Matilda had never given an inch to her son and was not about to do so.


	"Sorry, Mum. How much did he make?"


	"Gallons. Used some in a tasting a while back. A small cider press put up funding to refurbish both orchards. They're going into production. No one has tasted that cider in sixty years!"


	An empty dish was put to one side. "They have now."


	o-O-o


	Busy sounds filled the house and garden. An ad hoc party-cum-gathering spilled over to next-door where Charlie Smith was going through past, present and unfinished changes to the house with Mike Nesham. The fact that Dale and these two were old friends was not lost on the audience, who were waiting for something to happen. It had, but not quite how anyone expected.


	The two boys had become a trio with Dale after he appeared in their school. This led to interesting events, some positive in athletics, and some less so with motor-scooters. The exploits of the trio had generated enough column inches in local papers to keep their families occupied. A few in Ledbury had sighed with relief when all three went to separate colleges.


	Charlie inherited a house next to the Engadine home at the ripe post-student age of twenty-three and settled with a job in a local pharmaceutical company. He married Vivienne, a student friend from Stroud, and two boys followed. Family life suited both to a tee and their world seemed OK until two years back. Vivienne had gone to the doctor with a stomach pain. She was rushed to hospital and never came home. A massive tumour killed her in less than eight weeks.


	Just as the family recovered from the chaos after the death of his wife, Charlie was suddenly made redundant. His company was shut down after a hostile takeover. It was intriguing when, after receiving an email asking for his CV, his raising the idea of emigrating to the far side of the planet had received an emphatic 'Go for it, Dad' from both sons.


	Mike left on a post-uni gap year with on-off girlfriend, Julie, and was last heard from in California. It was a surprise when he turned-up with family to view the Smith house.


	As one headed off for foreign climes, the other had returned, to set up his own software company back in his home town.


	"Wha-ho, Pramster!" Dale strolled into the discussion.


	Charlie winced. "It will be good to go where that name won't follow."


	"Don't you dare," warned Mike, waving a finger at Dale.


	"What, call you Thunderguts!" Julie smirked.


	Mike turned to his wife. "I thought you'd forgotten!"


	"What with you, Pramster and the Over, here, reunited?" A thumb was jerked towards Dale.


	Anna had come up behind her husband. "Over?"


	"Over hill and dale." Dale winced as Anna laughed.


	"Where did that come from," she asked, with a hint of 'There had better be no hidden secrets in this' on her face.


	Charlie flourished his arms. "Look, I'm the Pramster because I restored an old Vespa for my first scooter. Dad was known as Pram-Handles when he ran the scooter, when he was younger."


	"Why?" Anna was incredulous.


	"Because he wanted the US Chopper look and made new handlebars, but the only stainless steel tube he could find came from a discarded Silver Cross pram."


	Anna laughed until she started coughing. Julie leaned over to help. All three men stood in mute forbearance. Julie then added, quietly, "You don't need an explanation for Thunderguts. Just remember Mike is not a big fan of beans or pulses, because of their effects on him."


	Wide-eyed, Anna then asked, "So where does …"


	"I could ride a scooter just about anywhere," interrupted Dale. "Including up a local ridge that was an unofficial hill-climb site. No one else ever managed to get over the top. I did, and was known as Over as a result."


	Mass sniggers broke out in the audience.


	"Never mind, dear," said Anna, gently patting her husbands shoulder. "We all have our 'cross' to bear."


	"Uuuuuuh!" Charlie cringed at the pun.


	"You're welcome," responded Anna.


	In the midst of all the reunion and departure emotions it took a while to notice that the Engadine twins were behaving out of character. Only when events from the morning were detailed did anyone remotely realise that two smitten cases of puppy love had broken out.


	Gemma had renewed an acquaintance with Eric, the younger son of Charlie, having not seen him for about a year. A previous crisp dislike had quickly transformed into the opposite. She was now very upset that he was heading to New Zealand.


	Simultaneously there was a spat in progress with her sister. This had a lot to do with Elaine going doe-eyed over Woodrow, the eldest son of Mike and Julie, within seconds of meeting him; just as Gemma concluded that 1 + 1 was not going to equal 2.


	Pippa, Nancy and Arianne Treacy had not helped events by having a mutual fit of the giggles.


	Gemma and Elaine had come back from the Treacy house fuming and in silence. Throughout the early afternoon the two girls had been deliberately in separate locations. They were still their usual helpful selves, but for the first time anyone could recall they had been operating apart. Prior to this you could have sworn that they had been joined since birth.


	In the controlled bedlam that was a natural state for Matilda, no one had paid much attention. Only when the guests started to arrive did the degree of separation get noticed.


	Brian and Debbie Treacy and their girls appeared just as the gathering was getting up steam and Arianne dropped the first spanner into the conversational works. "Have Gemma and Elaine made up over Eric and Woody yet?"


	Huw described the sort of silence that followed as a 'You're what?' moment.


	o-O-o


	"Has anyone been eating my cakes?" Sophie stood in the patio doorway holding an empty dish, faintly puzzled.


	"I put a plateful out …" The answer trailed off as Matilda spotted what her granddaughter was holding. "Oh!"


	Pippa turned, saw the plate and grinned. "We've been eating those," she indicated her sisters. "They're very nice. A bit of a different taste."


	Matilda peered down her nose. "All the stuff on the little table is meant for Sophie first. Only when she's had her choice does it go on the main table for the rest of us."


	Debbie leapt to the defence of her daughters. "Why's that? I've been snacking there as well."


	Anna jumped in to smooth the ripples. "Don't worry, we'll get some more out. You've not been here before."


	Debbie shook her head. Anna took Sophie back into the house. Pippa was studying her empty plate.


	Dale had been furiously masticating and finally managed to swallow so he could speak. "Sophie is wheat intolerant and related stuff like barley and semolina. By the time she was five she was fed up with getting much the same thing at every meal. Life is boring if you take a generic item like wheat out of a diet.


	"Then Anna found some training in Germany and she and Matilda went for a week. Sophie had her sixth birthday here and the side table was full of stuff, so she had a choice like everyone else. We've done it ever since, adding recipes over time. When Sophie's finished it goes on the main table, for the rest of us."


	"Is she coeliac?" Debbie was curious.


	"No, it's not gluten she reacts to, it's something else."


	Nancy came over to stand by her mother. "What happens if Sophie eats something with wheat in it?"


	"I go to sleep, usually." Sophie stepped onto the patio, carrying a bowl of food and munching on a tortilla. "When I wake up I can feel sick, be bloated, flushed, have a headache, or a mouth that tastes like the inside of a tram-drivers glove; or any combination of those."


	"How do you know what a tram-drivers glove tastes like?" Pippa was now in a picky mood.


	"Dad uses that expression, especially after cider or beer. Mum has a cousin who drives trams in Sheffield. When I went on a visit I asked about the taste of her work gloves." Sophie grinned, "I can tell you, Dad's right, that's exactly what my mouth is like after I get something with wheat in by mistake." She sweetly added, "Any other questions?"


	"If your stuff doesn't use wheat, what does it have?"


	Anna emerged onto the patio. "All sorts of other flours such as rice, tapioca, soya, potato, corn and maize; and fruit, candied peel, nuts and anything else that Sophie can eat. After eleven years we are getting quite good at it."


	Pippa was indignant. "Maize? That's what Africans eat! And rice? Tapioca? Euugh!" A horrified silence spread out.


	"Maize is a common ingredient in food, plus quite a lot of alcohol," replied Sophie with an exaggerated calm. "Chances are that if you read the contents on anything in your food cupboard, half of it will list maize in some form or another." Another tortilla was pointedly held up.


	Nancy casually asked of her sister, "Have you read the ingredients on your favourite breakfast? It's got maize in it."


	Pippa let out a piercing scream, then rushed to the house heading for the kitchen, visibly trying not to be sick. Nancy and Arianne grinned to each other.


	An unimpressed Debbie scolded, "That was nasty, girls."


	"Accurate, Mum," countered Arianne. "I am so not a fan of prejudice, especially in my sister."


	Matilda took a deep breath. "Is something going on?"


	Debbie let out a sigh. "Growing pains. Pippa's had some surprises at school lately and she's having to deal with it."


	"Amelie Burham," murmured Nancy.


	"Isn't that the nice girl from Ghana? The one everyone seems to like?" Matilda reacted to stares. "Um, she works in Tesco on Saturday. I often see her, and her friends, lots of them."


	"Actually she's from Weston-super-Mare," said Arianne, dismissively. "Her grandparents came over from Ghana, but her Mum was born in Lincoln and her Dad in Chester. They met at Bristol Uni and got married there. They moved here when her Dad changed his job. Her Mum's a teacher."


	Debbie scolded again, "And the rest, my young gossip?"


	"Sorry, Mum." Arianne looked contrite.


	"No, Arianne, you started, you finish." Debbie had that flat tone which presages a toe-curling silence. One of those parental commands that make you want the ground to swallow you. The effect never leaves, even after becoming a parent yourself and having to give stoic support to whoever is issuing the challenge. The audience patiently waited, which just seemed to make the chasm even deeper.


	Arianne swallowed. "Amelie joined our school last year. She's bright. And she's put Pippa in second place where she used to be first, which Pippa doesn't like, and Amelie gets on with everyone. Pippa's been scummy about that but her friends have told her she's wrong and that's made it worse. I didn't help because I agreed with them and Pip and I had an argument. Then we had Soc and Phil last week."


	"Sock and fill?" Dale was confused.


	"Sociology and Philosophy. RE, to you and me," said Brian. "A good summary, Arianne, but the details need some work." He turned to the gathering. "Our rather bright daughter has hit the reality buffers. She's been the top in her year ever since going to school and pretty much cruised through on that. Along comes a newcomer who steals the crown and Pippa has had to learn to compete. She's not taking to the idea easily. The fact that Amelie does it by sheer hard work hasn't gone down well, either. The girl had a year out due to illness at the age of ten, then had to work hard to catch up and has done so ever since. It's normal for her, but the concept is new to Pippa. Personally I think it's doing our daughter a power of good."


	Debbie, Nancy and Arianne all sniggered.


	"What about RE?" Matilda snaffled a slice of fruit cake from Sophie's plate and nibbled on it. Sophie just smiled.


	Arianne looked at her Mum for a moment. "We were doing projects on AIDS and other stuff. Pippa tried to be the big 'I am' and went on the Internet, but mostly what she had was publicity from drug companies saying how wonderful they are now. Then it came to Amelie and she was a bit reluctant."


	"Not surprising," murmured Nancy. "But Pippa just got what she deserved. She shouldn't have been so sarcastic."


	Eyebrows rose in the audience. Arianne coughed.


	"Amelie said she hadn't done anything special, but asked if she could read out a poem emailed from a distant cousin called Ndaba, who was here for a visit a few months ago. We all met him, he was very nice."


	For a moment Arianne looked as if she was reconciling some inner regret, then she said, "He liked writing. Stories, poems, essays. The email described how he was losing his friends to AIDS and drugs and the poem was about a friend who died whilst Ndaba was in the UK. Life in Ghana, as he described it, was very different to what Pippa had read. That's when Pippa was sarcastic.


	"Then Amelie said that Ndaba had been killed outside his school when two drug gangs had a street battle over pitches to sell drugs to the students, about ten minutes after he sent the email from the school computer room.


	"She wanted to go to the funeral, but can't. Her grandparents left Ghana for political reasons. If anyone official knew whose granddaughter she was, it's unlikely she'd be allowed into the country; and even if she was, she might not get back out; not alive, anyway."


	Debbie was gazing at her daughter almost in admiration.


	Nancy stuck up a finger. "That's why her family moved here. A new manager joined her Dads company. He was also from Ghana. Amelie's Dad was asked to show him around when he was due to start. He mentioned this to her Granddad who asked if there was a photo. Granddad told her Dad to quit and get his family away without ever meeting the other guy. Something political and nasty back in Ghana, Amelie said."


	"You certainly get lessons in real life, in school, these days." Matilda shrugged.


	"You get those anywhere, love," added Huw.


	Arianne stood up and shook crumbs from her clothes. "Can we have a go on the trampoline?" She looked hopeful.


	"Shoes off, one at a time … ," Dale was interrupted.


	"No fighting, we know, we've been told." Nancy sniggered. Sophie put her plate on the teak table, kicked off her shoes and headed onto the lawn, waving Nancy and Arianne to join her.


	o-O-o


	The evening light was fading when events took a turn for the strange. Piercing screams from Elaine brought adults from all directions, to find Nat and Eric coughing badly, blood streaming from nostrils.


	"OK," boomed Anna, "Who started it?" She had a pad of tissue in each hand, hastily slapped against noses.


	"Not fighting!" Nat protested snuffily. Eric nodded too.


	"What were you doing then?" Charlie almost demanded an answer from his son.


	Elaine and Gemma reacted to a head twitch from Anna and took over holding the slowly colouring pads. Wolf came and lay between the two boys making vague grunts of disquiet. He sniffed the air with determination. Anna turned to find Julie opening a first aid kit. By now everyone else had crowded onto the patio. Woodrow stood behind Elaine.


	Eric protested. "I was bouncing when there was suddenly a sharp smell and it made me sneeze. Nat was by the trampoline and he sneezed at the same time, then we both had nosebleeds and started to cough. We weren't even near each other."


	"Three metres, at least," murmured Pippa, the first thing she had said all evening after a shamefaced return from the kitchen.


	Dale stared at Nat. "Did you smell anything?"


	The boy nodded. "Itchy. Like the battery."


	A few days earlier Dale had tried to fast charge an old car battery, with Nat and Wolf 'supervising'. It had failed and split, with battery fluid fizzing onto a metal sheet that covered the workbench. The acrid smell had made Dale and Nat sneeze and cough. Wolf had backed out of the garage, growling low.


	"Acidic," murmured Dale. Then he spotted Wolf, who was rising as he smelt the atmosphere. "What's in the air, boy?"


	The dog growled, low, then backed-off. He gave a couple of wary yips before returned to sniffing the air.


	"Where's Sophie?" Anna scanned the garden whilst she wiped blood off Nat. The flow from both boys was slowing.


	"She went upstairs at a rush just now." Debbie waved at the house. Two seconds later she was pounding across the patio followed by Matilda. By the time they returned with Sophie, the boys were settled and no longer bleeding but their T-shirts had bright red stains. Anna looked up to see her daughter carrying a blouse, also stained red.


	"Sorry, Mum, I just had a sudden nose bleed. There was a smell like very sharp lemons, I sneezed and then the floodgates opened. I've made a bit of a mess of the bathroom mat." She stopped dead at the stares. "What did I say?"


	"Good grief." Charlie voiced the common thought.


	"Mu-um …"


	"What is going on here, Dale?" Anna gazed at him.


	"Mum … ?"


	Matilda gasped. Anna turned at the sound.


	"MU-U-UM … !"


	"What?" Anna licked her lips as a bead of liquid registered. She reacted to the taste, touched her upper lip, then looked at her fingertip. It was smeared red. Although nowhere near that from either boy, Anna too had a dribble of blood from one nostril.


	"Anna?" Dale was visibly in biochemist mode.


	"Lemons," his wife replied, sniffing. "Sharp ones."


	o-O-o


	Sunday breakfast was late, bleary and muted; which was not surprising after an early hours return from the hospital.


	"Why did we have to go to Hereford?" Sophie toyed with her cereal.


	"Because the cottage hospital closed long ago. They're still arguing over the empty building." Matilda poured strong coffee.


	"I was very surprised at the number of drunks in casualty," offered Anna.


	"They weren't all drunk," murmured Huw. "Hereford is a market town, it's amazing what gets sold locally."


	Sophie and Anna looked up, sharply.


	"It isn't just the big cities," Huw added.


	"That doctor thought we were nuts." Dale sighed as he put spread on another round of toast.


	"Until I told him that Eric was completely unrelated. He got a little bit panicky after that. I think that's why we were shunted into the side room in a hurry." Anna shrugged.


	"And forgotten," added Sophie.


	"No. Definitely not forgotten." Huw peered over his mug. "It took him over 20 minutes to type up his notes. And there was an official code in one corner."


	"Did you get it?" Dale peered up from his toast.


	"To you at the office. I'm good with the buttons, now."


	"Drops the timed photos and location of a speeding vehicle into the inbox of the police task force without looking at the keypad." Matilda had an eloquent expression of pride.


	"You do what?" Dale stared at his father.


	"New version of community action, after the spate of child incidents last year," replied Huw. "They've nabbed dozens so far, including a cloned plate. The courts handed out several driving bans recently. Doing it this way has been very effective, because they can't complain about involving people who are not police officers. Down your way some quick spark nabbed their local mayor last month. He had to resign. Power to the people!"


	"You're not a socialist, Dad?!"


	"No, I'm a human being, and I like to be treated as one; not as a target." Huw was defiant, but in a personable way.


	"I think the genius who realised how useful a mobile phone with a GPS camera would be is probably due a vote of thanks. One of the most natty bits of modern technology we've seen. Brilliant for evidence." Matilda was grinning. "Putting his ideas through a chat group for the elderly was even better."

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/512923-gloop-lores.jpg





