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  Merryweather Lodge: Ancient Revenge




  Emily couldn’t wait to visit her Aunt and Uncle in their quaint and mysterious little cottage near Stonehenge. But it doesn’t take her long to realize that her fairytale kingdom has a sinister twist. One night in her attic bedroom she is confronted by an evil entity that would taunt her for the rest of her stay and long after that. Who is this hideous creature and what does she want? When Emily meets the gorgeous Jonathan McArthur she is infatuated, consumed with lust and an odd familiarity, as if they had met before. Will he be coaxed by the peculiar old gypsy to enter the dreaded woodlot? Can the bloody ancient curse be removed before it’s too late? And will Emily ever get to feel his lips on hers? A chilling tale of love, passion, sorcery and sacrifice; laced with mystery and tied with humor. Inspired by the author’s own experiences in a remote little cottage near Stonehenge.




  Dedication




  This book is dedicated to my parents Reg and Elsie Wellings. They are the diamonds in my collection of treasured memories. And, to the place I will always call home, Aylesham village, and her people.




  The Legend of Merthia




  Loki, the high Druid priest, was seduced by a beautiful but evil sorceress named Hagmanis. A child was conceived in her sordid womb. When the infant was born, Loki took her and banished Hagmanis to the end of the earth. He called the child Merthia. She was graceful and alluring, with exquisite features and hair like spun gold. But in her heart she carried the evil seed of her mother. As a young girl, for amusement, she would torture the village cats. All the other children feared her. As she grew, she became more alluring and seductive. Her lust for blood also grew. The young men in the village could not refuse her. She conceived two illegitimate babies, who she tried to kill at birth. Loki was desperate to change his daughter’s ways. At the age of eighteen she was betrothed to a handsome young priest named Golwin. Merthia was obsessed with her youth and beauty and feared growing old. One day she made a pact with Odina, the Goddess of Immortal Youth. If Merthia were to sacrifice a young virgin every Sabbath, Odina would in turn bestow upon her immortal youth. Merthia kept her promise. Just before her wedding day, Golwin discovered her evil deeds. He called off the wedding and gave his attention to her cousin, Colrea. Merthia was furious and vowed revenge. On the day of the Autumn Equinox, Merthia took her cousin into the forest and tied her to the altar of sacrifice. She was just about to cut off her head when Golwin arrived. He grabbed the axe out of Merthia’s hand and buried the blade deep into her skull. As the evil life force drained from her body, she screamed, “I will be back and revenge will be mine.” Her spirit is said to roam the earth in search of revenge. On her death bed she was given a gift by Odina: the power to possess the bodies of her female descendents. But only the ones with evil hearts could kill for her.




  Chapter 1




  “Chicken or beef?” the tall, thin, well-groomed flight attendant inquired, as she bobbed around the cabin like a puppet on a string. I sighed. Why is it always chicken or beef? Why can’t they be more creative, and where’s my vegetarian meal?




  The flight from Edmonton to London was nine hours and I was famished. I hadn’t eaten a thing at the airport or thought to bring a snack. The constant dull hum of the motor buzzed in my ears, like the drone of bees. My mouth was as dry as sand paper and the stale air hung around me like a contaminated fog. The plump, red-faced old lady that was sitting next to me had fallen asleep. Thank God. She smelled of cheap perfume and kept going on about her grandchildren, how she loved to visit the little darlings once a year, and about her dog Henry, “poor thing.” She had to leave him with her finicky friend in London. Oh how she missed her “dear Henry so.” I sat there, politely murmuring the odd “oh dear, how nice,” and nodding my head. It was such a relief when she fell asleep. She really was a sweet old lady but her scent was making me nauseous and I just wasn’t up to idle chatter with a stranger. I just wanted to be left alone, to wallow in my own self pity and grief.




  I was returning to England after a gut-wrenching two weeks at home. My mother had passed away, suddenly. She had taken her cancer medication with sleeping pills and a hefty dose of alcohol. She was at home alone when it happened. My dad blames himself for not being there and is totally devastated. After the funeral he left to visit his cousin in Australia. Everyone agreed it would be the best thing for him, but I had hoped he’d come back to Merryweather Lodge with me. Nonetheless, he wouldn’t be moping around home consumed with guilt and grief; he’d be in a whole new environment, meeting new people and, hopefully, healing some of his pain.




  It was the last week in November. I told Auntie I would come back for three months, although she wanted me to stay for six, the allotted time given by the UK government to stay in the country without a visa. But I didn’t want my dad returning to an empty house and besides, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stay at Merryweather Lodge for any longer than that, not after all those terrifying things that happened there, on my previous visits. What if the hideous creature was still there, determined to get her revenge? The one thing that drew me back like a magnet was the gorgeous Jonathan McArthur, my sensual soul mate, the man of my dreams.




  My dad called me just one week after that horrifying event in the woodlot. He told me that Mom had passed away but I wasn’t to rush back home, that he’d take care of everything. But it would have been impossible to let him face our tragic loss alone.




  And not to attend my own mother’s funeral was unthinkable.




  I laid my head on the back rest and sighed. Oh how I wish I’d have been kinder to my mom, more loving towards her. She always rubbed me the wrong way and I was always belittling her. I wanted her to be more like me and she couldn’t understand why I wasn’t more like her. Now she’s gone and I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye. I closed my eyes but the chatter box inside my head would not be still and sleep would not come.




  The plane landed with a clumsy bump. I could feel the conflicting tears of loss, longing, excitement, and utter fatigue welling up inside me as I emerged from the large metal doors, dragging my hefty suitcase behind me. My eyes searched eagerly through the crowds of waiting people. Cries of joy, shouts of “there they are” echoed all around. Then I spotted him, a head above the rest, silky black hair framing his gorgeous smiling face. My stomach fluttered as he moved towards me, weaving his way through the congestion of bodies; his velvet, dark brown eyes scanned my face, revealing their undying devotion. I dropped my suitcase, flung my arms around his neck, and snuggled my face into the warm fleshy scent of his naked skin. I was back in the arms of my soul mate, at last. He pulled away and touched my eager lips with his, tenderly.




  “How was your flight?”




  “Long and boring.”




  “Did you get any sleep?”




  “Nope. None.”




  He grabbed the handle of my suitcase. “You’ll need a nap when you get home then.”




  Home? Was I really coming home? I hadn’t decided yet if I was going to take up residence here in England. Canada was still my home. I had, however, quit my job at the newspaper but I would have done that anyway. Kyle had been promoted to editor and when I broke it off with him he was rude, condescending, and intent on making my life miserable. I knew he didn’t care about not dating me anymore but his ego had been deflated and he wasn’t used to being dumped. I told him, after one of his tantrums, to stick his job where the sun don’t shine. It wasn’t very professional but it did give me a potent dose of satisfaction. (I still struggled with my impulsive temper.) I’d saved enough money to last me for a while and I was hoping to pick up some freelance work for a little extra cash while I was in England.




  We fought our way through the crowds and into the parking lot. “How’s my aunt?” I asked as I threw my tartan duffel bag into the back seat of Jonathan’s shiny black BMW. The pavement was gleaming wet, from a typical rainy day.




  “She’s good. Back to her old self, I’d say.”




  “That’s great! Thanks for looking out for her while I was gone.”




  He grinned. “It’s more like she was looking out for me. She insisted I come for tea every Saturday and a proper roast dinner on Sunday, and she made me eat everything on my plate. ‘Waste not want not’ she’d say.”




  We glanced at each other and chuckled in unison. “That’s my Auntie Em.”




  It was a two hour drive to Salisbury Plains from Gatwick and I dreaded the thought of sitting cooped up again, but once we were off the motorway and into the countryside, fatigue was replaced with contentment and a strange sense of belonging. The trees had lost most of their leaves; just a few colorful survivors held on in desperation. The grass held patches of brown. It wasn’t as bleak and barren as back in Canada before the first snow fall but it was drab and showing signs of what was to come. My heart leaped unexpectedly as Merryweather Lodge came into view. Dressed now, not in the gay colors of spring, like when I first saw her but cloaked in withering vines, dry amber leaves, and surrounded by bare shrubs and wilted flower beds. But still the gray stone cottage held an air of enchantment and seemed to beckon me with open arms, like a mother welcoming her daughter home after a long journey. I could almost hear the thump-thump-thump of her heart beat. I glanced at the attic room window; it glared at me from under its crown of thatch. I drew my eyes away quickly, just in case.




  The front door opened and Auntie stepped outside, her old face beaming, her chubby red cheeks puffed with a wide grin. She hurried towards me, wiping her hands down her floury apron, and then threw her plump arms around my chest, nearly knocking me over. I was treated to the familiar, eclectic smells of her person and well worn apron; cinnamon, apples, fried onions, bacon, rose water, and lemon polish, all mingled together on her motherly form.




  “Welcome home, luv.”




  There goes that word again: “Home!” I took a deep breath and crossed the threshold, inhaling the room’s homey aroma. Jonathan followed, lugging my heavy suitcase behind him. “Where do you want this?” he asked.




  “In the parlor please.”




  I threw my coat over Uncle Reg’s frayed, wing back chair and flopped into its cushiony softness. Auntie scurried into the kitchen, to put the kettle on and start preparing a feast fit for a king, I assumed. Jonathan squatted on the little wooden stool by the hearth and rubbed his hands together in front of the blazing fire. He looked so at home, as if he’d lived here all of his life.




  “Wow!” A strange back cat leaped on my lap, causing me to flinch. “Well, hello there. Who are you?” I ran my hand down its silky coat, as it purred vigorously. Auntie handed me a cup of hot tea. “I found ’im wandering in the yard; don’t belong to any of the locals, he don’t. I asked around. Thought I’d keep ’im, till someone claims ’im, that is. Called ’im Winston I did, after Churchill, got that same puckered face and ’aughty look in is eye, ’e does.”




  Jonathan placed his hefty tea mug on the hearth. “He’s taken to you already, Emily.”




  “Just like ’e did with you, Jonny, don’t seem to care for me that much though, not until ’e wants feeding, that is.”




  That’s strange, I thought. Animals were usually drawn to Auntie. They seemed to sense her compassion and kindheartedness. “Why did you keep him then?”




  “Figured ’e was just shy at first but now I recon ’e’s just picky about who ’e likes and don’t like. I couldn’t leave ’im outside, not when it’s freezing out; besides ’e gets along well with the other two, taken to ’im like bears to honey they ’ave. I’m guessing ’e might come around to taking to me sooner or later.” She lowered her head and headed back to the kitchen.




  I looked down at the finicky feline who was now curled up in a ball on my lap. He did have a very odd looking face, wrinkly and round, with bulging, almond shaped, yellow-green, glassy eyes that seem to imply that this was his domain. “He looks a little bit like Wooky.” I was referring to Auntie’s old cat, which had come to a mysterious death in the barn.




  “He ain’t nothing like my Wooky, ’e ain’t. Gotta face like a slapped arse, ’e does,” Auntie mumbled, as she slammed the kitchen door.




  I covered my mouth to stifle a snicker. Jonathan shook his head and grinned. “I have to get up now, kitty” I said, as I nudged the jet-black ball of velvet off my lap. He turned his head and locked his peculiar eyes on mine. His annoyed glare gave me a strange uneasiness. “I’m going to freshen up,” I announced. Jonathan winked and wiggled his fingers in a tiny wave. I wandered to the bathroom, hurrying past the attic room as I usually did, not daring to look up, just in case. But after that terrifying incident in the woodlot the cottage seemed at peace; there was no eerie feeling, no strange noises, unpleasant smells, or friendly shadows following me around. Merthia had gone and Mary Eliss was at peace now, or so it seemed.




  After a bountiful, proper English tea, of cucumber and cheese sandwiches, pickled onions, Scotch eggs, sausage rolls, and jam tarts, Auntie poured us a glass of her homemade blackberry wine and ushered us into the sitting room. Jonathan slipped his arm around my shoulder as I snuggled beside him on the sofa. Auntie sat in her favorite well-pillowed, comfy chair, her legs propped up on the tapestry stool, her feet ballooned by her huge fuzzy slippers. I was warmed by the ambiance of this familiar, snug little room, the wine and the sensual body nuzzled into mine. My eyes drooped as Auntie’s idle chatter droned on and on. The next thing I knew I was being carried into the parlor by a pair of strong, bare arms. Gently, they lowered me onto my make shift bed and laid a soft woolen blanked over my form. I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to spoil the moment. The feeling of his breath on my face and the caress of his moist lips as they touched my cheek made my insides tremble. I wanted to grab him and pull him on top of my needy body but this wasn’t the time or place. Soon, I told myself as I placed my hands between my legs to stop the throbbing, nested into the blankets, and slept.




  The metallic chimes of the old grandfather clock stirred me. It was nine a.m. I had slept through the night, sound and undisturbed. Blinking the sleep out of my eyes, I lifted my head and gazed around the room. Auntie had left a bowl of plump apples and pears on the buffet. The frosty sun that streamed though the diamond paneled windows painted the fruit with a beautiful, glassy sheen. There were some new framed photos beside the bowl, one of Auntie and her mother, one of Auntie’s dad tending the sheep, one of me when I was a baby, and one of Jonathan and his sister Belinda when they were small. It was strange, I thought, to have a photo of your hired hand’s children beside your family photos. And where was the one that usually sat there: the black and white photo of Auntie and Uncle Reg at the beach, on their honeymoon? My gaze wandered to the white panel door. It was only a few weeks ago that the hideous creature burst through that door. She was ready to pounce, to take her revenge, to summon her ancient blood-stained axe and chop me up into fleshy little pieces. I shuddered. The door flew open. I shot up! A burst of fear caught in my throat. “No! No!”




  “Flaming Nora, our Emily. What’s wrong?” Auntie’s eyes were wide; her mouth was covered by a starched white hanky and her head was topped with prickly curlers.




  I took a deep breath to regain my senses. “I thought it was….sorry you scared me.” She lowered her cushy bottom into the corner of my bed, gave my hand a motherly rub, and lowered her voice. “Sure it weren’t one of them there bad dreams, luv, yer still ’avin um, are ya.? Gotta get a ’old of yer self. Yer too old for this now.” She stood up, took my hand, and peered into my eyes. “It’s that nutty imagination of yers; it’ll send ya bonkers it will.”




  I gave her a false smile. “Okay, Auntie Em. Whatever you say.” Too old for this? Nutty imagination sending me bonkers? Was she kidding? If I hadn’t gone bonkers after all I’d experienced the last time I was here, there wasn’t much chance of it happening now.




  “Come on, luv, rise and shine. I’ll make ya a full English breakfast.”




  “Thanks but no meat, remember.”




  “I remember but I think it’s a load of malarkey m’ self.”




  I patted her hand as she rose from the side of my bed. “I see that you have some new photos on the buffet.”




  “Lovely one of you when you were a baby, ain’t it?”




  “Yes, and a nice one of Jonathan and Belinda too.”




  “I took that with m’ own camera when they were little, thought Jonny might like to see it up there, being as though ’e’s never seen it in ’is mum’s ’ouse. Got rid of all the photos when she were expecting Belinda, turned ’er all funny it did. It were hormones they say.”




  “Where’s the one of you and uncle Reg.?”




  “Dunno, one minute it were there, next minute it were gone. I must ’ave put it somewhere, ’avent got my ’ead screwed on right half the time.” She walked towards the door. “I’ll go make us a cupper now, luv.”




  My nerves were still on edge as I gathered and folded the bedding. I had to stop thinking about what had happened here and focus on the present, enjoy my time with Auntie, convalesce in the arms of Mother Nature, and most of all, spend some quality, romantic time with my luscious soul mate, the gorgeous Jonathan McArthur.




  I sat down at the kitchen table, eager to devour the bountiful feast that lay in front of me. Auntie smiled widely, revealing her perfectly straight, slightly stained dentures, as she poured me a cup of tea from her vintage tea pot. “Did ya’ know that little Lindy’s coming home tomorrow?” Oh yes, Belinda, the bitch goddess herself, Merthia’s host and servant, and maybe, my real cousin. After all the frightening events that had occurred here, Auntie wouldn’t talk about her husband’s death, Merthia, or the fact that she could be Belinda’s real mother. If I mentioned it, she’d just shake her head and mumbled, “Lies, lies, lies, all of um.” It wasn’t that Auntie had forgotten, I concluded, but she was sweeping all those pesky little memories under the rug, as usual. Belinda had been admitted to a psychiatric hospital for treatment. The incident in the woodlot had rendered her mentally ill. Jonathan had informed me yesterday that she was coming home in a couple of days. The very thought of seeing her again gave me goose bumps.




  But what would she be like, now that she wasn’t possessed? Would she be the sweet young thing they said she was as a child or had she always been evil, as Merthia had contended? Jonathan had told his parents that we found her in the wood lot, agitated and disoriented. What was the point in telling them the truth, he’d said. It was all so crazy, so utterly unbelievable. “Yes, Jonathan had mentioned that she was coming home.”




  “’Er mums been worried sick about ’er, and it ain’t like Maud to fret; it ain’t. We’ll go and visit ’er once she’s settled in.” She must have noticed the scowl on my face. “I’ll go by m’ self if ya want.”




  “No, I’ll go with you. It will be nice to see her again.” You liar.




  “Did you remember that my girl friend is coming next week?” I asked.




  “Of course, how long is ’er staying?”




  “Just for fourteen days; she wants to be back before the Christmas rush.” Skye Jenkins had been my best friend since fourth grade. We hadn’t had any quality time together while I was home. My time had been consumed by funeral arrangements, visiting relatives, helping dad get the finances in order before I was to come back to England, and he was to go to Australia. When Skye told me she was coming here for a visit, I was thrilled and I couldn’t wait to introduce her to Auntie and Jonathan. Although I wasn’t quite sure what they’d think of her. Skye works part-time in her mom’s “Enlighten Me” store in the West Edmonton Mall. The rest of her time is spent teaching yoga, meditation, and hypnosis. She is devoted to her spiritual quest and can seem a little strange to people who don’t understand her. I had asked Jonathan to try and find an eligible guy friend to introduce her to, preferably someone like-minded. In spite of her being drop-dead gorgeous, Skye has never had a boyfriend. She’d been on a few dates and had crushes on boys in junior high but as far as I knew she’d never had a steady guy in her life. When I asked her about this she just shrugged it off and said, “I’m too busy; besides boys are overrated.”




  “She’s coming all this way just for a fortnight?”




  “She couldn’t take anymore time off work and like I said she wanted to be back in Canada in plenty of time for Christmas. You don’t have to go to any trouble. She can sleep on the pull-out couch with me.”




  Her brows arched. “Are you daft girl? There’s hardly enough room on there for you. She’ll ’ave the bedroom upstairs.”




  “The attic room!” Was she kidding? I shivered as the memories poured over me like a bucket of icy cold water.




  “Of course, it’s a perfectly good room. Put a lot of work into doing it up, we did.” Her sad eyes looked up to the ceiling. A tremor touched the corner of her mouth. “Me and our Reg. God rest ’is soul.”




  This was the first time I’d heard her mention his name since his untimely death. It was a big step in the healing process. I walked towards her, put my arm around her motherly form, and gave it a gentle squeeze. She was right about the pull-out bed; it wasn’t much bigger than a single. I remembered how Mom and Dad had to cuddle real close to stop them from falling off. I didn’t think Skye would be impressed at having to get that cozy with me or me with her, for that matter. “I’ll ask her if she’d mind sleeping up there.”




  “Bloody hell, our Emily, why would she mind?” Auntie blustered. “We’ll do it up tomorrow and you can help.”




  I winced. Had she really forgotten what happened up there? Had she no recollection of the hideous creature, the possession of Belinda, or Merthia’s revelation that Belinda was Auntie’s daughter? What about the resident ghost, Mary Eliss? Surly Auntie hadn’t forgotten her. I wanted desperately to shake her and tell her to stop pretending that none of this happened. But I was too afraid of what it might do to her. She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, as if she knew what I was thinking. I stood up and announced, “I’m going for a walk, won’t be long.”




  “Don’t ya go straying too far. Ya know it ain’t safe out there.”




  Now why would she say that, if she had no memory of what happened?




  I grabbed my shoes and wrapped myself in the warm saffron shawl that I bought at the handcraft shop, and wandered into the back yard. The sky was the color of cold stone. A nip of frost laced the air, threatening sleet or snow. The gnarly old cherry tree hung on, hopelessly, to a few dry leaves. The vegetable garden had been tilled and covered with mulch. Sam crawled out of his dog house, came towards me, and shoved his cold nose into my hand. “Hi, Sammy, what have you been up to while I’ve been gone?” He stared up at me with his dull brown eyes, as if to say, “not much”. Then he turned and went back to his house. My thoughts wandered to the funeral home where my mom had been laid out. I didn’t want her to be displayed like that but Dad and her sister insisted. She would have wanted people to see her made up and to pay their respects, Auntie Pam said. And made up she was. She looked so radiant, so elegant and poised, lying there in her best evening dress. Everyone commented on how beautiful she looked and I know she would have liked that. I sniffed back the tears and quickly changed my train of thoughts.




  I wondered if Jonathan would call. I had fallen asleep before I had a chance to ask if he was staying the night. Auntie said he left after I fell asleep. I couldn’t wait to see him. Before I left for Canada we promised each other that we’d never be apart, permanently. Our love was eternal; it had endured many incarnations and would continue its everlasting journey. Our feelings for each other were innate and intense but we had not yet slept together. There never seemed to be an opportune moment or enough privacy, but it was something I fantasized about, often. Even the death of my own mother couldn’t keep the sensual visions out of my mind. My body ached for him. We’d experienced so much together, in such a short time; finding out we were literal soul mates, learning that his sister was being possessed by his jilted lover from a past life, grasping the concept that his sister could be my aunt’s daughter swapped at birth with his mother’s dead baby, the horrifying event in the dreaded woodlot, and getting help from his friendly childhood ghost. I asked myself often, was it real or was I trapped in some sort of nightmare, unable to awake from its hellish trance?




  I lowered myself into the white wicker chair beside the back door, huddled into my shawl, and gazed at my gloomy, fairytale kingdom. In the distance I could hear the faint bleating of the few remaining sheep. Suddenly uneasiness fell upon me, like a thin cloak of dread. Something leaped into my lap. I gasped! “Winston? You naughty boy, you scared me!” The sleek black cat had come from no where. I ran my hand down his smooth, shinny coat. His glassy eyes stared into mine; their piercing glare made me nervous and drowsy. He kneaded his sharp claws into my legs, as he purred, a loud, deep throated purr, more like that of a lion than a domestic cat. My heart started to race. His talons dug deeper and deeper, into my jeans, though my jeans, into my flesh. I tried desperately to push him off and to free myself from the invisible glue that bound me to the chair. But my whole body was numb. An intense, stabbing pain pricked my flesh, like someone was plunging a pair of scissors into my legs. Blood oozed from my pants. “Help! Help!” I screamed, in hopeless desperation.




  Chapter 2




  “Stop! Stop!” My whole body shook uncontrollably.




  “Wake up! For heaven’s sake, girl, snap out of it.” Auntie was leaning over me, her hands on my shoulders, shaking me vigorously.




  My eyes sprang open. Auntie stepped back. I lowered my head tentatively and gazed at my lap. There was no blood, no cat, no pain. “Where the hell is he?”




  “Where’s who?”




  “That demon cat, Winston!”




  Auntie’s forehead wrinkled. “Now ’e might be an ornery old thing but ’e ain’t no demon. You were ’avin one of them there bad dreams again. Going frantic you were.” She smiled lovingly, then pushed the sweaty hair away from my face with her plump little fingers. “But yer all right now, luv. Come on, I’ll make us a nice cupper.”




  I rose. Feeling a little light headed, I grabbed the back of my chair and took a few gaping breaths. Then I saw him, sitting beside a group of wilted marigolds. His beady eyes were fixed on me, like a stalker watching his victim. He looked like a misplaced lawn ornament. My pulse was still racing. But it was only a dream. I gave him a suspicious glare and went inside.




  Auntie was sitting at the kitchen table, with a bottle of her homemade blackberry wine and two tiny crystal glasses in front of her. I glanced at the wall clock, then at the wine. “Auntie Em, it’s not even noon.”




  She squinted at the clock. “Who cares? Thought ya’d be needin’ something stronger than tea after that episode. You’ve been through a lot lately, luv, losing yer mum and all.”




  Not to mention what I experienced here. But that was taboo, for now anyway.




  She lifted the bottom of her apron, placed it over the top of the bottle, and tried to unscrew the cap. Her teeth clenched and her face crinkled as she strained to loosen its grip. I knew better than to ask if she needed help. After a few moments of her wrestling with the bottle the lid lost its hold. She poured the thick burgundy liquid into the crystal glass and grinned triumphantly. I couldn’t help but smile; she was as stubborn as a mule, my auntie Em. “I almost forgot to tell ya. Jonny phoned.”




  “He did?”




  “He’s stopping by after work. Be ’ere around half past six. He’s going to his mum’s for tea first.”




  Hmmm, I thought he’d be anxious to see me. But I guess not.




  “We’ll start on the room upstairs this afternoon. Take off that striped wall paper, make it more grown up for your mate, we will.”




  I gave her a sour grin and knocked back my wine. The phone rang. Auntie shook her head and sighed, saying, “Ain’t no rest for the wicked, there ain’t,” as she made her way to the curio stand in the hallway. Maybe it was Jonathan. Perhaps he’d changed his mind, taken the day off and was on his way over, because he couldn’t stand to spend another moment without me. It was obviously not for me, as she didn’t return.




  This afternoon I’d be venturing into the foreboding attic room. The muscles in my stomach tightened at just the thought. But at least I wouldn’t be alone this time. I should take some sea salt, just in case. That’s if Auntie still has some. I opened the kitchen cupboard, reached for the old toffee tin at the back of the top self, and pried open the lid. Yes, there was still some in there. I scooped a handful, dropped it into a small plastic bag, and pushed it deep into the back pocket of my jeans. I didn’t have time to put the tin away before Auntie entered the room. She wore an elated expression as she waved her white hanky around like a flag. “Well, if that ain’t a turn for the books, I don’t know what is.”




  “What?” I was expecting some steamy local gossip.




  “It were my old mate Martha Davis. She’s ’ere visiting ’er Brother Fred. Thought she’d look me up, see if I were still around. I were gob smacked when she said who she were. Never expected to ’ere from ’er, not in a month of Sundays.”




  “Is this the Martha you picked chestnuts with? The one that saw Mary Eliss in the woodlot?”




  Her eyes grew. “Don’t ya go bringing that up. It were a long time ago. She’s likely forgotten about it by now.




  How can someone forget about something like that? “Okay, whatever. When is she coming?”




  “Tomorrow at five o’clock. Better get this place cleaned up.”




  “Auntie, the cottage is spotless.”




  “Cleanliness is next to godliness. That’s what m’ mum would always say. Real ’ouse proud she were.” Her gaze wandered up to the ceiling. “God rest ’er soul.”




  “I’ll give you a hand.”




  “No, you get started on that there attic room. It’s gonna take a long time and a lot of elbow grease to get that paper off.”




  I swallowed and mumbled, “I’d rather not go up there by myself.”




  She raised her hand in a gesture of hopelessness. “All right. Bobs yer’ uncle. That imagination of yours flits about like a blue arsed fly.”




  Auntie’s lingo was getting harder to understand but I was glad she hadn’t insisted I go up there alone.




  “Come on then, let’s get cracking; we can get started on it, at least.” As she turned, her eyes caught the toffee tin on the counter. “Suppose I could give this a quick going over in the morning,” she said, while fumbling with the corner of her apron and pretending not to have noticed the tin. “Can’t stay up there for too long. You’ll be needin’ a bath before Jonny comes.”




  Was she trying to tell me something? I lifted up my arm and sniffed my pits. Auntie liked giving me orders. I think it was her way of mothering me.




  We gathered rags, soap, a couple of wall paper scrapers, and filled a tin bucket with hot water. Auntie tied a red scarf around her wiry gray hair, pushed her hands into a pair of pink rubber gloves, and headed for the stairs. I followed behind leisurely, hoping she’d go first. When we got to the foot of the stairs she stepped aside. “Go on, luv, beauty before age.”




  “It’s supposed to be the other way around,” I muttered as I heaved the heavy bucket up the stairs. There were traces of what looked like salt in the corners of the stairs. That’s interesting. I rested the bucket on the top step and raised my hand towards the knob. The tips of my fingers trembled, a little. Don’t be silly, Emily. Mary Eliss is at peace now and Merthia’s gone. But why was my gut in a tangle and my inner voice screaming “stay out”? The brass knob was steely cold, at the touch of my hand. The heavy door opened with its familiar eerie creak.




  The room was cool, damp, and held a slight musky odor. Everything was the same as the first time I saw it, through the eyes of an unsuspecting fourteen-year-old girl. Annabella was slouched in her child-size rocking chair in the corner. The Eliss family portrait was hanging in its usual spot. The brass bed was dressed in its delicate lace and the dressing table with its huge ornate mirror was neat and tidy. Except for the residue of lingering, frightful memories, all was well, or so it seemed. Auntie was right about the wallpaper; the candy stripes were enough to make you cross eyed. We set to work, soaking the walls in hot soapy water, scraping, peeling long strands of gooey paper off the walls. It had been pasted on with heavy glue. Auntie hummed an unfamiliar tune. Every once in a while I’d glance over my shoulder, just in case. “Didn’t they have any strippable wallpaper when you did this room? The stuff with an adhesive on the back?”




  “Can’t be bothered with that there ‘new fangled’ stuff. This is proper paper. Sticks like a bad dream it does.”




  It’s a nightmare for sure. “What color are you going to paint the walls?”




  “Purple.”




  “Purple?”




  “That’s what I said. It were m’ mum’s favorite color, said it ’ad magical powers she did. Fancied ’erself as a bit of a seer, m’ mum. Bless ’er, poor thing.”




  Before I could open my mouth the smell of something rancid invaded my nostrils. I dropped the scraper and covered my nose. Oh my God, is it her? “Can’t you smell that?”




  She wrinkled her nose. “Got wind ’ave ya, luv?”




  “No! I don’t have wind!” I gnawed down on my bottom lip as I sniffed the air. It was gone.




  Auntie was twirling her hanky in her liver-spotted hands. “Can’t smell anything.”




  “No, because it’s gone now. It smelt like cat pee.” I stared at her, pitifully, like a frightened child, hoping my forlorn expression would encourage her to confess. “Didn’t it, Auntie Em?”




  She sniffed and faced the challenge. “I don’t know,” she answered, in a harsh voice. Then in a kinder voice, “The cats won’t come up ’ere, except for Winston, that is. I often find ’im sitting on the top stair waiting for me to let ’im in. Funny, that is.”




  Very funny and suspicious. I raised my voice. I couldn’t help myself. “What I think is really funny, Auntie, is the fact that you won’t acknowledge what’s happened here, Mary Eliss, the creature that you fought with in the woodlot.” I drew my eyebrows together. “The one that scared your husband to death. Remember?”




  She swallowed hard. Her face turned grim. Compassion and regret stirred inside me. I walked over to her, bent down, and gave her a gentle hug. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.”




  “M’ memory ain’t what it used to be, luv.” I knew that she wasn’t being honest. Her mind was, for the most part, intact and there’s no way she could have forgotten all those terrifying events. For some reason she was pretending to have forgotten, but why?




  I carried on scraping and peeling, listening to Auntie’s off tune serenade, my senses alert for any sudden changes in the atmosphere, unpleasant smells, or ghostly apparitions.




  “Time for a cuppa,” Auntie announced.




  “Good idea, I’m parched.” I placed my tools on the floor.




  “No, luv, no need to stop. I’ll bring it up here. We may as well finish it up. We’ll ’ave it finished in an ’our if we keep on goin’.” She wiped the scum from the scraper and tossed the dirty rag into the bucket. “Plunk.”




  She was right, and what could possibly happen in such a short time? I’d been to hell and back. Surely I was brave enough to spend a few minutes in here, alone? Then why is there a huge wad of dread in your throat? “Okay, but leave the door open, please.” She shrugged her shoulders and strolled out of the room. Immediately my muscles tensed. Stop it this instant. Emily Fletcher! “There’s nothing to fear but fear itself,” I mumbled as my gaze darted around the room.




  I took the little bag of sea salt out of my back pocket and sprinkled it around the room. “Wow! Where did you come from?” Winston was on the bed, his front paws tucked neatly under his chest, his head tilted slightly back, in a regal manner. He didn’t come in after Auntie left. He must have been under the bed and if so, how long had he been there? The horrid dream of his sharp claws piercing into my flesh was still with me. I tossed the soggy rag into the bucket and walked towards him. His odd shaped eyes watched me intently. His poised demeanor seemed to imply that he was king and this was his castle. I knelt down beside the bed and ran my hands over his silky coat, cautiously, trying to rid myself of my fear; after all, he was just a cat and that was just a dream. He purred, a deep throated purr. Then, suddenly, he sprang up. His back arched, his hair stood erect. I moved back as he hissed wildly. The room filled with the acrid stench of cat pee. I turned and flew out of the door.




  * * * *




  It was twenty past six and I was sitting snug in the arms of Uncle Reg’s deep-cushioned wing back chair, draped in his old blanket, the one that his mother had stitched for him, the one that had covered his coffin. I was pondering the promising events of the evening, with a glass of chardonnay in my hand, dressed and groomed, waiting for my prince charming to arrive. The ringing of the phone broke my thoughts.




  “I’ll get it,” Auntie called from the kitchen. “Ain’t no rest for the wicked, there ain’t.” Her mumbling trailed down the hall way. Her voice sounded concerned. I moved closer to the door to hear what she was saying but she hung up abruptly. She entered the room, head hung, hanky in hand. “Jonny ain’t coming, luv.” My heart sank. “It’s Lindy, she’s poorly, got a ’igh fever she ’as. Their taking ’er to the ’ospital to ’av ’er looked at. He said ’e’d call you tomorrow but I told ’im to call us when she’s seen a doctor and let us know ’ow she is.”




  Anger and disappointment whirled around inside me like a hurricane. “He didn’t ask to talk to me?” She shook her head. “Why couldn’t her mother take her? Or why didn’t he just drop them off there?” Oh dear, that sounded selfish and whiny.




  “Flippin’ ’eck our Emily, ’av some compassion.” She shook her head. “His sister’s very poorly; could be something serious for all they know. And they could be there all evening. To see a doctor in that there ’ospital’s like waiting for cement to dry, unless ya already got one foot in the grave. You’ll be seeing lots of Jonny, don’t you fret about that.”




  I smiled. “I guess you’re right. I hope she’s okay.”




  A thin grin spread across her lips. “Me too, luv.”




  “Maybe I’ll give him a call on his cell.”




  “Yer what?”




  I must remember to use the English lingo. “On his mobile phone.”




  “All right, but give it awhile.”




  I could feel twinges of utter disappointment stabbing at my heart. I was dying to hold him, to feel the warmth of his manly body next to mine. Had that bitchy sister of his done it again, kept us apart, just like she had in the past? But she’s ill and Merthia isn’t controlling her anymore. Is she? What if Belinda really is Aunties daughter? That would make her my cousin. Oh, whatever... I grabbed my fleecy hoodie from the coat stand and headed for the door “I’m going for a walk. I won’t be long.”




  “Don’t ya go wandering off.” She hesitated. “It’s getting dark out there.”




  “I won’t,” I said, as I swung open the door and stepped outside. The air was cold and damp. A gray mist hung over the farm. I breathed in the thick air as I stood in the dense silence. Sam came bounding up to meet me, his tail whipping back and forth, his cold nose nuzzling into my hand. When Auntie had fully recovered, the McArthur’s brought Sam back to the farm. She allowed him to sleep in the kitchen at night, as his enthusiasm for chasing the cats had diminished. “Come on, Sam, let’s go for a walk.” He trotted beside me like a faithful shadow. I pulled the hood of my jacket over my head, as the cool evening air nipped at my ears.




  Down the rough country lane, past the foreboding red barn, we strolled, side by side. I stood at the edge of the meadow and stared ahead. In the distance, shrouded slightly by the mist, I could see it, the dreaded wood lot, looming like a great monster waiting to devour its prey. I could feel its strange magnetic pull—a longing, a stirring in my soul—as if I were a pirate being tempted to plunge into the depths of the dark formidable sea, in search of a priceless treasure chest. Through its net of mist it beckoned. I shivered. Not a chance. Never again! A sound from behind me caught my attention. “Wow…what the...” A swarm of tiny flickering lights came towards me. I moved back. Sam’s ears perked, a low growl vibrated from the back of his throat. “It’s okay, boy, they’re just fireflies.” I thought for a moment. No they couldn’t be fireflies, not at this time of year, not when it’s this cold. And anyway it wasn’t dark enough. They came closer. I started to feel uneasy. They were making quick screeching sounds, like chattering little children or fairies. “Fairies! No, surely not!” Suddenly the swarm of colored orbs turned and shot off towards the pasture. Sam took off after them, ears and tail erect. “No, Sam! Come back!” I puckered my lips and gave a sharp whistle, like Uncle Reg used to do when instructing Sam to come. He kept going. I ran after him. I couldn’t let him get away; I had no idea where the lights would lead him. It was dusky now. I could hear the bleating of the sheep and feel the squashing of their waste on the soles of my shoes but I could only see vague outlines of white fluff. The tiny lights were luminous as they flew across the meadow, with Sam’s dark silhouette trailing close behind. I ran hard to catch up to him. My legs were starting to ache and my heart was racing like a freight train. “Sam, come back! Right now!” The lights stopped for a moment, as if to ponder, then soared up the banks of Beacon Hill right to the top.
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