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Аннотация
When blind, 27 year old Tonie Buckingham and his guide dog, Kelly, move from his parents� home into his own, first house, in Sale, just south of Manchester, during 2017, he very soon discovers that the house is not quite as empty as he had expected, when his sleep is disturbed by terrifying nightly hauntings.
Prior to this, Tonie had never even believed such things could happen, yet he could not ignore the weird events which even spooked Kelly.
Tonie enlists the help of a good colleague and friend, Suzanne and, together, they are determined to discover the history behind the presence as they attempt to bring sanity back to the house and their lives.
The author, John Stephen Raynor, is registered blind and has had personal experience of the paranormal.


J. S. Raynor
BLIND FRIGHT


Prologue

What a strangely, wondrous, yet mind-blowing sight! The beautiful, young woman appeared quite tall, although it was difficult to accurately ascertain as the background was just a pale-golden wall. It might not even have been a wall. It could just as easily have been the air that was golden in colour, without any physically solid background, like some beautiful, magical, ethereal setting.
She was completely naked, long, silky black hair tumbling over her slender shoulders and around her small, pre-suckled breasts. Her face was beautiful and serene, an expression of absolute calmness giving her a superbly regal appearance. Her lips were slightly parted, a deeply sensual, tempting smile lighting her beautiful face. Somehow, it came over as an all-knowing, yet enigmatic smile.
Her stomach was firm and deliciously flat. The pubic area was smooth and hairless, rounding to the inviting area between her strong, supple thighs.
Her forward motion was smooth and graceful, like that of a confident lioness, as if she had all the time in the world and, strangely, it all seemed quite fitting when combined with the rich, deep, hypnotic voice of Canadian poet and musician, Leonard Cohen, singing his fantastic, moving composition, �Hallelujah�.
It could have been a scene from heaven, yet her staring, sightless blue eyes somehow belied this possibility.
I, desperately, wanted to shout out a warning to her as she approached the top of the flight of stairs, yet, frustratingly, nothing would come out of my frozen mouth. What was wrong with me? I really wanted to warn her, yet not a sound passed my desperate lips. Why was I unable to protect this unique vision of loveliness?
As she stepped into nothing, her expression did not falter or change in any way. Her body angled forward as she fell down towards, what? It could have been a fathomless pit, yet, somehow, I knew that there was an intentional though lethal end to her descent.
I could see her body falling, slowly, as though I was also falling down, at the same rate, with this mysterious woman to an unknown base. Like some super-fit acrobat she tumbled head over heels and after what seemed like an eternity, she, eventually, reached the bottom. Her lifeless body lay face upwards on the brilliantly-golden floor. There was no sign of any blood, yet all her limbs were at odd, impossible angles. Her serenity and calm expression had not diminished in any way, yet to me, I had no doubt that all life in this beautiful young woman had been cruelly extinguished. Only then, did I notice a delicate ring of gold on her outstretched hand.
Still, Leonard continued with his deep, melodious voice, the anthem never ceasing, yet, somehow, beautifully reflecting the emotion of this strange, wondrous scene.
Riveted to the spot, I could do nothing to help this amazing unknown, young woman and tears began to flow freely down my face, my emotions overwhelming me.
As I slowly awoke, actual tears made my eyes sting. I shuddered at the thought of this frequent and repetitive dream. Was it a dream or nightmare? Strangely, it seemed to be neither. What I did know, was that I had this same troubling experience regularly, ever since permanently losing my own sight, four years ago. 

Part One: Who is Tonie Buckingham?


Chapter One: A desire to move out

�It doesn�t matter if it�s not perfect. At least it would be a place of my own!� I said this with such determination and conviction that my parents should have realised how serious I was about my future plans.
�But, Tonie, You have everything you could possibly need, here.� My mother, Lynne Buckingham made it sound as though my parent�s house was perfect and, in many ways, what she said was probably quite true. This was the house where I had been born and, after twenty-seven years, I did feel part of the fabric of the 1930�s semi-detached house in Sale, a few miles south of Manchester. Twenty-seven years! This is longer than most prison life sentences, although I would never dream of making any such unfair comparison.
I did realise that it would seem so very strange to be in a house of my own after all the years of living with my family, yet I really felt that it was something I just had to do. I could not stay with my parents for the remainder of my life, however long that may be.
It was not even a result of friction between me and my parents, as they had sacrificed so much over all those years, to raise me with love, care and perseverance.
�And, just how will you manage to look after yourself in a house on your own?�
My mother could be quite insensitive and infuriating, at times, convincing herself that I was completely incapable of taking good care of myself. �I know that I can manage. I can cook, clean the house, do the washing and even manage the ironing.� Could they not realise how important it was for me to gain some degree of independence from my family? My mother and father had held my hands for quite long enough and it was definitely the time for them to let go of the strong, virtual, emotional strings which had kept me attached so close to them for so many years.
Still my mother had to come back with yet more arguments, �But what if you trip over a chair or fall down the stairs? There would be nobody there to help you. Remember, we have always made every effort to protect you and made certain that there are no obstacles in your way.�
This brought back long-distant memories of falling down the stairs when I was about three or four years old, not just once, but twice. Still, I decided against reminding my parents of this painfully memorable incident, which had taken place so many years ago. I often wondered if it was this possible damaging experience which had created the weird dream with the mysterious, falling, naked woman I had frequently experienced since losing my sight, four years ago. Even if it was connected, just who was the beautiful young woman and what did it all mean?
�Your mother does have a point, Tonie. I know that I would not want to live on my own, if, like you, I could not see where I was going.�
I did not argue with this statement, although I knew that there had been many instances where I had stumbled over objects accidently left in my path. I had guessed that my father would, naturally, agree with Mum, but I was determined to keep my resolve and gain my independence. I had been born with a degenerative eye condition, Retinitis Pigmentosa. The condition was supposed to be hereditary, yet there was no evidence that anybody else in my family had ever suffered from this same uncompromising, terrible, degenerative sight problem
Up to the age of nineteen, I could still see quite well, although the images were beginning to become more cloudy and ill-defined with the passage of time. I suppose I did not actually realise how bad my eyesight was, compared to the norm. It still came as quite a shock, when, after testing my sight, the ophthalmic specialist decided that I should be registered as blind, even though I still had a little vision.
He did tell me, at that time, that it was impossible to predict the rate of deterioration, but, by the age of twenty-three, my sight had completely disappeared, replaced by an unforgiving, inky blackness. Although I knew that it would happen one day, it still came as quite a shock both to me and everyone else when all sight was gone, never to return. Strangely, my family was far more upset than me. I had accepted the inevitable ending of my barely significant vision, as, at least, it, now, could never deteriorate any further. This fact did give me some degree of consolation and I knew that it would be useless to dwell on this unchangeable reality.
There had been occasions when I had tripped over something which had been, inadvertently, left in the way, but I felt it would be unwise and un-necessary to mention this fact to my parents. �Anyway, I will always have Kelly to look after me.� My fantastic four-year old German Shepherd guide dog, Kelly, nuzzled my hand on hearing her name mentioned. I stroked her head gently as she lifted it up to face me in obvious appreciation. �We�ll be alright, won�t we, Kelly?� She had been my �eyes� for the past two and a half years. We had, always, worked together really well and I had no problem in trusting her with my life. She had been provided by the Guide Dog training centre at Atherton in Manchester, where many dedicated individuals train and care for all the guide dogs in their area. Not surprisingly, it costs about fifty thousand pounds of public funding to care for each dog from puppy to retirement, yet to me, every pound was really well spent and very much appreciated by thousands of blind people, like me, throughout the U.K.
My parents knew that it would be useless and a waste of time to argue against me leaving home any further. �Just keep in touch and let us know if you need any help. Promise, Tonie?�
�Yes, of course. You don�t need to worry about me. I�ll still phone both of you, regularly and, if I have any problems, you will be the very first to know.�
There was nothing more to be said on the subject and I knew that I had better start seriously-looking for a house of my own, hopefully not too far away from where my parents lived.
Thinking about my childhood, ever since the age of, probably, eleven or twelve, I had a deep fascination for electronics and computing, knowing that, if possible, this was the area in which my future employment would be directed. Even with my poor eye-sight, I managed to assemble small electronic components and circuitry. It gave me a real sense of achievement and pride to construct electronic devices which actually worked. Using basic logic modules, I discovered how I could program them to carry out simple tasks and functions. This inspired me to learn more complex programming techniques and languages, a possible indicator of my future career.
Although my lack of sight made life a great deal more demanding and difficult, I had worked hard throughout my educational years, somehow managing ten, good, GCSE passes and three �A� levels, while at Sale Grammar School.
Following this, I had taken a four year course at Manchester Metropolitan University, qualifying with a BSC in Computer Science.
It had been quite a struggle while at University, but with the allowances provided for my condition, I amazed myself and many others by passing the rigorous course, admittedly with the valuable assistance of tutors, friends and family. Still, to attend graduation day with my family, I felt honoured, knowing that all the hard work had been worthwhile.
Hannah, my sister, who was nine years younger than me, had always been the greatest help and, apart from anything else, I felt that I should impose less on her time, especially since she would soon be starting on her own further education, studying to become a primary school teacher, probably, like me, at Manchester Metropolitan University. It was much more economical to study at a local University while still living at home, rather than staying at the University residences.
The third year on my own University course had been spent working for a quite large software company based in Manchester and, when I completed and passed the course, I had, thankfully, been offered a position by this same company. I did feel very honoured and fortunate to have a degree of financial stability and independence. Of even more importance, I really enjoyed my work and never regretted entering this complicated yet fascinating field of high technology.
Although part of my income had to help repay the notoriously expensive Government student loan and interest, which, probably, would never be fully repaid, I knew that I would have enough to pay a seventy-five thousand pound deposit and about seven hundred pounds monthly mortgage payments, thanks in part to my grandparents who had given me forty thousand pounds when I had reached the age of twenty-one. With a degree of luck, careful advice and investment of this gift, it had, over the past six years, appreciated to over fifty five thousand pounds.
Hannah, aware of this tremendous gift, knew that she would, equally, receive this huge amount when she reached the same age. I hoped, for her sake, that she would use the money wisely enough to provide for her own future.
I had thought about where I wanted to live on many occasions, yet decided that I would like to stay in Sale, just a few miles south of Manchester. The area was pleasant and, more importantly, Kelly and I were used to navigating our way around the area.
I had checked on the History of Sale for a school project and felt quite proud to have grown up here. Apparently, a hotel, called �The Brooklands Hotel� had been built on the corner of Marsland and Hope Road in 1872. Unfortunately the hotel had been demolished one hundred years later, to be replaced by offices, a Pub and a petrol station. The hotel had been built by the owners, �The Grand Hotel� in Manchester. Now, here comes the interesting fact. Apparently, comedians Laurel and Hardy had stayed at the hotel in 1947, when they were appearing on stage in Manchester. At the age of fourteen, I had even been picked to play the part of Stan Laurel in a sketch for the school Christmas concert, partly because I was, at that time, quite skinny. One of the �larger� boys played the part of Hardy and the sketch was a great success. It still amused me to remember how I had to maintain a �surprised� look, so typical of Stan Laurel.
When I had started looking for a house of my own, I had sought the assistance of a good friend, Suzanne, a twenty-five year old software developer from the same company, where I was working. I had always found her to be really kind and helpful, whenever I sought her advice or assistance and, yes, I did find her character very attractive, although I was too afraid to make a move in case she rejected my advances. I found it difficult to determine if she was friendly and helpful because of my sight problem or was there a remote possibility that she actually found me attractive?
Of course, I felt that others in the office had always assumed that there was something between us, but, if they asked, I would reply that Suzanne and I were just very good friends. If they had knowing smiles, these would have gone unseen by me.
It had been the price of the three bedroomed semi-detached house in Eastcroft Road that had interested me, as well as the good location. There were many houses of a similar style and size, but these were well outside my price range, yet this one was just about affordable. Of course, there could have been many good reasons why it was so cheap, but, as long as it passed the structural survey and did not have any leaks in the roof, then, I reasoned, it should be okay. Providing I had the funds, I could improve the house over the next few years, perhaps replacing some windows and doors. I understood that the hallway, landing and main rooms were all carpeted, though this had been done about twenty years ago. For now, the carpets and d�cor would just have to do.
Eventually, my parents had accepted that I would not change my decision and, since it was only ten minutes drive from their house, they knew that, in an emergency, they could still reach me without delay. My new house at sixteen Eastcroft Road, was also less than ten minutes walk from the local Metro station at Brooklands, making my daily commute to Manchester city centre quite straightforward.
Apparently, there had been several potential purchasers and it came as a relief when the paperwork on my new house was completed, all documents signed and payments transferred. It made me feel so very grown-up and proud to have the key to a house of my very own, especially when, in the present economic climate, many people have no choice but to pay extortionate rents as they are unable to afford the even bigger monthly mortgage repayments.
�The rooms are all reasonably-sized and everything seems to be in good condition�, Suzanne remarked as we were, for the first time, able to look around the house without being shepherded by the usual, protective, estate agents. �Some rooms probably could do with new decorating, but nothing urgent.� As an afterthought, Suzanne added, �And there�s absolutely no sign of any damp patches on walls or ceilings!�
�Thanks for looking over the house with me, Suzanne. I really do appreciate all the help you have given me.�
�No problem, Tonie. I�m just happy to be able to help you a little.� I noticed that Suzanne was wearing a perfume which had a delightfully fragrant scent. It followed us as we worked our way through the house and was a distinct improvement on the stale, dry smell of a long-empty house.
It was a fairly typical 1930�s semi. A lengthy, paved drive along one side of the house, small front garden, a quite spacious entrance hall with doors leading to two, good-sized reception rooms, both with bay windows. A third door led to a dining kitchen which had been extended about fifteen years earlier. Upstairs, we took our time to inspect two sizeable bedrooms, both with bay windows, a third, smaller room and a bathroom. There were carpets and built-in wardrobes in the two main bedrooms. Strangely, there was, even, one bed, complete with bedding, in the rear bedroom. The mainly-empty rooms echo to the sound of our voices.
Looking around the bedrooms, Suzanne commented, �I don�t think these rooms need anything doing to them, apart from the addition of some items of furniture. In fact, they look as though they have only been decorated a few months ago.� She paused and said, �The bed�s not very good and I can�t imagine why they would leave the bedding. Nobody would want to use somebody�s old bedding, would they?�
It did seem strange that the occupiers had left their bed, complete with sheets, blankets and pillows, as though they had been forced to move out in a hurry. I just felt relieved that decorating was one job that would not need to be done. Suzanne did say that the d�cor of the rooms although recent, still managed to look a bit dated and old-fashioned, but, as long as it saved some work, I was not really bothered. As expected, she confirmed that the carpets did look a bit worn and tired and had obviously been there for many years, but, thankfully, could still, probably, last a few years longer.
Kelly was really intrigued at this new place with lots of different smells from her usual haunts. All the rooms had a thorough sniffing, hopefully passing her �sniff test�. �Kelly seems to like the house�, I said with a smile.
�She�s certainly enjoying sniffing around each room, especially the bedrooms.�, Suzanne agreed with me.
After going through each room, we returned to the kitchen and opened the door to the rear garden. Kelly was particularly excited at the opportunity to run around the large grassed area, which was quite a bit longer than I had realised on earlier viewings. Suzanne estimated the length to be about thirty five metres and ten metres in width.
�Kelly!�, Suzanne called to the excited dog. �I�ve never seen her run so fast. She�ll certainly get plenty of exercise, living here.�
I wondered why it should be any different here, rather than at home. The rear garden at my parent�s house was quite long, but, my father, who had always been a keen Gardener, had divided the area into paved areas, raised flower beds and an immaculately maintained lawn area. In this house, it was one huge grassed area, with occasional flower beds dotted around the perimeter. There were, also, a couple of medium-sized Maple trees towards the end of the garden. I was going to have to find someone who could keep the grass cut and garden regularly maintained for me, as I knew that I would be useless at these tasks. Removing weeds may be possible for me, yet, how would I know the difference between genuine flowers and unwanted weeds?
I thanked Suzanne as she dropped me back to my parent�s house. She had become a good friend while working together over the past couple of years, yet I felt that the relationship I had hoped for was unlikely to ever develop into anything deeper, even though I had wished for more. She understood me, which is all that I could expect from anybody, at that time. I did find her very attractive, yet did not wish to chance losing her if I should make an unwelcome move.
I did have to rely on the observations of other people at the office to discover Suzanne�s appearance. I was told that she had long, black hair, dark blue eyes and delicate features. She was of slim build and about five feet seven in height. I had to tell myself not to rush into a romantic relationship and determined to take my time to get to know her better.
I remembered the regular vision I experienced whilst sleeping, yet, somehow, felt certain that the unknown naked woman could not be Suzanne, even though her hair and colour of her eyes were similar to the woman in my vision. I reasoned that, since I had experienced the vision a couple of years before I had even met Suzanne, then it could not possibly have been her, yet my imagination did provide me with exciting visions of her.
Like any young, unattached male, I could still use my rather vivid imagination to conjure an image of Suzanne and I, completely naked, making sweet, beautiful love.
I really enjoyed hearing Suzanne�s voice. Warm, educated, smooth and without any trace of sharpness. Thankfully, her accent was not noticeably regional, probably as a consequence of growing up in Wilmslow, one of the richer areas of the �Cheshire Set�. Even so, there was absolutely no hint of arrogance, her nature being one of generosity, calmness and self-assurance. Suzanne, her brother and parents had moved to Hale when she had finished her primary education, making her journey to Altrincham Grammar Scool for Girls easier for commuting on a daily basis. In addition, Suzanne�s father was a partner in a legal practice in Altrincham, which meant that he could avoid the daily congestion around Wilmslow.
It would be a few weeks until I was able to organise a new bed and the miniMum of furniture. Thankfully, the previous owners had left most of their downstairs furniture such as dining table, chairs, sofa and even curtains at all the windows, which would save me quite a bit of money. There was a bed in the rear room, yet I felt that I should not use it and agreed with Suzanne that I would be better to order a new bed and bedding. I just had a feeling that, with such a personal item, I would not want to sleep where somebody else had once slept, even more so with the bedding.
We were both surprised to find that there was even some food in the fridge, some of which needed to be thrown away. What had been left in the freezer could still be edible, yet it would seem strange to eat meat or fish which had been left by the previous owners. Whoever had lived in this house had not wanted to stay around while the contents were emptied for new occupants.
After I had contacted the Guide Dog centre, they sent a trainer to assess the necessary changes for Kelly. They even helped in organising a concrete run for the Alsatian, draining it to a gutter, allowing the run to be hosed down to keep it clean and hygienic. At the end of the drive, there was a fence, with a gate opening onto the lawn. This would be useful to prevent Kelly from escaping, although I could not imagine that she would ever feel inclined to do this.
When it came to the big day, a hot, Sunday morning in June, Mum, Dad and Hannah had gone with me to my own house at number sixteen Eastcroft road. The car was stacked full, with all my clothes, computer, printer and my many other gadgets and personal possessions. Dad did tell me that he would make a separate journey to bring my exercise bike and weights, as there was no room in the car along with everything else.
When the kitchen had been extended, the main appliances had been built in to the kitchen units and these still worked well enough to make them usable for me. I did have a tube of �rubbery� material which could be used to stick on the controls of oven, microwave and washing machine. This was used to create little �bumps� to assist in setting oven temperature, timer and anything else which could be improved by the addition of tactile markers to assist me with their programming. Hannah had offered to add these markers for me and, once done, she showed me the controls on each appliance. I just hoped that I could remember the various settings, yet Hannah was very patient with me as I tried to master all the controls
My possessions did include two prints of famous paintings. Dad had carried these pictures from the car and asked, �Are you certain that you still want to keep these paintings, Tonie?� He was wondering why I should wish to keep these as I was, obviously, unable to see them.
�Of course, Dad. I wouldn�t dream of leaving them behind.�
�But��
I interrupted him as I knew exactly what he was going to say. �I know that I can�t see them now, but that is no reason for getting rid of them. I bought those paintings when I was seventeen, Dad. I could just about make out the bigger details, then, but, just because I can�t see them, now doesn�t mean that I don�t want them.�
I had bought something to remind me of my grandfather, who was a great fan of steam locomotives. �The Flying Scotsman� and �The Evening Star�, prints of Terence Cuneo�s famous paintings, had been my choice when my uncle on my mother�s side had left me a few hundred pounds after he died in 2007.
�Okay, where do you want me to hang them?�
I had already decided just where these pictures should be hung. �The Flying Scotsman in the front room, facing the chimney breast and the Evening Star in the next room in the same place, please.�
Accepting my decision, armed with hammer and picture hooks, he began to fix them on the walls, even using a spirit level to ensure correct positioning.
When this job was done, Mum and Dad showed me where all the items from home had been placed. They knew well enough, by now, that a little information about the location of potential hazards was essential for me to manage on my own.
As my family were leaving, I could hear the emotion in my mother�s voice as she gave me a warm hug, saying, �Take good care of yourself, Tonie. Remember, if there is anything you need, just give me a call.�
�Don�t worry about me, mum. I�ll be fine.�
Hannah also gave me a parting hug, �Take care, Tonie. Let me know if there is any help you may need with anything.� Thankfully, I knew that she really meant it. In some families, brothers and sisters really hated each other, but, in our case, Hannah and I never had any such problem, perhaps because of the nine-year gap between us. I had always been there to protect my little sister and, equally, she was always ready to assist me, whenever I needed help.
�Thanks for all your help, Hannah. I�ll try not to pester you too much.� 

Chapter Two: Living On my own?

It did feel quite strange to be on my own, after so many years of falling over each other in my parents� cluttered house. My mother did think that she kept the rooms clear for me, but I had not told her of the many times I had caught my shins on something that was out of place or tripped over an item left carelessly, cursing as I did my best to keep my balance.
I was determined that there should be absolutely no such clutter in my own home. The most difficult decision to make was which bedroom I should use. Both were of a similar size, with the front room facing north on the road side of the house, while the rear room with its southerly aspect would receive much more sunlight. Eventually, I had decided on the rear bedroom, overlooking the long garden, thinking I was less likely to be disturbed by traffic noise, although there would probably not be that many vehicles on my road.
This decision had to be made before delivery of my double bed, a few days earlier, as the company had to remove the old bed and assemble the new one in the chosen room before I moved in. Mum had helped me to select and order new bedding, again, before the actual moving-in day.
Since it was Sunday, I had plenty of time to get organised and spent the rest of the day unpacking all my clothes and transferring them into the wardrobes. There was still plenty of space. �Future expansion?�, I mused.
Kelly, meanwhile, lay half asleep, curled up, presumably watching me as I busied myself trying to make the house into a home.
My mother had spoiled me by leaving me a home-made steak and kidney pie and roasted potatoes for my main evening meal. All I had to do was heat these up in the oven. I could not expect this level of pampering every day, yet I did enjoy this meal, especially when accompanied by a glass of red wine. Never a big drinker of alcohol, I had bought several small bottles of a good Chilean red wine, each of which would fill one medium-sized glass.
Satisfied from my enjoyable meal, I relaxed for the rest of that first evening in the living room of my very own home, watching television. Kelly was relaxing near my feet, always preferring to stay close to me. At one point, she sat up, handing me an outstretched paw. This almost-human action is what makes the bond between dog and owner so special. It reminded me of an unfortunate incident in the previous autumn. Kelly and I had been queueing at a Metro stop at Saint Peter�s Square in Manchester. It was a Tuesday evening and, since there was going to be a football match at Manchester United�s home ground, that evening, there were many happy, already intoxicated fans waiting for the Metro. As Kelly and I approached the platform, the crush of fans allowed us through, where we tried to find a space for us to wait. I had never encountered so many people waiting for transport. As the Metro arrived, the fans surged forward as one body mass. As we were carried along, I was worried about Kelly�s feet being trampled. It came as a relief when a woman�s commanding voice called, �Take it easy, everybody and make way for the blind gentleman with his guide dog. Come on, guys, there will be another Metro in a few minutes.� I think that she must have been a Metrolink employee, judging by the authority in her voice, together with the fact that the fans actually seemed to take notice of her.
It came as a relief when the crush eased slightly and we were allowed through the open doors of the Metro. Unfortunately, the mass of bodies appeared to fill almost all the available space. Kelly was brilliant, as usual, and led me to a slightly-less crowded area.
I guessed, from the shouts of the many fans, that some were unable to fit into the over-crowded Metro as the doors began to close. Careful not to grab hold of another passenger, I tried to find a rail to hold, as the Metro lurched forward. Thankfully, one person moved a little and a middle-aged woman took hold of my hand, placing it on the upright rail used by many passengers. �There you go love, hold on tight.�
I thanked the woman and tried to protect Kelly with my own body, as the Metro was already slowing down for the next station.
I had hoped that some passengers would get off, but, when the doors opened at the Deansgate stop, even more passengers tried to squeeze in. Judging from the smell, these were more noisy, drunken football fans.
I felt a punch in my arm as one man made a grab for the same rail that I was holding, again as the Metro lurched forward.
He made no apology and began a noisy conversation with his friends, while some of them were chanting support for their team.
I was still trying to shield Kelly with my body, but the group of fans noticed her and began taunting the poor dog.
The woman who had helped me to hold on to the rail saw what was happening. �Leave the poor dog alone! Can�t you see that it�s a guide dog?�
�What�s it got to do with you, fat cow?� His voice was slurred from the drink and I worried just what he may do next, in his heavily-intoxicated state.
To my relief and surprise, he forgot about the woman as a noisy fight broke out between this group of football fans. They were so close that I worried, again, about Kelly�s safety as well as that of the other passengers.
As the fight had intensified, cans of beer were thrown around and one hit Kelly on her head. She yelped and barked, adding to the noise and confusion.
Just then, the Metro arrived at Cornbrook station and, as the doors opened,, the crush intensified and, then, just as quickly, eased. �Police! Come on, get off the Metro!�
I wondered just to whom the policeman was directing his order, when I realised that the group who had been standing close to me suddenly disappeared. There were many grumbles and complaints about missing the match, but they followed the instruction obediently and left the Metro.
�Thank goodness for that!� It was the woman who had helped me to find the support rail. �Drunk, at this time! They deserve to miss their match.� Many people agreed with her. �Is your dog alright?�
I put my hand on Kelly�s head and searched for a lump or cut. There was a small lump, presumably caused by the beer can hitting her. Even so, she still appeared bright and alert. �I think she�s alright, thanks.�
�Good. Drink always brings out the worst in people.�
At Old Trafford, the fans poured out of the Metro. The friendly woman told me that there were, now, a few empty seats. I thanked her and found the seat she had indicated, relaxing for the rest of the journey to Brooklands station.
When we arrived home, I had asked my mother to take a look at the lump on Kelly�s head.
�Oh, poor Kelly. What did that nasty man do to you?�
�You�d get a shock if she replied�, I said.
Feeling sorry for Kelly, Mum said, �I think I should bathe her head. It may be hurting her, but she can�t tell us.�
Thankfully, the lump disappeared over the next few days and Kelly appeared to be fully recovered. This horrible incident on the Metro was never repeated, partly because, on local match days, I had decided to use a taxi to return to my home, avoiding any further possible confrontations or injuries to Kelly.
After watching a little television, I decided to have an early night, Kelly and I going upstairs by ten o�clock.
One of my most prized possessions was a tiny, talking book player, which I had bought three years earlier. Made in Switzerland, my Milestone 312 talking book player was only the size of an NP3 player. An SD card memory could hold many books at the same time and, yet, by connecting a pair of earphones, I could listen to my choices from the RNIB�s massive talking book library, without disturbing anybody else.
Over the past three years, I had read nearly one hundred books. These ranged from the Jason Bourne adventure series to E.�L.�James raunchy �Fifty Shades of Grey�. My favourite author had always been Glenn Cooper, an American author whose books were brilliantly ingenious and mysterious stories such as �Library of the Dead�. Another of my favourites is �Watchers� by Dean Koontz, partly because it features a highly-intelligent Golden Retriever. Apparently, the author actually has this breed of dog as his pets. Obviously, my liking for intelligent dogs had influenced my choice of this book.
I always read these books late at night, mostly in bed before I was feeling tired enough for sleep. One thing I had not forgotten was to inform the Talking Book library of my change of address.
Ready for retiring to bed, I decided to check my weight. Talking bathroom scales could provide readings in about five different languages, but I settled on English and pressed the memory button. This told me my weight the last time I had been standing on the scales. When the message announced that the scales were ready for use, I stood quite naked and still on the unit. �Eleven stones, ten and three-quarter pounds�. This was only half a pound lighter than a week earlier and about average for my height of five feet eleven inches. I could have the weight in Kilos, if I wished, but had become used to the older imperial measurements.
I did wonder if I would manage to get a proper sleep, that first night in my new house and new bed. After reading the last couple of chapters of Stephen King�s thrilling, lengthy story, �Under the Dome� for about half an hour, I think that I must have fallen asleep fairly quickly, but started with a shock when I felt wetness on my face. My first thought was that the ceiling must be leaking, yet I felt certain that it had not been raining during the night. Still half asleep, I realised that Kelly was licking my face. �What is it, Kelly? Why can�t you sleep?� I ran my hand down her back and was stunned to discover that her normally smooth hair was rough to the touch, as though some hairs were standing on end. The poor dog was whimpering a little, obviously terrified by something. �What�s wrong, Kelly?� She remained immobile, not wanting to leave me alone. I spoke firmly to her. �Please be a good girl and Lie down on your bed, Kelly. You are going to have to get used to sleeping, here, in our new house. It�s strange for me as well, you know.�
I pressed the button on my talking watch and groaned as I realised that it was only forty minutes past midnight. Slipping out of bed, I took the dog to her own bed, which was only a few feet away, positioned against the wall separating the two bedrooms. Obediently, she, sluggishly, climbed on the bed and lay down, yet still appeared quite unsettled. I stroked her, trying to calm and reassure the poor dog. �What is the problem, Kelly? Listen, it�s work day tomorrow and we both need some sleep, so be a really good girl and settle down, please.�
It took me quite a while to fall back into my usual deep sleep and the next I knew was the alarm waking me at six-thirty, next morning. My disturbed night had left me tired and, possibly, even a little grumpy, although I would be the last to admit that I could, ever, be so described.
I let Kelly out to relieve herself, as she seemed eager to visit her run. When she returned, I fed her, then grabbed a quick breakfast for myself. I followed this with a shave, shower and pulled on my working suit.
By eight-fifteen, Monday morning, Kelly and I were walking towards the Metro station, ready for a new working day. Once we were in the office, I told Suzanne about Kelly�s strange behaviour the previous evening.
�It is such a big change for her and she will need time to adjust and settle in. I can understand how it must feel to her�, Suzanne sympathised.
I had thought that she may still be troubled at my office on that day, but, strangely, I had no problem with Kelly, until we were returning towards the house around five-thirty. She slowed, noticeably and I had the distinct impression that she was unhappy about something, but, what? Once inside, she appeared to be okay and I carried on with the evening routines. A ready-prepared microwave meal saved time and filled the dining kitchen with a strong, savoury smell. Okay, I was playing safe and saving time, but it did satisfy my hunger. After dinner, I decided to groom Kelly. If nothing else, brushing the thick coat, always appeared to relax her. Similarly, I found the grooming process also quite therapeutic. After about an hour of grooming, the bin was full of Kelly�s loose hair and her coat felt really smooth and silky to the touch.
I then settled down to watch television, a gentle, relaxing way to end the day. I was thankful for the audio description of TV dramas, as, without this feature, it would be impossible for me to follow the complex story of this police drama series.
When it came to bed-time, I hoped that Kelly would settle down and allow me to sleep through the night, without disturbance.
Normally, when I had gone upstairs, Kelly had always walked by my side, even though she had neither lead nor harness. On this night, however, she hung back a little, as though she was uncertain that ascending the stairs was the correct thing to do.
�Come on, Kelly. What�s wrong?� I rested my hand on the dog�s back to try and re-assure her and was surprised to feel the hairs standing, just as on the previous night. �Come on, Kelly. There�s nothing to be afraid of. There�s only you and me in this house.�
I did not know if she understood me, but it made no difference. Reluctantly, she stepped cautiously and slowly up each step. Her obvious fear began to give me the creeps. I could feel the hairs on my own neck stand up. Talking to myself, I said, �Pull yourself together, Buckingham. There�s nothing here to be afraid of.� I had the firm belief that ghosts and hauntings were just the creations of authors who had taken illegal substances to heighten their perceptions and imagination.
Step by step, slowly, we reached the quarter landing and turned to ascend the final three steps. Kelly was, by now, noticeably shaking. �Come on, Kelly, only a little further.� After what seemed to be an eternity, we reached the landing outside the bedroom door and this was when Kelly decided she was going no further. She turned around and scampered back down the stairs. �Kelly! Come back here, you crazy dog!�
It was no use. I did not know exactly where she was, but I heard her quiet panting from somewhere down at the bottom of the stairs.
Slightly angered, I called, �Okay! Stay there if you must, but I�m going to bed.� I went into the bedroom and switched on my bedside radio, my own antidote to the silence of being on my own. Sara Cox on Radio Two was playing some late night music, which, I had always found quite calming and comforting.
Cliff Richard�s �Miss you nights�, a deeply meaningful song had always relaxed me and I found myself quietly singing along with the words.
I slipped off my clothes and hung my trousers on a hanger in the wardrobe. I still had a strange, uneasy feeling, but decided that it must be a product of Kelly�s fear and my own vivid imagination. I was about to visit the bathroom, when I thought of Kelly downstairs. Her bed lay empty against the wall in the bedroom and, softening a little, I picked up the bed and decided to carry it downstairs to, hopefully, give the dog a little more comfort while asleep. I was half-way down the staircase, when I nearly stumbled over something on the steps. Thankfully, I, somehow, managed to regain my balance and, cursing, continued to the bottom of the stairs.
It did not take long to find Kelly. She was still ignoring me and was curled up on the hall floor. Putting the bed against the side of the staircase, I managed to coax the reluctant dog to lie on her bed. I stroked her back, all the time trying to reassure Kelly that there was nothing to be afraid of. �You would not be of much use if a criminal broke into the house through an upstairs window, would you?� I stroked her head and back, noticing, now, that her hair was quite smooth and soft as normal. Thankfully, her fear seemed to have passed.
Feeling a bit better about Kelly, I began to climb the stairs again and remembered to look to find what had caused me to stumble. Assuming that I had dropped something, perhaps a jumper or tee-shirt on the stairs, I checked every step and found absolutely nothing. Cursing, I checked again, but the result was still the same. �Could I have been mistaken? I had definitely stood on something, but what?�
Giving up on my fruitless search, I went to the bathroom, used the toilet and began to clean my teeth. I could still hear the music from the radio in my bedroom and enjoyed the calming tones of Sara. I was about to rinse my mouth with mouthwash, when the music stopped abruptly, only to be replaced with a background hissing noise. Shrugging, I finished in the bathroom and returned to my bedroom, where the sound of the static hiss was quite loud. I switched the radio off and, immediately, switched it back on again. The music re-appeared, much to my puzzlement. Why should my Roberts portable radio, which I had been using for several years, suddenly decide to re-tune itself from Radio Two?
The eleven o�clock news came on the radio and I climbed into bed, ready for what I hoped would be a restful night. I listened for a further few minutes, then switched the radio off and closed my eyes. My mind was in such a turmoil that I decided to try and sleep instead of listening to my talking book.
Unfortunately, sleep did not come quickly and a strange, unsettling feeling filled my whole being. What had frightened Kelly and what had I stumbled over on the stairs? Something was not quite right, but, what? Still puzzling over the events, somehow, I eventually managed to fall into an uncomfortable, uneasy sleep.
I awoke to the sound of weird foreign-sounding whispering voices accompanied by a really strange, nerve-wracking feeling. It was one of an unusual lightness, as though my body was weightless and almost insignificant.
Still, the whispers continued, yet to add to my frustration, I could not understand what was being said.
To add to my distress, I had an awful feeling of many, small �things� crawling all over my body. Worms, slugs, snails or what on earth could they be. Trying to keep my mouth closed, I shuddered at this awful sensation. What the hell was going on? I wanted to scream at this horrifying situation, yet dared not to even open my mouth, in case these wriggling �entities� should try to enter into my body. Then, the thought of other orifices which could provide an alternative, easy entrance for these tiny creatures to devour my internal organs horrified me and I felt sick and terrified at the thought.
Another terrifying realisation filled my brain. Where was the pillow? I could feel nothing under my head and, when I felt for it, there was nothing. No pillow, not even my bed! Just emptiness.
Although I could not prove it, it felt as though my body was rising very slowly up from my bed, towards the ceiling, yet, how could this be happening? The whole situation seemed to be terrifying, crazy and impossible.
I moved my arms around, frantically, to feel for the bed and still found absolutely nothing. I, then, lifted my arm upright, trying to feel for the ceiling, yet could not even reach it. Surely, my ceiling could not be so high?
I was floating in mid-air. How the hell could this be happening? As I began to panic, there was a sudden release of tension and I fell quickly downwards, thankfully landing back on to my bed with a creak and a loud bump.
I realised that I must have been floating above my bed and, probably, somewhere near to the ceiling. Now, I could understand how Kelly must have felt terrified and, like her, wondered if I should abandon my bedroom and go down stairs, away from the weird happenings within this room. I felt my skin and realised, with thankful relief, that the tiny, creatures which had covered my whole body from head to feet, had suddenly completely disappeared, without trace. �Pull yourself together, Buckingham!� I hoped that, whatever was going on in this room, it would stop, leave me alone and let me get some sleep. As if in answer to my plea, miraculously, somehow, I did manage to return to a deep, undisturbed sleep. 

Chapter Three: Restless nights

When I opened the curtains, next morning, I could feel the heat of the early sun on my face and body and all seemed right with the world. I felt quite refreshed, which was surprising considering the strange, disturbing events of the previous evening. I do not know why, but, I used my hands to feel the bed quilt and carpet to check if the creepy things which had covered my body had fallen down at the same time, but I could find absolutely no trace of the slithery slimy creatures. I imagined that these gastropods would have left some slimy trace on my exposed skin, yet I could feel nothing out of the ordinary. I supposed that I had expected this weird, inexplicable result.
By nine o�clock, Kelly and I were in the office, ready for a new day. Suzanne and I were working on quite a large, complex project, coding software for an important, major client. I was wearing headphones to hear the JAWS screen-reading software without disturbing anybody else in the office and began working through a mass of complicated coding routines.
I was not really aware just how long I had been concentrating on the task, but was surprised to feel a tap on my shoulder. I took my headphones off to bring myself back to the real world.
�Are you not going to have some lunch, Tonie?�
Realising who it was, I answered, �Sorry, Suzanne. I was too deeply engrossed to realise just what time it was, though I do feel quite hungry and ready for some lunch.�
I saved the software, logged off and, after standing and shaking herself, Kelly led me out of the room to a refreshment area. The company provided light refreshments such as sandwiches, hot snacks and cakes, with tea, coffee or fruit juices as an inducement to stop staff spending long midday breaks at local pubs or restaurants.
There was always a good atmosphere in this company and I found the work very satisfying, yet it could be exhausting when tight deadlines had to be met, which could be most of the time. I was reasonably well-paid and knew that my pay grades would improve, gradually, with further time and experience.
�How was your second night at your new house?�
�Not good, Suzanne. Kelly was really freaked out by something and would not stay upstairs, last night, so she slept in the hallway.�
�Poor Kelly! How about yourself? Did you manage to sleep, okay?�
I almost told her of my own strange experiences, but, then decided against it. She would probably think that I was going completely crazy, tripping over nothing, my radio, wierdly, losing the station and, worst of all, levitating with tiny creatures slithering all over my body. �Eventually, I had a reasonable sleep�, I answered.
�Good. Just let me know if there is anything that I can do to help you adjust to your new home.�
�Thanks, Suzanne. It�s really good of you to offer.� I had sensed something in Suzanne�s demeanour and tone which suggested that she knew I was not quite telling her the whole truth. Was I so obviously transparent to this brilliantly-perceptive young woman?
After finishing our lunch, I had time to take Kelly for a short walk and a comfort relief. Suzanne always offered to walk with me on these lunch-time breaks and the hot sun on my skin made me feel grateful for this little break from the long working day.
Suzanne�s twenty-one year old brother, Michael, had recently broken his leg in a motor-bike accident and she told me of his slow progress, while explaining how frustrated he was with his lack of mobility.
�Of course, at least bones will mend, so he should be grateful that he can return to a reasonably normal life.�
She did not add �unlike you�, yet the implied comparison to my own disability was quite obvious.
�I�m sorry, Tonie. I meant��
I smiled, surprised by her slip. �It�s alright, Suzanne. I�m not as sensitive as I used to be when people are going through verbal hoops to avoid referring to my sight problem.�
�I think you are so wonderful, Tonie. You seem to take everything in your stride, without any complaint.�
�Oh, believe me, I do get very frustrated and have my bad moments, Suzanne.�
�That is understandable. Life must be so very much more difficult for you, so I am not surprised. But, it must take a great deal of courage to put up with all the extra difficulties you must face every day, and I really admire you for your inner strength.�
I shrugged my shoulders and made an attempt to change the subject to something a little lighter. �I expect that Mum will phone me, tonight. She does worry unnecessarily. She always has to make certain that I am eating properly.�
It only took about twenty minutes for our little excursion, yet we all felt better for the break, before returning to the office to continue our lengthy coding project.
As expected, my mother did phone me, that evening, asking how I was managing. I assured her that everything was going absolutely fine, deciding that it would be pointless to let her worry about the strange occurrences on my first two evenings.
I must admit that, when it came to the time for retiring to bed, that night, I was particularly anxious and nervous about what could happen on this occasion?
It came as no surprise when Kelly still refused to climb the stairs and, stubbornly, lay down on her bed in the hall. I even considered sleeping downstairs myself, to avoid another nightly horror, yet told myself not to be so weak-willed.
I was very careful as I mounted the stairs, holding on to the bannister, determined that there should be nothing to deter my movement as on the previous evening. I breathed a sigh of relief, when I reached the landing without incident. I could still sense that something was not quite right. The air felt heavy and oppressive, but, perhaps it was just the summer heat combined with my over-active imagination and nervousness, following my experiences so far. As I reached the bedroom door and moved to turn the handle, I sensed a sudden movement and, much to my shame, almost screamed as something brushed against my face. My breathing and heart rate must have increased from the shock of whatever had come into contact with me. It had felt soft and had only lightly brushed against my skin. Then I had a sudden realisation. It must have been a moth, trying to escape from my advancing figure. �Come on, Buckingham! You are behaving like a small, scared child! Pull yourself together and act like a grown man!�
I pushed the door open and walked purposely towards my bed. As on the previous evening, I switched the radio on, relieved to break the silence with some relaxing music. I undressed and went to the bathroom. Stevie Wonder was singing �I just called to say I loved you� while I was brushing my teeth. My music tastes were extremely varied. I did like some current singers and their songs, particularly Ed Sheeran�s hits, yet I also liked songs from as far back as the sixties and seventies, influenced by my parent�s music preferences.
I was just rinsing my mouth with mouthwash when, as on the previous evening, the music suddenly stopped. This time it was not just replaced by a background hiss. A man�s voice was speaking quite strongly, yet it was obviously not English. It sounded, well, probably eastern European in origin and, to add to my consternation, the voice sounded quite angry. Quickly, I finished in the bathroom and hurried back to my bedroom. I tried to tune the radio back to a familiar station, yet, whatever I did, the same man�s deep, sonorous voice continued in the same, malevolent tone. Exasperated, I switched the radio off, pulled out the mains connection and wondered if the voice may still continue. It did not, but, instead of the usual immediate silence when a radio is switched off, the voice just seemed to fade slowly into nothing. �What the hell is going on, here?�
I normally had no problem in sleeping quite naked, but with an uneasy feeling of being observed, I, probably quite irrationally, kept my shorts and tee-shirt on when I climbed into my bed, that night. Feeling that it was a bit chilly for a summer evening, I pulled the covers up high, leaving only my head showing. I nearly jumped out of my skin when I heard a terrific bang, almost like an an explosion, which appeared to be coming from the roof space above my room. After that, the house returned to it�s normal quietness, but, it still took me quite a while to fall into a normal sleep as I listened to every creak and movement of the old house, wondering just what horrors lay in store for me, but, eventually, I succumbed to tiredness.
Thankfully, it was hot and very sunny when I opened the curtains on that Wednesday morning. Yawning through lack of settled sleep, I started to get ready for another day�s work. It was strange how the week seemed to be passing quite slowly, perhaps because I did not have the distractions of my family around me, or was it, perhaps, because of my disturbed nights? I had to admit that I felt quite fragile and anxious.
Suzanne did comment on my appearance, that morning. �Your eyes look quite heavy, Tonie. I�m guessing that you did not sleep well, last night?�
I smiled, weakly, realising just how observant she was. �You could say that.�
Not wanting to go into detail, at that time, I began to start another day�s coding.
It was after lunch before we were able to have a proper conversation, again. Walking through the streets of Manchester, towards Piccadilly gardens, Kelly seemed to be enjoying her daily walk in the brilliant sunshine.
�Are you going to tell me what stopped you from sleeping well, last night?� Suzanne persisted.
I was aware that she would not be satisfied with a change of subject to avoid her direct question. �I did have some strange things happen again�, I admitted.
I think she sensed my concern. �What happened, Tonie?�
I decided not to go into the full details of Monday night�s terrifying events, but instead, told her about the strange, foreign voice on the radio and the chilly atmosphere I had experienced, followed by the explosive sound from the roof space.
�That is so spooky, Tonie! Do you think the house is haunted?�
I did, now, after the events over the past few days, believe in supernatural happenings, yet did not wish to admit this, even to Suzanne. Laughing, I replied, �I don�t believe in ghosts. I think a vivid imagination is the source of most haunting stories.�
�But, dogs are supposed to be very perceptive to the presence of spirits, which could explain her reluctance to go upstairs.�
�Really? I didn�t know that!� I had to accept that something was definitely spooking Kelly and was beginning to feel that my very-ordinary, semi-detached house in Sale, was really haunted by some malelavent spirits. What other possible explanation could there be?
�What do you know of the people who lived in your house, before you, Tonie?�
�Nothing at all!� I had to admit. �It was all done through the solicitor as the house has been empty for two or three months.�
�Perhaps you should speak to your neighbours to find out a bit more information about the previous occupants.�
Although I still had difficulty getting my head around ghostly hauntings, Suzanne�s idea of finding some information about the previous occupants made very good sense and had appealed to me. �I do think that�s a good idea, Suzanne, but do you think you could go with me, when I visit my neighbours?�
�No problem, Tonie! When do you think you will visit them?�
�Probably this weekend, if that�s okay with you?�
Thankfully, Suzanne agreed and said she would arrive around ten on Saturday morning.
I still had Wednesday, Thursday and Friday nights to get through and wondered what may happen over the next three days. On the Wednesday and Thursday nights, I did experience another disturbing occurrence. While lying in bed, I awoke with a weird feeling as I felt a sudden depression to the side of me, as though someone was sitting heavily, on the side of the bed. Plucking up courage, I did try to move my arm to discover if it touched something solid, yet found nothing. If I had actually touched anything, I would really have freaked out. This disturbing feeling did disrupt my sleep, making me feel even more tired over the next day. Who was this person or thing which had decided to disturb my sleep so much? 

Chapter Four: meeting the neighbours

I still failed to coax Kelly to ascend the stairs over the rest of that week. I avoided the weird voice on my radio by not switching it on or even plugging it in at night, though I found the silence really disturbing and troubling. I hated silence and the nights still, somehow, felt really creepy. I wondered if the problem was in my own vivid imagination and I was determined that it must not get the better of me.
I did listen to �The Bourne Supremacy�, an action thriller in the Jason Bourne series �by Robert Ludlum, on my talking book player to make me feel more comfortable and relaxed, before falling asleep, each night.
On the Friday night, I was awakened after midnight and found the room to be really chilly. I did get out of bed to check if the window was open, but it was firmly closed. When I opened it, the air outside was, strangely, warmer than in my bedroom. I put some extra bedding on my bed and, somehow, managed to get back to sleep, but it was, again, a restless night.
What I could not understand was the fact that, at ground floor level, everything felt so normal, while going upstairs, particularly at night, made me feel really uneasy and uncomfortable. To add to my discomfort, I was awakened several times by a loud, persistent noise which appeared to originate somewhere within my bedroom.
It was a relief when Suzanne arrived on Saturday morning, the sweet, familiar scent of her perfume improving my deep, gloomy feelings. After I told her of my experience during the night, she insisted on going into the bedrooms to check if she could feel or sense anything odd, but, of course, everything felt fine, as I knew it would during the daytime.
Satisfied, she suggested that we visit the people next door. Suzanne looked through the front window and could see that the neighbour�s car was parked in their drive. �Well, we might as well go now and just hope that they are friendly�, she said, a hint of uncertainty in her voice.
As the three of us walked up the drive at number fourteen, I was trying to decide what to say. This was going to be very difficult. It took quite a while for the door to be opened, after pressing the bell-push.
There was a pause as the person must have been looking at their visitors. �Hello, don�t you live next door, at number sixteen?� The voice was that of a woman, who, I guessed, was in her mid fifties. Her accent was typically North western, where the accent on the vowels was quite distinctive and typical of many northern dialects.
I imagined her to be quite short and a little on the plump side, but I could have been completely wrong, my imagination sometimes conjuring up a very different image to that of the real person.
�Yes, my name is Tonie Buckingham and this is my friend, Suzanne. I thought I should introduce myself to my neighbours.�
�Would you like to come in?�, she asked. She sounded quite friendly and I felt relief that she was interested in meeting us.
�I take it that you don�t have a dog?� I had to avoid situations where Kelly would be confronted by an aggressive, territorial dog.
She laughed. �No, we only have a budgie called Joey. My name�s Diane and my husband is Barry. Come on in, please.�
We followed her into the front room. �Please take a seat. Would you like a drink of tea or coffee?�
Suzanne helped me to locate the seat, as I replied, �Not for me, thanks. How about you, Suzanne?�
We did have a drink before leaving my house, so Suzanne declined the refreshment as well.
As we took our seats, heavy footsteps could be heard coming down the stairs. Barry came in and greeted us. He sounded a bit breathless and I guessed that he was probably a little over-weight. Taking a seat, he asked, �What a beautiful dog. What�s her name?�
�Kelly. She�s a great help. I�ve had her for a couple of years, now.�
As usual, the dog seemed to enjoy being the centre of attention and did not mind the unfamiliar hands that gently stroked her head and back.
�Do you like your new house?�, asked Barry.
�Very much�, I replied. �There�s plenty of space and the houses were very well-built in the 1930�s. Also, it�s very handy for the Metro into Manchester.�
Diane and Barry agreed. �Much better than the bloody flimsy boxes they�re building, nowadays�, Barry added. �I doubt if they will last for more than thirty years, if that!�
�Very true. I was surprised at how large the rear garden is. I think it is going to take a great deal of maintenance.�
�I do spend a lot of my time looking after the garden�, admitted Barry. �But, I can give you the phone number of a guy who maintains gardens, if you like.�
�That would be very helpful, thanks. I�ll make a note on my phone, if you don�t mind.�
Barry obliged and, after rummaging for the details, he read out the name and phone number of the local Gardener.
Diane proudly told us that she was a home-based dressmaker, while Barry had been working for twenty-five years as a joiner and carpenter with a local building company.
After a little more conversation, I decided to broach the subject of the previous occupants, �I must admit that I am curious about the people who used to live in my house. I never met them as everything was done through the solicitors and agents.�
The slight pause before they responded was meaningful. It was Diane who answered. �The Ademovic�s? A quiet couple. She was called Selmira, but I can�t think of her husband�s name. I seem to remember that he spoke English quite well, but I never heard him say very much. He appeared to be quite shy and reserved. Can you remember what he was called, Barry?�
After a moment�s thought, he answered, �I�m afraid that I am useless at remembering names. It was something Eastern-European, possibly Polish or Bosnian, but I just can�t remember. I didn�t see very much of him.�
These words triggered memories of the voice on my radio. A man�s voice with an eastern European accent. But, why?
Diane had a sudden thought. �Yes, I�m pretty certain that he was Bosnian. I think he went back to his home country, probably about two or three months ago�, Diane said. �Selmira told us that her husband�s mother was seriously ill and he wanted to be near her.�
�What were they like?�, I asked.
Again, the pause was a bit longer than I had expected. It was Barry who answered my question. �They kept to themselves. Not a particularly friendly couple, wouldn�t you say, love?�
�That�s very true. We never got to know them, really. We know the people on the other side of your house better than we did the Ademovic�s.�
Suzanne had been quiet up until now. She asked, �Did they have any children or pets?�
�No, neither. I think they were in their mid-thirties, but they lived on their own. Shame they didn�t have any children. Selmira seemed very unhappy and depressed after her husband went back. I think it was only about a month or two before she put the house up for sale�, Diane said.
�She didn�t stay in the house, though,� Barry added. �She seemed to leave the sale up to the agents and, I think she said that she was moving to stay with relatives, moving away from the area.�
�Yes, that�s right�, Diane agreed. �I think she said that she was moving down south, somewhere near to London, but I don�t know exactly where.�
We chatted for a bit longer, thanked the couple for their hospitality and stood up ready to return to my house.
�Ivanko! That was his name.� Diane had suddenly remembered the first name of her ex-neighbour. �It was a strange spelling, with a �K� instead of a �C�. I remember Selmira explaining the weird spelling of their names, as they were both from Bosnia.� She paused, obviously trying to think of something else still on her mind. �They were Muslims and we could hear their strange music when it came to their prayer times.�
�That�s really very helpful. Thank you so much for all your information�, I responded, hoping I could remember these unusual names.
�Thanks, again, for your hospitality. I hope that I can be a better neighbour than the Ademovic�s.�
Barry laughed. �That wouldn�t be difficult. I don�t ever remember him even smiling at us. Always appeared to be a very serious, sullen guy.�
�If there is any help you need, just let us know. I am in most of the time�, Diane offered.

Chapter Five: two heads are better than one

�They seemed a nice couple, but I don�t think they have told us everything about your previous occupants�, Suzanne said to me as we returned to my house.
Strangely, I had felt the same, but wondered why Suzanne thought this. �What gives you that impression?�
She collected her thoughts together, before answering. �It was nothing they said, but I did see their eyes briefly look at each other before answering your question. Perhaps it�s what they did not say that is more important.�
I smiled. �Thanks, Suzanne. That is exactly why I wanted you to be there with me. I did notice a slight hesitation before they answered, but, without you I would not have known what you just told me.�
�But, I don�t know what it all means. All we know is that the husband went back to Bosnia to look after his mother and his wife moved out a few months later. In other words, we are not really much wiser, now.�
I thought about the situation and said, �Diane told us that it was Selmira Ademovic who told them that her husband had gone. In other words, there is no proof that he actually went to Bosnia, just the wife�s word for it.�
There was a moment�s silence from Suzanne as she digested this information. �What are you suggesting, Tonie? Do you think that Selmira hired some killers to dispose of her husband?�
I shrugged my shoulders. �All I�m saying is that it could be a possibility. I know that it sounds crazy and, perhaps, a bit over-dramatic, but, still, it could be true. Sometimes, crazy things do happen.� I did wonder if reading my talking books had enriched my imagination, thinking of what crazy things people got up to in a Stephen King or James Herbert novel.
We sat in silence for a couple of minutes, thinking of the many possibilities. Did this house hold some terrible secret, or was my imagination getting the better of me?
Shrugging off these awful thoughts, I asked, �Suzanne? Do you have any plans for the rest of the day?�
�Nothing, really. Why?�
I laughed. �Don�t sound so worried. Life goes on and I need to do some shopping. If you have the time, I�d be grateful for your help and, after, I�ll treat you to a meal in a good restaurant. What do you think?�
There was no hesitation in her voice as she replied, �That�s fine, by me. It beats helping Mum with all the boring housework! I�d better text her and let her know.�
Within twenty minutes Kelly was curled at my feet in Suzanne�s Toyota Auris, heading in the direction of the supermarket. I did feel awful relying so much on Suzanne, but she constantly reassured me that she did not mind at all, as she enjoyed my company. She even pushed the trolley around the store, filling it with the items I needed to keep me stocked up for at least two weeks. It did not take long and, within a couple of hours, we were back at my house. I phoned the restaurant to make a reservation and, as it was a hot, sunny day, we relaxed outside with a cool fruit juice. Fortunately, my father had given me a few plastic garden chairs, which proved to be quite comfortable, as we relaxed in the welcome sunshine.
Three hours later, Suzanne and I were sitting at a table in a Italian restaurant opposite the Town Hall in Sale. Kelly was under the table, relaxing near my feet. I liked the atmosphere in this restaurant and the service and the food was always really good. Even though Suzanne and I worked together five days every week, we never found any difficulty in making conversation and never tired of each other�s company.
She was intelligent, funny and quite entertaining. �why did your parents give you a forename with such a strange spelling, Tonie?�
�They told me that they wanted me to have an unusual name. �Tonie� is not very common and can be used for either male or female first names. Apparently, some countries will not allow children to be given such ambiguous names, but no such problem in the U.K.�
Suzanne made me laugh by saying, �Perhaps your parents were not certain which sex you were at birth!� She had difficulty stopping herself from giggling. �Sorry Tonie, I couldn�t resist that. Anyway, somehow, it suits you and I like the fact that it is so different.�
After a very enjoyable meal, we drove back to my house. Relaxing in my lounge with a drink of coffee. Noticing the picture on the wall, Suzanne asked, �Are you keen on steam trains, Tonie?�
I explained how I had always been interested because of my Grandfather�s fascination and love for steam locomotives. �Unfortunately, it�s only a print, not the original. The artist, Terence Cuneo included, like a trademark, a mouse in all his paintings after 1956. See if you can spot it, Suzanne.�
�A mouse?� She put her coffee mug down on the small table and stood up to get a closer look at the picture. After a few minutes study, she said, �No, I�ve no idea where the mouse can be. Are you going to tell me, Tonie?�
Smiling, I said, �Look at the telegraph poles towards the right side of the picture. The mouse is on one of the cross-bars.�
She laughed. �Oh, I see it, now. I don�t think I would ever have noticed it if you hadn�t told me.�
Suzanne took her seat again and, continuing with our coffee, we resumed our conversation about the previous occupants, going over all the facts known to us.
I almost spilled my drink when Suzanne suddenly asked, �Tonie, would you like me to stay overnight?�
�You don�t have to�, I blustered, uncertain just what to say as a reply to this strange question.
Suzanne gave a delightful giggle. �Don�t worry, Tonie. I�m not proposing a wild orgy. I just thought that, if the events of the previous nights happen while I am here, then, at least, I can tell you what I can see is actually happening.�
�Are you certain that you would want to stay?� I could see the logic in her reason, but it did seem a lot to expect of a good friend and I did not want her to feel under any pressure.
�I don�t have a problem with it, Tonie, if you don�t.� She paused for a few seconds, deep in thought. �No doubt, my mother would disapprove, but I think that I have a solution.�
Suzanne used her mobile to contact a good friend of hers, Emma, asking if she could use her name as an alibi, for staying out overnight. Suzanne laughed as Emma obviously thought the worst. �It�s okay, Emma. I am helping a good friend, but, you know what my mother would think! I really should not have to justify my actions to my family � I�m twenty-five and can do what I want with my life without having to justify every one of my decisions to my parents.�
Apparently, Emma agreed with Suzanne and had no problem in going along with the deception for her friend. The two had known each other since junior school and had always supported each other, over many years.
After disconnecting the call, Suzanne said, �No problem with Emma. I�ll send a text to Mum, saying that I am staying overnight with her.�
�You�ll do all this, just for me?�, I asked in surprise.
�Of course, Tonie. I want to get to the bottom of these mysterious happenings as much as you, but, at least, I will be able to see the things that are causing the problem, although, I must admit the prospect of the hauntings scares the pants off me.�
I laughed at her choice of words and had a mental vision of a pant-less Suzanne. She had a point. �Okay. I don�t know how to thank you enough�, I said.
Suzanne, who was sitting next to me on the sofa, leaned over and kissed me full on the lips, taking me quite by surprise. I put my arms around her and pulled her closer to me, enough to feel her heart beating against my chest. �You are a very special woman, Suzanne�, I whispered.
She responded warmly, her body relaxing against mine. �You are pretty special, yourself, Tonie. I have always found you very attractive, but I just never had the courage to admit it, especially to you.�
�Really? I always felt the same about you, Suzanne, but didn�t think that you would be interested in having a relationship with a blind man.�
She laughed. That shows how little you know about me. �You know that your blindness will never hold you back and it shouldn�t. I love you for what you are and not for what you would like to be.� After a short pause, she added, �Your lack of sight is not even your fault, Tonie. It is just a weird twist of fate and you must never be ashamed of your blindness. You are a very capable guy and I think I fell in love with you as soon as we met at the office a couple of years ago.�
I was taken aback, not fully realising the extent of Suzanne�s feelings for me, even as far back as our first meeting. It did feel good to know that someone actually wanted me for what I was.
Suzanne sat upright and said, �I do have one other problem with staying overnight, Tonie.�
I could sense a smile in the way she spoke. �What�s that, Suzanne?� I hoped that it was not going to be a difficult problem to solve.
�I don�t have anything to wear and, if it is going to get chilly, as you told me, I need something to keep me warm.�
My fears of the nightly presence subsided as the thought of sleeping with Suzanne excited me. I imagined her naked, lying close to me in my bed. At least, my imagination still worked fine, even if my eyes did not. �I�ll do my best to keep you warm, but I�m certain that I can find something for you to wear.�
�I�m sure you can, but nothing too big, please.�
After letting Kelly out to relieve herself for the night and settling her in the hallway, Suzanne and I began to ascend the stairs. The heavy, strange feeling I had experienced over the past few days, was absent. Everything felt quite normal and I was beginning to wonder if it had all been a figment of my imagination. If so, I would feel very foolish to have enlisted the help of Suzanne. Would she think that it had all been a ploy on my part to get her into my bed?
Nothing changed as we entered my bedroom. Thankfully, the room felt quite normal and, if my intuition was correct, it felt as though it held no menace for us.
I walked over to my wardrobe and opened the doors wide. �Let me see what I can find for you to wear, Suzanne.� I had many tee-shirts on hangers and pulled one off it�s hanger. Next, I rummaged through my clothes on one particular shelf, satisfied when I found a pair of pyjama pants. I held the clothes up and asked, �Will these do, Suzanne?�
She giggled, impishly. �It�s perhaps a good job that you can�t see me when I�m wearing your clothes!�
�I think you�ll look a lot better than me in these pyjamas�, I laughed. �Anyway, I�ll give you some privacy while you change. I�ll be in the bathroom, getting ready for bed.� 

Chapter Six: feeling the presence

Once I had finished in the bathroom, I paused outside my bedroom door. Smiling, I knocked on the door, not wanting to enter the room while Suzanne may be in a state of undress. To my surprise, there was no response. I pushed the door open, uncertain of what I would find. �Suzanne! Where are you?� I heard nothing and the hairs on the back of my neck began to bristle. �Suzanne!� Still no response. My heart was now thumping hard in my chest, as I wondered where she could possibly be. I wondered if she was already in bed, playing a prank on me, yet, somehow, I knew this was not the case. Still, just to confirm my suspicions, I leaned over my bed, patting the covers for a recognisable lump. There was nothing and I felt certain that the bedding was exactly as I had left it that morning.
The room felt chilly and the weird atmosphere had returned again, as I began to walk slowly around the bed, while holding my arms out, searching for Suzanne. Incredibly, the room appeared to be much larger than I knew it to be. Slowly, I moved around the end of the bed, towards the window. There was a chest of drawers set against the outer part of the bay window, leaving a gap to walk along the other side of my bed.
It was in this gap that my hand touched the material of Suzanne�s top. It gave me a shock to make contact with her in this way. �Suzanne! What is wrong with you?� As I put my arms around her, there was no response. Slowly, I moved my hands up her body, feeling the curve of her breasts, then up to her shoulders. It was as though she was made of stone and her face felt cold to the touch. Locating her mouth, I put my own lips to hers and kissed her gently. All of a sudden, the tension completely disappeared, her body relaxed and I could hear her breathing gently, where, before, there had been nothing. �Thank God I found you! Are you alright, Suzanne?�
She shuddered, let out a deep breath and held me close. �Oh, Tonie. There is definitely something very weird and unnerving in this room. It frightens me.� Her usual calm voice was full of tension and fragility, sounding as though she was close to the point of tears.
I hugged and held her close. �What happened, Suzanne?�
She took in a deep breath and, still holding me close, said, �I was about to get changed, when the temperature in the room suddenly dropped. I thought I could hear a strange, whispering voice.�
�What did it say?�
�That�s the strange thing. I couldn�t make out what was being said, but the whispers continued. Before I knew what was happening, it was as though I was completely frozen, just like a statue. I found it impossible to move!� She began to cry. �I�m sorry, Tonie. Perhaps this was not a good idea, after all.�
�You have nothing to be sorry about. You are safe, now and I won�t let anything happen to you.� Slowly, she returned to her usual buoyant character.
As she passed me on her way to the bathroom, the sweet scent of her perfume now filled the air, yet when I had entered the bedroom, there had been no hint of this, just an overwhelming atmosphere of gloom, fear and despondency. I stripped down to a tee-shirt and boxers and climbed into my bed. I did have a bedside light, which was of no practical use to me, yet I switched it on for Suzanne�s benefit, hoping to re-assure her that there was nothing to fear.
She was giggling as she entered my room. �I looked at myself in the mirror in your bathroom. My nightwear is hardly what you would call glamorous or seductive!�
�Don�t worry, I won�t tell a soul.� I smiled at the vision my brain had created. Pulling the covers back, I invited her into my bed.
She slipped under the sheets, suddenly appearing quite shy. I smiled to myself, as her reserve melted away. She put her arms around me and we pulled each other close. I felt certain that she could feel my pounding heart, just as I could feel hers. The situation had also aroused me sexually and, embarrassingly, I had an erection which was pressing against Suzanne�s stomach. She did not mention it, yet I felt quite self-conscious at the intimacy and of our closeness.
�Do you want to leave the bedside light on, Suzanne?�
�No, I have a feeling that nothing will happen if we leave the light on.� She leaned over and switched it off.
The temperature of the room now felt quite normal and I desperately hoped that whatever it was that had kept making its presence felt, had given up now that the two of us were ready to face it, together.
I was wrong. As we lay there, holding each other close, we suddenly realised there was a noticeable change in the air temperature, yet again. It was as if someone had suddenly opened the door to a large chiller room and the warmth in our bodies was being drained at quite an alarming rate.
Not content with chilling us, we both jumped when the radio suddenly switched itself on, which should have been impossible without a mains connection. There was the brief sound of music, but it was soon replaced with the deep voice I had heard before, emerging from the speaker.
Suzanne quickly switched the bedside light on, again. �What the hell is going on?� There was both anger and fear in her trembling voice.
The voice on the radio disappeared as soon as the light was on. �Can you see anything strange?�
There was still a tremble in her voice as she answered. �It�s very weird. There seem to be hundreds, perhaps even thousands of what looks to be something like butterflies flying around the room and everything is�� She was struggling to find the correct word. �Shimmering. Like the effect when you see something through a heat haze. I don�t understand. And, yet, it�s so damn cold!�
I had a sudden idea. �Suzanne! Do you have your mobile?�
�Yes, why?�
�Try taking a few photos. I don�t know how they will come out, but it�s worth trying. When you have taken a few, let me know and I�ll switch the main room light on, then you can take some more.�
I heard the typical noise when a mobile phone is being used as a camera. �Okay, Tonie. You can switch the light on, now.�
I slipped out of bed and shivered as the cold air hit my body. I rushed over to the switch near the door and pressed it. Suzanne was making a strange, terrified, mewling noise. I clambered back into bed and held her close. �It�s okay, Suzanne. What can you see?�
Through her sobs, she answered, �Everything in the room is still shimmering. It�s like looking at everything through a heat haze. And the ceiling light is flashing on and off. And that awful stink! Can you smell it?�
I had to admit that there was a putrid, revolting, rotting smell in the room. This together with everything else was terrifying for both of us.
Coming to a sudden decision, I climbed out of bed and held my hands out towards Suzanne. �Come on. Let�s get out of here.� She took my hands and climbed out of the bed without any argument. I grabbed hold of the quilt and hung it over my shoulder.
�Where shall we go?� Her voice seemed quiet and nervous, almost child-like.
�Downstairs. Hopefully, this weird situation is restricted to this room.� We shut the bedroom door firmly behind us as we reached the head of the stairs. I switched the landing light on, saying �You go first, Suzanne, and I�ll follow you.� We began to descend the stairs and nearly stumbled as I felt something pressing on my back. I gripped the handrail tightly, resisting whatever it was that was trying to force me to fall against Suzanne.
As we reached the hallway, Kelly stirred, presumably wondering why we had returned so soon. We entered the living room and I spread the quilt on the sofa. Fortunately, the sofa was fairly long and was big enough for the two of us to cuddle up close, wrapped in the quilt.
I had, purposely, left the room light on to provide some re-assurance for Suzanne and, as our bodies relaxed intimately close, I thought her fears would subside.
All of a sudden, a terrific crash sounded right above our heads, making both of us jump and tense with fear yet again. The living room was directly under the bedroom where we had been only a few minutes earlier. It seemed that the presence above wanted us to know that it was still around and, obviously angry enough to want to create more noises and disturbances for us.
Of one thing I was certain. There was no way that I was brave enough to return to my bedroom to confront whatever was causing sheer havoc. Suzanne and I clung even more tightly to each other and tried, with great difficulty, to fall asleep. Eventually, the noise subsided and, from sheer exhaustion, sleep gradually came to both of us. 

Chapter Seven: frightening events

I awoke first on that Sunday morning, still holding Suzanne close. I could hear her gentle breathing and realised that this was a first for me. Just sleeping together without any sexual pressure was a beautiful experience in itself and I felt a deep attraction to this young woman, who, until the previous day, I had thought of as just a work colleague and good friend.
As I lay there, relaxed, Suzanne began to stir. I felt her body tense a little as she realised just where she was. I wondered just what she was thinking and then, she kissed me tenderly full on the lips. �Good morning, my love.� There was still drowsiness in her slightly-husky, but very sexy voice, which was not a surprise after the incredible overnight events.
This was such a new, strange situation for me. I had never slept with or been kissed so passionately by a fantastic, beautiful woman in my life and, just this simple act, made me feel so totally desired.
I just wished that my eyes could have seen the expression on her face, yet I knew that this would never be possible.
�How did you sleep after those awful experiences, last night?�
She gave a little shudder. �It gives me the creeps just to think about it, Tonie. Somehow, I did get to sleep eventually, but, of one thing I�m certain � this house is definitely haunted, whether you believe in ghosts or not!�
I could not argue with her logic and, yet, I had never believed in such things, thinking that hauntings were as a result of an over-imaginative, impressionable mind. �I never thought that I would believe in the supernatural, but, now, I�m not so certain. I think we should have a look upstairs to see just what happened, last night.�
Hopefully, now that the night had turned into a hot, summer day, surely, any malevolent spirits would have disappeared?
As Suzanne walked towards the doorway, she exclaimed, �My God! Even your painting has moved!�
Puzzled, I asked, �What do you mean? What�s happened to it?�
As she walked towards the painting, she explained. �The vibration from above must have moved the picture on the wall. It�s so crooked! I�ll just straighten it.� There was a pause and then she uttered a little �Oh!�
�What�s wrong, Suzanne?�
She sounded very remote and her voice seemed, somehow, strange. �Tell me again, just where the mouse is on the painting?�
This did seem to be a very strange question, considering my explanation on the previous day. �It�s on one of the cross-bars on the telegraph pole in the right of the painting. Why?�
�You are not going to believe this, Tonie. The mouse has gone! Disappeared! Vanished!�
Stunned, I said, �but that�s impossible! It�s just a print of a painting!�
�Well, I�m looking exactly where it was last night, but there is absolutely no sign of any mouse!� With a smile in her voice, she said, �I suppose that it was frightened off by all the noise!�
I did not think it worth dwelling on this peculiar situation and said, �I think, for now, never mind where the mouse may be. Let�s go upstairs and see just what damage has been done in the bedroom.�
We walked, gingerly, up the stairs, Suzanne following close behind me. I pushed my bedroom door hard, only to find that it would only open a few inches. Putting my shoulder to the door, I pushed steadily, the door gradually opening enough to allow us to squeeze in through the narrow gap.
Not knowing just what to expect, I waited for Suzanne to describe what lay before us.
�My God!� The shock in her voice was unmistakable.
�What has happened, Suzanne?�
She took a moment to compose herself. �The bed is on it�s side and the bedside drawers are up against the door. It looks as though somebody with tremendous strength has had a temper tantrum.�
Even in this very strange situation, I had to laugh at Suzanne�s description. �It�s a good job that babies do not have such strength! Let�s see if we can get this room back to something like normal.�
�Just wait a minute, Tonie. I need to show you where the drawers and bed are. Otherwise, you may trip and fall over them.�
With sudden inspiration, I asked, �Suzanne, do you have your phone to make a record of the scene?�
�No, I left it downstairs, but I can soon get it. Hold on here a minute.�
She ran down the stairs far faster than I could ever have managed. Very soon, she had returned and took several pictures of the carnage in my bedroom.
After this, together, we positioned ourselves to get a hold on the bed and put it back onto its feet. It was a hell of a weight and we were both surprised that the unknown entity was strong enough to move such heavy furniture with apparent ease. Once this was done, the bedside drawers were easy by comparison. Suzanne picked up the radio and bedside lamp, returning them to the top of the drawers. I heard a click as she tried to switch the light on. �Good! The lamp still works, Tonie.�
Just then, the door bell sounded, making me jump in surprise. I think it was the first time I had heard the doorbell since moving in. Thankfully, Suzanne came to the rescue. �You can�t go to the front door in your boxers. I�ll pull on my jeans and go downstairs while you get dressed, Tonie.�
I did not argue with her. I knew she could be ready while I was still looking for my clothes. �Okay. Thanks, Suzanne.� I heard the zip on her jeans and, wasting no time, she ran down the stairs. I envied her speed of mobility and listened as I pulled on my own clothes.
It was Diane, my neighbour at the door and I felt a tinge of excitement as she must have realised that Suzanne had stayed the night with me.
�Hello.� There had been a pause as she was obviously trying to remember her name. �Suzanne? I wondered if you and Tonie are okay. Barry and I heard a terrific crash in the middle of the night and we both worried that there had been an accident.�
I was coming down the stairs as Suzanne replied. �Oh, I�m sorry it disturbed you both. It was a cabinet which fell over. It really did make a hell of a noise.�
As I reached the hall, I added, �I am sorry, Diane. It was my fault for not making the bedroom cabinet safe and secure. At least, there is no harm done.�
�As long as you are both okay, that�s all that matters.� With this, she seemed quite satisfied with our response. �Don�t forget, if there is any help you need, just let us know.� With this, she returned to her house.
Suzanne closed the door and said, with a heavy sigh, �I wonder if she actually believed us?�
I shrugged my shoulders. �That was pretty quick thinking on your part, Suzanne. There is little we can do to try and convince her, but it really doesn�t matter. Come on, let�s get some breakfast. Are you hungry?�
�Yes. I�m famished.� As I prepared some breakfast in the dining/kitchen, Suzanne looked at the photos on her mobile. �I would never have believed that such things could have happened, yet I actually saw it all with my own eyes.�
I had to admit that my conviction that ghosts and hauntings were not real had now been replaced with an understanding that one should never completely close one�s mind to the possibility of hauntings and supernatural events. �After last night, Suzanne, I have now become a convert. I never imagined that such things could actually happen in the real world, but, now, I�m a believer.�
�After last night, it�s hardly surprising! I must admit that I was absolutely terrified!� Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she asked, �Can I help with the breakfast, Tonie?�
�Yes, please. You can make the coffee, if you like.� I directed her to where she could find the cups, coffee, milk and sugar as I prepared cheese-flavoured microwave scrambled eggs on toast. This was one of my favourite breakfasts and one that I could actually manage on my own. The biggest problem for me was avoiding others in the room while I moved around the kitchen. Thankfully, Suzanne and I worked together well and, very soon, we were sitting, enjoying our breakfast, talking together as though we were actually man and wife in our domestic setting. It all seemed so natural that the events of the previous evening felt unreal, like just a distant, though frightening memory.
I could feel the welcome heat on my face as the sun shone strongly through the windows. �Did last night really happen, Suzanne? It seems so incredible that I wonder if it was just a bad dream.�
�I wish! I know how impossible it seems, now, but the images on my phone are still there, as proof. There is something really evil in this house and, whatever it is, it is unlikely to go away on it�s own.�
�I know that you are probably correct, but what can I do? Of one thing I am certain � I am staying in this house, with or without ghosts.�
After a moment�s thought, Suzanne said, �I wonder if that was why Selmira Ademovic put the house up for sale?�
�You are probably right. It could at least explain why the house was such a bargain. It was at least twenty thousand pounds less than other similar houses.�
After taking a bite of toast, Suzanne asked, �So, what are you going to do about the hauntings?�
It did not take long for my reply. �I have absolutely no idea. Is there anything you can suggest?�
Without any hesitation, she replied, �You could call in a medium.�
�I�m not certain about mediums, Suzanne. I�ve always taken them to be cranks or fakes. Until the events of the past few days, I did not even believe in ghosts or hauntings. This is all too much to take in and I just don�t know what to do.�
We both fell silent, the only noise being the crunching of our toast.
With sudden inspiration, Suzanne said, �We could get a Ouija board!�
I had just taken a gulp of coffee and, trying not to choke, I spluttered, �Get a what?�
�A Ouija board. It�s a way of communicating with the dead. Have you never heard of them?� There was surprise in her voice.
�No, I don�t recall anything like that. I must have led a very sheltered life.� Thinking that it could do no harm to try anything, I said, �I�m prepared to try one of these boards. Do you think you could get one?�
�I think so, but it will take a few days. I could probably get one from Amazon.�
�It doesn�t sound like something that Amazon would normally sell, but if you can get hold of one, we can try it next weekend.�
�No problem. I think I should go home after breakfast, Tonie. Mum and Dad will be wondering where I am.�
�No problem, sweetheart. Thanks for just being here. It means so much to me.�
She took hold of my hand and squeezed it, gently. �You are a very special person, Tonie and I know that I am falling deeply in love with you.�
I was stunned by her statement. �I feel just the same about you, Suzanne. You mean so very much to me.� Although I could not see the expression on her face, somehow, I knew that she had a big smile after my sincere declaration.
I realised that I had not been completely honest with Suzanne. �Sweetheart, I have a confession.�
Her voice did hold a slight tremor, as she asked, �What do you mean? What have you not told me?�
�Do you remember last Tuesday, in the office, when I told you about my experiences on Monday night?�
�Yes, why?�
�I did not tell you everything that happened, that night.� I explained to her about floating above my bed and the slimy creatures covering my body.
�That must have been a truly horrible experience, Tonie. I can understand why you didn�t tell me everything, but, from now on, please do not hold back any information, like that. I only want to love and help you. Promise?�
She had taken my news better than I had expected. �No secrets! I promise to tell you absolutely everything, my love.�
About three-quarters of an hour later, Suzanne was ready to leave. We held each other close and kissed deeply and then, she was gone. I heard the car engine start and then it slowly disappeared as she drove further along the road. The quiet engine of the hybrid car being hardly noticeable.
I was about to close the door when I heard a voice. �Mr. Buckingham! Tonie!�
I recognised the voice of my neighbour, Diane. I heard her footsteps on my drive as she approached my door. She sounded anxious. �I�m sorry to disturb you, again, but I had a thought after I spoke to you earlier.
�Would you like to come in?�
�No, it�s alright. I just wanted to let you know that we have heard noises at night a few months ago while Selmira was living at your house.�
�What sort of noises?�
She seemed embarrassed as she replied, �Similar to the noise from last night. Like a loud crashing noise. The party walls are quite thin, you know.�
I could imagine my neighbours were interested in hearing what went on with people living next door to them. �That�s very strange! Thanks for letting me know, Diane.�
�No problem at all. Just let us know if there is anything we can do to help.�
After thanking her and closing the door, I stood for a minute, thinking of Suzanne. Already missing her, I knew that I would see her at the office on the following day, yet that could not be soon enough. Why had it taken over two years to realise my true feelings for this amazing young woman? I cursed myself for being so damn slow and ignorant of her true feelings.
Thinking of the recent events, I kept myself busy by cleaning the house and organising my personal items around the house.

Chapter Eight: an indecent proposal

Late that Sunday afternoon, I had just put the phone down after speaking to my mother, somehow managing to avoid any mention of the hauntings, when the door bell rang, again. �who can that be?�
Cautiously, I opened the front door, expecting Jehovah�s witnesses to start spouting their unwanted message. To my absolute surprise, it was Suzanne�s voice, saying �Is there any room at the Inn, kind sir?�
I must have looked puzzled. �Suzanne! I didn�t expect��
Laughing, she said, �Can I come in, please, Tonie? I�ve a couple of big suitcases, so, if you can give me a hand, I�d be grateful�
Still puzzled, I said, �Of course. I�ll carry your cases in. Just show me where they are.� She handed me her very heavy case and went back to the car for another. Within a few minutes, both cases were in the house and we were sitting together, on the sofa. �So, tell me what happened?�
�Well, for some unknown reason, my very nosey mother decided to phone me at Emma�s this morning. My phone was switched off and, after leaving a few messages, she decided to phone Emma. I had forgotten that I must have given her Emma�s number, some time ago. I don�t know exactly what was said, but my mother managed to guess that I wasn�t at her house.�
�Oh!� Realisation dawned. �So, how did your mother react when she found out?�
Suzanne gave a nervous little laugh. �She was so disappointed and angry with me. So I told her the truth, that I was at your place. Tempers flared and she called me a �slut�. I was furious that she could treat me this way and told my mother that I would move in with you permanently.� She paused, letting this fact sink in. �I am so sorry, Tonie. I didn�t mean to put so much pressure on you.�
I could hear the fragility in her voice as tears began to flow. �Please don�t cry, Suzanne. You don�t know just how much this means to me. I would be so happy if you stayed here together with me as a couple! I love you so much.� We kissed deep and passionately. �My only worry is the rift between you and your parents. Did your father not stand up for you?�
She laughed. �Him? I wish! He gave me such a dirty look, as if I was a prostitute! I�ve never seen my Dad look so angry. I even told them that we did not have sex, but I don�t think either of them even believed me.�
This surprised me. It was 2017 and couples living together without being married was not unusual and even quite common. I just could not understand why her parents had not been more understanding. �Give them time and I feel certain that they will come round and understand the reasons for your actions. At twenty-five, you should be able to make your own decisions without asking for parental approval.�
Suzanne laughed. �I doubt it! Anyway, they are the ones who will miss the rental money I pay them every month. It�s a good job that I didn�t tell them that your house is haunted or their reactions could have been even worse.�
�Well, you are very welcome to stay with me as long as you want, even with the resident ghost. To be quite honest, it�s like a dream come true. I have always found you very attractive, Suzanne but I did not realise how much you liked me.� I checked my talking watch and realised that it was after five o�clock. �Are you hungry, Suzanne? It�s nearly dinner time.�
�I am famished. All this tension with Mum and Dad has given me quite an appetite. What were you planning to have for dinner?�
�I was thinking of having steamed halibut, oven chips and vegetables. I think it could stretch to the two of us with some extra chips and vegetables. Would that be okay for you?�
Suzanne laughed. �Oh, yes, that sounds great and I can give you a hand in the kitchen.�
True to her word, Suzanne assisted me in producing an enjoyable meal, washed down with a glass each of Chilean red wine.
As we were enjoying the meal, Suzanne, suddenly, laughed, saying, �Tonie, did you know that your face has gone quite a deep shade of red?�
I was not surprised. Embarrassed, I explained, �My parents always told me, that, when ever I drink wine, my face always turns red. The alcohol must increase my blood pressure, but it has never caused me a problem. So, it�s just something I have to live with, as long as I can still enjoy a glass of wine, it doesn�t bother me if I look a bit like a plum.�
Suzanne broke into a fit of giggles with this description. As usual, Kelly lay curled up at my feet, never interrupting me while eating, yet, as soon as we left the table, she was by my side, alert and attentive.
Suzanne insisted on clearing the dishes off the table and I accepted her help, knowing that she could do this far quicker without my help. Suzanne washed the dishes, while I dried them and put them back into the cupboards. I was determined to be methodical and keep everything where I could easily find them. She did appreciate my need for tidiness and order, which I had organised to my liking after just a few days of living in this new house of mine.
Suzanne had been searching on the internet for genuine Ouija boards. As expected, Amazon did have information on such boards, but the reviews were quite poor. She had, however, found one company which seemed quite legitimate and their board did have good reviews. I had absolutely no idea about such things, yet, on her advice, agreed that we should order this item to be delivered within the next few days.
We did have the television on that night, yet neither of us concentrated much on the actual programmes, preferring, instead, to talk about our personal likes and dislikes. It seems that we had a lot in common, which I found very comforting and reassuring. Kelly, not wanting to miss out, kept nudging my hand, as a reminder that she would like a little bit of attention as well.
As the evening wore on, we were acutely aware of the time when we had to decide just where we would sleep, that night. �I don�t want this weird presence to think that we are beaten. I think that we should sleep in the bedroom and face up to it.�
�Are you certain? What if it turns the bed over with us in it?� Suzanne sounded genuinely concerned, perhaps even frightened. �It could do us quite a bit of harm, if it became violent.�
�Somehow, I don�t think it will. It was only when we moved downstairs that it started throwing things around in a temper.�
�Well, if it was trying to attract our attention, it certainly worked. But, why? And what does it really want of us?�
�I only wish that we knew�, I answered with a sigh. �Perhaps it�s trying to tell us something important.�
I checked my talking watch. It was only nine-thirty. �If it is alright with you, Suzanne, I think it may be better to go to bed early. We need plenty of sleep before getting up for work, tomorrow.� She agreed and accepted my suggestion of trying to sleep in my bedroom.
As we were leaving the room, I asked Suzanne, �Has the mouse returned on the painting?�
Suzanne walked up close to the picture. �No, it must still be too frightened to return.�
�Well, it�s certainly living up to it�s reputation. I hope that, one day, it will return to the place where Cuneo intended.�
Suzanne laughed. �Anybody listening would think we are absolutely crazy. It is a mouse in a painting! It�s not real! Things like this do not happen in the real world!�
I smiled and spoke in a goofy voice. �Welcome to the crazy world of Buckingham�s Palace!� I wish that I could have been as brave as I sounded, but, in reality, I was feeling very nervous and anxious at what lay in store for us, on that night.
Suzanne laughed. �Now, if it really was Buckingham Palace, I could imagine that it could be haunted, but this is a three-bedroomed semi-detached in a quiet suburb, south of Manchester. Things like this just do not happen.�
After letting Kelly out for a pee, we entered the hallway and settled the dog in her bed, where she seemed quite happy to stay. �You are not much of a guard dog, are you, Kelly? You want to stay down here while we face some unknown monster upstairs.� Kelly still did not seem concerned at all and lay down, while I gently stroked her back. �Goodnight, Kelly.� With a deep sigh, I began to ascend the stairs, Suzanne following close behind me. Gingerly, we entered the bedroom, not knowing just what to expect. Everything seemed quiet, normal and without a hint of a threat. The air temperature also appeared to be quite normal for an evening in July.
Suzanne peered around me, trying to survey the bedroom. �Everything looks normal and okay�, she said in a tone which lacked any conviction. Cautiously, we entered the room. Everything appeared quiet, calm and quite normal. For me, this was based purely on my feelings, yet Suzanne could see nothing out of the ordinary to alarm her.
Thinking about the previous night, I said, �I don�t want to leave you on your own in this room and so, it may be better if you use the bathroom first.�
�What about when you want to use the bathroom, yourself? �
I had thought about this and said, �When you have finished, I will come into the bathroom, so we can still be together without invading your privacy.�
�Would you not be too shy?�, she asked coyly.
I laughed. �Not after last night. There is no shyness left in me after sleeping together. Even though it was on the sofa, we were pretty intimately close.�
�That�s true�, she agreed. �I did notice that our closeness aroused you, as it did for me. Since we both feel the same about each other, we may as well use the bathroom together, as you suggested.�
�Okay. Grab your night clothes and we can get ready in there.�
There was no sign of shyness for either of us. Suzanne was surprised when I sat on the toilet for a pee. I explained that, when I could see a little, I stood up like any other man while urinating, but, now, I could not risk missing the toilet and making a mess on the seat or floor. Suzanne laughed and agreed that it was a sensible precaution.
We held hands as we crossed to the bedroom and, on entering, the room still appeared to be quite normal. We decided to leave the bedside light on, even though this had made no difference on the previous evening.
We slipped under the sheet and quilt, cuddling each other, close and intimate. I kissed Suzanne with a passion which even surprised me. Suzanne�s sweet fragrance and her supple body so close to mine really turned me on.
Feeling my hardness against her, she said, �Mmm, you feel so big. Would you like to make love to me, Tonie?�
My immediate feeling was one of acute embarrassment, mixed with desire for this fantastic young woman who I had known casually for just a couple of years. �I would very much love to, but�. I faltered, my emotion being one of intense embarrassment. �I don�t have any condoms�, I confessed, my face flushing at my embarrassment.
She gave a little laugh. �It�s okay, Tonie. I had my monthly just a few days ago, so we are quite safe.� She paused and then, coyly, asked, �Sorry to ask, Tonie, but are you a virgin?�
I think my face must have turned a deeper shade of red at this very intimate question. �Is it so plainly obvious?�
�Just a guess, but don�t worry about it, my love, it�s alright. I have to confess that I am not a virgin.� Suzanne paused, perhaps waiting for a response from me, but I felt that whatever I said, it would not help me through this new situation. �It was while I was at Nottingham University. The relationship didn�t last very long. Does this make any difference to you, Tonie?�
I smiled at her question. �No, not at all. At twenty-five, I would be very surprised if most men and women did not already have some sexual experience. In my case, my situation made it more difficult to develop relationships, even at University.�
Suzanne gave a little laugh. �Don�t get me wrong. I�m certainly no Elena Lincoln to your Christian Grey from �50 Shades of Grey�. I still have lots to learn about love-making and I am so thrilled that you are the person I can learn with!�
This made me laugh. I had read the talking book of �fifty shades of Grey� and knew exactly what Suzanne was referring to. �I hope that I am nothing like Christian. I certainly don�t have his weird desire to be dominant and you as a submissive. I can imagine that you are more like Anastasia Steele. Very beautiful, sexy, gentle and alluring.�
�It�s lovely that you liken me to Anastasia. I�m not bothered about a private helicopter, money or all the luxuries that Christian showered upon Anastasia! All I really want is you!�
I laughed. Whew! �That�s a relief.� In truth, her experience would probably prove useful and I felt relieved that making love would not cause her pain, as it could do on the first occasion.
Even so, I did feel really nervous. I had so much to prove. Would I be as good a lover as Suzanne�s previous partner while she was at University?
Suzanne had no similar reservations. She pulled her tee-shirt off and removed the pyjama pants she had been wearing. She put these under the pillow and then turned her attention to my boxer shorts. I assisted by removing my tee-shirt and lifted my body to allow my shorts to be removed.
We both turned to face each other and our hungry lips touched, while my hand slid down her back, reaching her beautifully-formed buttocks. Her right hand gripped my penis, while her left gently caressed my own buttocks, so light and arousing.
Our passion rose even higher and we rolled together, until I was on top of her, my arms straight supporting the weight of my body on the bed. Her legs parted, allowing me to enter what, was for me, unknown territory. Suzanne was already quite moist and I felt a little shudder as my penis sank deep inside her. At first, my movements were slow and without any sense of urgency. My lips moved downwards from her mouth, caressing her small breasts with my tongue. Her nipples were proud and hard with excitement and desire as my body began to quicken it�s pace. Not wanting this experience to be over too soon, I slowed down, allowing Suzanne to grip my penis firmly for a few seconds, preventing me from experiencing premature ejaculation. Both of us were breathing heavily and Suzanne gave a little noise of encouragement as she felt the need for orgasm, urging me to quicken my pace again.
We were both breathing hard and fast as the climax approached. It came as a sudden release of exhilarating energy, both of our bodies convulsing with pure desire and explosive passion.
The realisation that I was no longer a virgin gave me a satisfied, ecstatic feeling and I withdrew from this fantastic young woman, who had turned me from an innocent, naive young man into one who had really tasted the feelings of carnal lust, pleasure and desire.
As our heartbeats slowly returned to a normal rate, we still held each other close and began to relax. A smile of gratitude and satisfaction lit my face, as I whispered, �That was so beautiful and fantastic, Suzanne. I now feel like a real man.�
She laughed, a gentle, re-assuring laugh. �You were wonderful. Everything about you feels so right.� After a short pause, she added, �At least, our love-making was not interrupted or spoiled by the presence in this room.�
I had to admit that, for some strange reason, the atmosphere in the room felt completely calm and normal. Why? Had the evil presence departed from my house or had it been watching our love-making like an invisible peeping Tom?
As if in answer, there was a sudden, deafening crash of thunder, which rattled the windows and made both of us jump in surprise. �Perhaps, you spoke too soon!�
Thankfully, that was the only interruption and the two of us fell asleep very quickly.
Later in the night, my sleep was disturbed by a strange feeling. I moved my arm to reach out to Suzanne, only to discover that she was not in the bed.
�Suzanne! Where are you?� There was no reply, yet I noticed the sound of the door gently closing. She may have gone to the bathroom, but, somehow, I did not feel this to be the case.
I jumped out of bed and quickly moved towards the door. As I opened it, I had a strange sensation. Somehow, I felt certain that Suzanne was standing at the head of the stairs and the terrifying vision I had experienced for so many years ran swiftly through my mind. Fearing for Suzanne�s safety, I shouted, �Suzanne, please don�t move!�
I stepped forward, gingerly, hoping to make contact with her body without causing her to jump or fall. At last, I touched her bare shoulder. �Suzanne! What are you doing?�
Still, there was no response, yet I felt her naked body move slowly forward towards the head of the stairs. Fearing the worst, I grabbed hold of her and pulled her back towards the bedroom. She let out a scream of protest, yet, slowly, I coaxed her away from the edge of the steps. �Suzanne!�, I repeated. �Please wake up, sweetheart.� With a sudden inspiration, I kissed her. She gave a little shudder and, almost dreamily, said, �Tonie? What are we doing here on the landing?�
Thankful that she had come out of this potentially dangerous trance, I said, �I woke up, realising that you were not next to me in bed. When I checked where you were, I found you about to fall down the stairs! Do you not remember anything about it?�
Poor Suzanne sounded so confused. �No. I don�t even remember getting out of bed. I really have no idea why I came to the head of the stairs.� She held me close as we returned to our bed
Once we were cuddled beneath the covers, I explained the vision I had experienced over the past four years. Thinking about my vision, I realised that the ring worn by the mystery woman could, perhaps, have been Suzanne�s future wedding ring. Did the ghost inhabiting my house wish to prevent our future wedding? If this was the case, then it would not succeed, since this is what I wanted more than anything.
Suzanne shuddered at the thought of what had nearly happened to her and, gradually, we both fell into a deep sleep, still naked and in each other�s arms. 

Chapter Nine: Sweet Suzanne

Somehow, we awoke refreshed and very happy with life the next morning, the mysterious events of the night temporarily buried, yet never to be forgotten.
�It�s a pity that we have to go to work, today�, said Suzanne with a long yawn followed by a laugh. �I feel so relaxed and happy. It would be great just to make love to you all day long.�
Her words excited me, again, yet I knew that it was not to be. �Me too, but it would seem a bit suspicious if neither of us appeared at the office. Tongues would wag and everybody would know about us.�
Suzanne laughed. �You probably hadn�t realised, but we have been hot gossip in the office for quite a while.�
�Really? I had no idea!� I confessed, innocently.
�Sorry, Tonie. I should have told you. People at the office don�t actually say anything about us to our faces, yet they smile and show knowing looks when we go out together at lunchtimes.�
�Oh, I suppose that I should have realised. I just never thought that you really liked me that much. Sorry, I was a bit slow to realise.�
After that, we had breakfast and prepared for the journey to work.
Suzanne left her car in the drive, while we used the Metro for the journey into Manchester. This made sense as parking in Central Manchester was becoming ever more difficult and really quite expensive. This is the reason why the Metro was so popular and packed every weekday morning.
Usually, someone would offer me their seat, but, on this particular day, nobody was willing to give up their hard-won seats. My main concern was for Kelly, as on several occasions, the jumble of bodies had resulted in someone standing on the poor dog�s paws. A loud yelp from her would often result in the offending person taking a quick step back, pushing against other passengers in the process. Thankfully, with Suzanne facing me and both holding on to a support, we managed to avoid anybody trampling on Kelly.
As we entered the office together, that morning, I felt my face blush with embarrassment and I had a feeling that all eyes would be on us, something which Suzanne confirmed when we were sitting at our adjacent desks. In a strange way, I felt relieved that our relationship was now out in the open.
I had to admit that I had difficulty concentrating on software coding, that day, as thoughts of the events of the past two days circled, endlessly through my mind.
I certainly felt very happy and comfortable with Suzanne, but, was she the one who I would want to live the rest of my life with? Over the past two years, I had found out a great deal about Suzanne and there had been nothing to deter me from wanting to spend the rest of our lives together.
Putting all these thoughts to one side, I turned my attention to the job at hand and kept my head down, doing what I was paid to do.
By the end of our working day, I had decided what to do. As we were leaving the office, I said, �Suzanne, do you mind if we go to the Arndale Centre before catching the Metro home?�
Puzzled, she said, �That�s fine by me. Which shop do you want to go to?�
With a huge smile on my face, I answered, �A jewellery store.�
Realisation dawned and, suddenly, she stopped walking. Oh! �Tonie Buckingham! Is this really a proposal of marriage?�
�Exactly! Suzanne, will you make me the happiest guy and marry me?�
People were passing by, probably giving us extremely odd looks, as we stood in the middle of the pavement. Suzanne laughed, saying, �A pavement in Manchester City centre is not exactly the most romantic or appropriate place to ask me, but the answer is a definite yes. It would make me very happy to be your wife.� After a moment�s thought, she added, �At least, that would keep my parents quiet, if we made it official.�
Within fifteen minutes, we were in a jewellery store in the shopping precinct. The assistant was very patient as Suzanne studied a wide variety of engagement rings. She described to me those she particularly liked, asking for my opinion. We narrowed it down to a choice of three rings and then, I felt the shape of each, trying to assist with her difficult decision. At last, we agreed on the final ring and I paid the assistant for our purchase.
�Thank you so much, darling Tonie.� I could hear the emotion in her voice and held her close.
�You can wear the ring straight away, Suzanne. I know that I am a very lucky guy! I just wish that my proposal could have been in a much more romantic setting.�
We hurried out of the Arndale Centre and walked towards Piccadilly Gardens to catch the Metro, home. Our diversion had another beneficial effect. At nearly six-fifteen, the metro was not quite as busy with commuters, allowing us to sit next to each other for the journey back to Sale.
When we arrived home, Suzanne insisted on making dinner. I did not argue and spent the time generally tidying the house. Suzanne turned out to be a tremendous cook and, by the time we had finished dinner, I was feeling very full and satisfied. We sat, together, on the sofa, relaxing and holding each other close, kissing and petting.
It came as quite a shock when the front door bell rang. I went to the door and opened it, wondering who could be there.
�Hello, Tonie. Whose car is that in your drive?�
Recognising the voice as that of my mother, I answered, �The car? Oh, that�s Suzanne�s.� My thoughts were now in quite a turmoil. Mum and Dad knew that I worked with Suzanne, but they had never yet, actually met her. �I wasn�t expecting you, tonight.� I opened the door wide.
�I did some baking, yesterday and I suggested to your father that we brought some round here for you.� My mother and father passed me in the hall, allowing me to close the door behind them.
�I�ll put my baking on your kitchen table, Tonie�
�Hello, son. After you.� My father was well used to avoiding collisions, over many years of practice. I entered my living room, hoping that Suzanne was going to be okay when meeting my family for the first time.
As I walked towards the sofa, Suzanne gently, took my hand to guide me towards my seat. I heard my father give a weary sigh as he sat heavily in one of the chairs. For once, he seemed absolutely lost for words and, noticeably, waited for Mum to return.
Mum wasted no time and quickly followed her husband. �Well, this is a nice surprise. What brings you here, Suzanne?� Mum took the other armchair.
Before Suzanne had chance to answer, I said, �Mum, Dad, we have something to tell you. Suzanne and I are engaged to be married.� I held Suzanne�s hand in obvious affection, displaying the new ring on her delicate finger.
There was a noticeable intake of breath from both of my parents. �Well, that�s a tremendous surprise, yet great news. Congratulations to both of you.� I could tell from mum�s voice that she had never thought of the possibility of me getting engaged, especially so soon after moving out of their house. I did wonder if she may have thought it to be my plan all the time.
Dad gave an unusually-nervous cough. �When did you get engaged?�
I smiled. �Well, actually, we have just got engaged, today, less than three hours ago. Show Mum and Dad your ring, Suzanne.�
It was my mother who spoke first. �That is a beautiful ring, Suzanne. Congratulations to both of you.� Her voice sounded strained and unusually controlled. �It is such a surprise. I never knew how you felt about each other. Having said that, I do hope that both of you have a great future, together.�
Dad mumbled something in agreement, but it was obvious that he was not entirely happy with our revelation.
In an attempt to lighten the atmosphere, I asked, �What goodies have you brought for us, mum?�
She laughed, saying, �I would have brought more if I had known that you were not eating on your own. We� have brought a couple of steak and kidney pies, an apple pie and a date and walnut cake. I really do wish that I had brought more.�
�Don�t worry about us, mum. What you have brought will go a long way between Suzanne and I, won�t it, love?�
She responded with enthusiasm. �We are both very grateful and I know that we will enjoy the things you have brought, Mrs. Buckingham.�
�Oh, you are both very welcome. I don�t mind baking for the two of you and, please Suzanne, drop the formalities and call me either Lynne or mum.�
My father, seeing how Mum had warmed so noticeably to my future wife, added. �Welcome to our family, Suzanne. I�ve never seen Tonie look so happy, so we are really pleased with the news of your engagement. I can�t wait to let Hannah know.�
With this warm greeting of our news, we all stood and had a collective hug, Suzanne�s hand guiding me to avoid looking clumsy.
We were brought down to earth when Mum said, �I expect that your parents are equally happy with your fantastic news!�
Suzanne, rather sheepishly, admitted, �My parents don�t actually know, yet. They are aware that I�ve been working with Tonie for the past two years, but they do not know how close we really are.�
My parents, if they were surprised by Suzanne�s words, did not say anything to show their feelings. �I�m certain that they will be delighted, as we are�, my father said.
I wish that I could have shared their optimism. For Suzanne�s mother to call her a �slut� after staying the night, she, obviously, would not think much of the idea of us being �Shacked up� together.
For the next half-hour, we talked happily. I had always been very close to my parents and, now, the prospect of having a daughter-in-law really seemed to excite and appeal to both of them.
After they had left, I asked, �What do you think of Mum and dad? Do you think that they were genuinely happy about us?�
�Oh, definitely yes! Your Mum and Dad are really lovely and I feel that they are genuinely happy about us getting engaged. Your Dad didn�t seem very sure at first, but, once your Mum had accepted us, he seemed to warm to the idea. I like them both and I can see features of both of them in you.�
�Good. I really hoped that you would like them.� I pulled Suzanne close and whispered, �How do you feel, now? Do you like the idea of being Mrs. Suzanne Buckingham instead of Miss Clover?�
�Oh, yes. I am still up high on cloud nine. My only real worry is my Mum and dad.�
�Do you feel up to phoning them to break the good news?�
Suzanne probably frowned and seemed a little uncertain. �I suppose that I will have to, at some stage. Better get it over and done with. I just wish that my parents were as good and accepting as yours.�
�They may yet surprise you.� She gave a short, derisory laugh at my optimism. �No time like the present. Do you want to speak to them, while I�m waiting in the other room?
�No, I want to be holding you close, when I�m speaking to them. You seem to give me an inner strength, hopefully enough to not buckle under their scepticism.�
How I wished that I could have seen Suzanne�s face while she was speaking to her mother. She wasted no time and said, �Hi, mum. I have something to tell you and dad. Tonie proposed to me and I was very happy to accept. He�s such a lovely person, mum. I�m certain that you will like him.�
Suzanne listened, for the next few minutes, not daring to interrupt her mother. I could hear the anguish in her voice as she disconnected the call. �Well, she knows now, but I find it hard to believe how cold Mum can be. She told me coldly, that our marriage would be difficult with me looking after you. She seems to think that you must be some sort of invalid, just because you can�t see.�
I held her close, her body trembling with the emotion created so unfairly by her mother. �It�s not surprising or untypical. So many people automatically treat a blind person as a cripple. Well, we will prove to them how wrong she is. I don�t smoke or take drugs, am more fit than many men of my age and we know that we can live together with equal love and care. Also, both of us have quite well-paid occupations, so money shouldn�t be a problem.� At that moment, I felt so sad for Suzanne, understanding what her parents� lack of genuine approval really meant to her.
Hearing her gentle sobs, I hoped that I could distract her from her sadness. I asked, �Your surname is very unusual. I don�t think that I have ever heard of anybody else with that name.�
Thankfully, Suzanne quickly regained her usual composure and said, �It is quite an ancient name going back over eight hundred years. I believe there some quite distinguished people with the surname Clover. As in the four-leafed-clover, it generally symbolises good luck.�
I laughed. �Well, right now, I feel like the luckiest man in the world.�
�My Dad always reminded me of a Joseph Thomas Clover, who was a pioneer and very important in the world of anaesthetics during the eighteen hundreds.� After a moment�s thought, she added, �Also, there was a Joshua clover who was a poet.�
�Very impressive. Do you have a middle name, Suzanne?�
�Mum and Dad gave me the name �Olivia�, because they were big fans of Olivia Newton John around the time of my birth. How about you?� I could imagine you having the middle name of, perhaps, Edward.�
Smiling, I said, �Sorry to disappoint you, but my middle name is James, but I don�t know if my parents had anybody in mind. I could claim that, for both my middle and surname, I am named after two famous London palaces.�
�I just realised what my married name would be. The name. Suzanne Buckingham sounds quite classy.�
After a moment�s thought, I said, �You could even keep your maiden name by calling yourself Suzanne Clover Buckingham. That double-barrelled name sounds even more classy and impressive.�
�Mmmm� I like the sound of that, Tonie.
Another thought suddenly crossed my mind and I began to chuckle.
�What are you thinking about, Tonie?�
�I�m not certain that I can tell you, Suzanne.�
I was still smiling as she said, �Come on, Tonie. I�ll just have to tickle you until you tell me.�
�Well, if you insist. You see, I have always wanted to have a luxurious life-style. You could say that I have always wanted to be �in clover� and, now, I really and literally am in clover.�
There was a moment�s pause as she tried to understand my meaning. Then it suddenly clicked and she gave a little gasp. �Oh! Tonie Buckingham, you surprise me. I didn�t realise what a dirty mind you have!�
�Sorry, Suzanne.� I was still laughing and, soon, we were both laughing together, helplessly, while Suzanne enjoyed hitting me over the head with a cushion.
�If Ivanko behaves himself, tonight, you may even get a chance to be �in clover� again.�
We decided to have some supper before going to bed. Both of us agreed that mum�s date and walnut cake was fantastic and perfect when washed down with a drink of coffee. Kelly took great interest in our cake, but had to accept that she was not allowed such delicacies. The Guide Dog Training Centre had quite strict rules, banning the sort of things which some pet dogs were normally allowed.
Suzanne snuggled up close to me on the sofa and the warmth of our bodies felt so good. Pausing, she asked, �Tonie, can I ask you a personal question?�
�Of course you can. Anything you want to know about me will be answered honestly. What is it?�
�What are your dreams like? Are they in colour and, also, can you see normally in your dreams?�
I smiled at her bold question. �Now, that is an interesting question. Since I have been partially sighted up until four years ago, my dreams are as if I was fully sighted. For more recent images, my imagination fills in the blanks. I don�t know what it must be like for anyone who has been blind since birth, but I consider myself fortunate to have such visual memories.�
�The other thing that I am curious about is the spelling of your name. I don�t think that I have ever heard of it being spelled with an �ie� instead of a �y�.�
�Ah, that was my parents� idea. I was christened �Tonie� and not �Anthony� as you might expect. They really wanted me to have an unusual spelling to my name. I don�t really know why, but I am obviously used to it, by now.�
�I like the fact that it is different from what people expect. Do you know what it means?�
I laughed. Somehow, I had expected this obvious question. �Apparently, it means priceless, flourishing flower. I�m not certain that I want to be thought of as a flower. Probably more of a weed!�
�Well, for me, priceless is more appropriate. That�s exactly what you are to me, sweetheart.�
�I did find another definition for the name �Tonie� on the internet, but I don�t know how accurate it was.�
�Can you remember it?�
�I think so.� I was smiling as I said, ��An extremely handsome, caring man. Amazing boyfriend material, loving and sweet. Tonie�s have great listening skills and will lay around with you for hours. They will compose sweet notes and never forget an anniversary or birthday.��
�I don�t know how you manage to remember all that, Tonie, yet I can really believe it.
Suzanne seemed quite happy with my explanation and, once again, we melted into each other�s arms and kissed passionately.
After settling Kelly down for the night, Suzanne and I started to walk up the stairs, both of us feeling a little nervous. We had no idea just what the night may hold for us.
Would the presence make itself felt again or could we have a night free of the violent hauntings?
Everything seemed quite normal as we entered the bedroom. We did not stay long, heading towards the bathroom. Our initial embarrassment had now been replaced with a casual awareness of each other�s bodies, although Suzanne had the advantage of being able to see me in all my nakedness. To my mind, the male naked body is not a particularly attractive sight. Memories of communal showers at secondary school, where many naked, over-exuberant teenage boys fooled around, making fun of those boys who were less well-endowed, held a poignant image in my mind.
Conversely, I had watched enough x-rated films while my vision was sufficient to appreciate the naked female form to understand the desirability of a beautiful, fit, well-shaped woman.
To my surprise, Suzanne confounded my thoughts by saying, �You know, Tonie, you do have quite a good body.�
�Really? I never thought my body was anything to be all that proud of.�
�Well, you look fit and good to me. There is no excess fat on your body and you seem quite muscular, with really strong thighs. How tall are you?�
�Just over six feet. I do try and avoid eating too much and I exercise with the weights regularly as well as using my exercise bike.� I smiled, gratefully. �You�ve made me feel much better, now, Suzanne. Thanks.�
�You are very welcome, Tonie. Do you feel up to burning off some more calories, tonight?�
I could hear the smile in her voice at this provocative question. We left the bathroom and entered the bedroom. �Oh, I�m certain that I can get rid of a few calories, with your assistance.� We both laughed as we climbed into bed, again leaving our bedclothes under the pillows. Thankfully, I could feel no menace in the room and there were no strange noises to cause us any immediate concern.
Lying on our sides facing each other, we started petting and, enticingly, Suzanne ran her fingers lightly over my buttocks. Kissing passionately, our tongues explored each other�s mouths urgently. I, then, moved my mouth down to her breasts, running my tongue over her proud nipples. She gave little gasps of pleasure as I concentrated on arousing her through the super-sensitive rounds of her breasts.
Our breathing becoming ever more urgent, Suzanne turned me, gently, until I was lying on my back, at which point, she mounted me, easing me into her welcoming vagina. �You�re in clover, again, my love�, she said, with a little giggle.
Her tightness engulfed me completely, heightening our erotic pleasure, as she rode me, slowly at first and then quickening her pace as we sought mutual satisfaction.
Her sighs of pleasure were beautiful to my ears as we enjoyed each other�s bodies, moving together in perfect unison.
We could have slowed down to extend our super-sensual pleasure, yet both of us sought urgent mutual climax. Suzanne was breathing hard, her voice, excited, urging me on with every passing moment. �Yes, oh, yes, my love!�
I felt certain that our love-making noises could be heard through the thin party walls, yet the sheer pleasure and excitement over-ruled this thought, allowing us to complete the act with a final shudder of excitement and satisfaction, accompanied by a squeal of delight from Suzanne.
It was at the precise moment of our climax that a terrific crash drowned out all other sounds. It came from a corner of the room where my weights were stored.
Suzanne lifted herself off my body, allowing me to swing my feet to the floor, hoping to discover just what had made the noise.
�Be careful, my love! Let me check what has happened. I don�t want you falling over something. The room light was switched on as Suzanne ventured from the bed, cautiously viewing the corner of the room. She gave a sudden gasp of surprise. �Your bar and weights have moved from the rack and dropped onto the floor. I think we both know who or what was responsible.�
I began to walk towards the weights, but Suzanne stopped me. �Wait, Tonie. If you try to find the weights, you may stub your toes or fall over them. Let me guide you to the right place.
Together, naked, we walked to the corner of the room, where Suzanne placed my hand on the horizontal bar of the weights. I took hold of the bar with both hands and pulled, but, to my astonishment, I found it impossible to raise the weights. �I can�t lift it, Suzanne, but I don�t know why. I really don�t have any weights that I am unable to lift.�
She paused, deep in thought. �Come back to bed, my love. I have a feeling that, tomorrow, the weights will be more manageable.�
At first, I did not understand why she had said this. Then the penny dropped. �You think that Ivanko is, somehow, making the weights even heavier?�
�It�s the only logical explanation that I can think of. Come on, love. Let�s get some sleep!�
Crazy as it seemed, I felt that she was probably correct. Still naked, we cuddled together and, very soon, we were both in a deep, undisturbed sleep.

Chapter Ten: a difficult meeting

Next day, while we were at the office, Suzanne received a text message from her mother. She appeared to have calmed down enough to want to visit the two of us that evening at our house.
Suzanne responded, suggesting that we meet up around eight, giving us enough time to finish our dinner.
I had to admit that I was not really looking forward to this visit, as Suzanne�s parents had, to my mind, already decided that I was not good enough for their precious daughter, presumably preferring somebody without any physical or mental defects as a marriage partner for their daughter.
Christine and Peter Clover, at first meeting, appeared to be a pleasant, friendly couple. Even so, I was cautious as I remembered what they had called Suzanne on discovering that she had spent the night with me.
It did not take long for Suzanne�s mother to ask about our engagement. �Let me see your ring, Suzanne.�
Christine Clover made the right sort of comments after inspecting the ring. �It all seems to have happened so very quickly, Suzanne.�
�I agree that it seems very soon, but you can not imagine how happy it makes me.� Suzanne squeezed my hand, encouragingly. �We have known each other for over two years, while we have been working together.�
�Any idea when you two plan to marry?� It was her father who asked this question.
I felt that I should answer. �We haven�t fixed any date, yet. We need time to discuss our future plans and decide on just when to get married.� I hoped that this would satisfy them.
Suzanne�s mother surprised us both with her next statement. �We just hope that you are serious about Suzanne, Tonie. We would hate to find that you had just been using our daughter, without any proper commitment.�
�Mum! How can you think that of Tonie? You really know absolutely nothing about him.� Suzanne sounded quite hurt and unusually angry. �He is the nicest person I have ever met and I am madly in love with him.�
�I can assure both of you that I would do nothing to upset or harm Suzanne. She means everything to me and I am also deeply in love with her and want us to be together for the rest of our lives.�
�That�s good enough for me.� Thankfully, Suzanne�s father accepted my words.
Still her Mum was not yet satisfied. �How will you manage to bring up children if you are unable to see them? Believe me, it is difficult enough even when you can see.�
I tried to retain my composure, even though this was a question I wish she had not asked, as it angered me intensely. �I have absolutely no doubt that I can, as a blind person, bring up our children. It won�t be easy, but, with my determination and Suzanne�s assistance, we will do everything possible for our future children.�
Suzanne came to my defence. �Tonie�s very capable, even though he can�t see. Together, we can do whatever is necessary to have a happy, peaceful marriage and, if we have children, we will do our very best for them. Remember, Tonie is the one who will never see the smiles on the faces of our children.�
This last statement seemed to do the trick, as her father said, �Okay. All we ask is that you keep us fully informed. If there is anything we can do to help, please let us know.�
I was pleased with Suzanne�s father�s acceptance of our relationship and I felt certain that he would do his best to convince his wife to let us get on with our future without any interference.
With the easing of their initial caution, Suzanne�s parents accepted a drink of coffee, even enjoying some of mum�s date and walnut cake.
As they were preparing to leave, Suzanne�s Dad spotted the Cuneo print on the wall. �Oh, isn�t that by that artist, er� Cuneo?�
�Yes, that�s the Evening Star�, I answered.
�Doesn�t he put a mouse in his paintings? I wonder if I can spot it.�
I realised that he was walking over to the picture and a cold chill ran through my body, as I thought about the disappearing mouse. �I�m not certain just where the mouse is�, I mumbled, hoping that he would believe me and let it pass.
After what seemed an eternity, he said, �Ah! I spotted it on the telegraph pole! I had a feeling that it was somewhere like that.�
I was stunned. How long had the mouse been back in the picture? �You are very observant. I had forgotten just where it was on the picture�, I lied.
�Fantastic painting. I really love to see the old, powerful steam engines. Great to meet you, Tonie and many congratulations to both of you.� He took hold of my hand and shook it warmly.
�Thanks. Your acceptance means so much to me. I promise that I will take every care of your amazing daughter.�
The hug from Suzanne�s mother did not convey the same degree of acceptance as her husband�s handshake, but I felt that the meeting had gone better than I had expected.
�I�ll call, tomorrow and pick up some of my clothes, if that�s alright, mum?�
�Okay, Suzanne. No problem.�
After the door had closed behind them, Suzanne breathed a noticeable sigh of relief, reached up and gave me a tender kiss. �I think they like you, my love.�
Suzanne put her arms around me and we pulled each other close. �I think your Dad is happy, but I think that your mother is not as convinced about us.�
�Give her time, Tonie. She�ll be okay when she gets to know you better. As you must realise by now, Mum is a person of quite strong character and principles.� After a moment�s thought, she said, �Anyway, it doesn�t matter what they think about you. I really love you and you are going to be my husband, no matter what.�
�And I love you more than you can ever imagine, Suzanne Clover!�
Coyly, she asked, �and I suppose that you would like to be �in clover�, again, tonight?�
I smiled. �The thought had never even crossed my mind�, I lied. �What a great idea! I�m all for that, if you are?�
After being celibate for twenty-seven years, our nightly romp between the sheets was truly wonderful and I felt like a new man.
As Suzanne had suggested, my weights were more manageable during the day. I had moved them into the small bedroom in an attempt to prevent the nightly, ghostly presence from harming us by removing all items which could be used as projectiles against us. Ivanko still made his presence known, either by a loud, house-shaking clap of thunder or by rattling the doors and windows or even by using his voice on the bedside radio to disturb us.
The strange thing was that we had actually become quite accustomed to disturbance of some kind, yet felt that no actual harm would come to either of us. The question of why this ghostly presence of a man felt it necessary to scare the pants off us was still prominent in my mind.
When we returned from work on Thursday, Diane from next door called us as we left the car. �There was a delivery for you, today, so I said that I would take care of it until you came home.� She handed us a quite big, rectangular parcel.
�Thanks, Diane. I hope you don�t mind taking our post while we are at work? It shouldn�t happen very often.�
�It�s really no problem.� I had a feeling that she was going to say something else, but she seemed to think better of it and returned to her house.
Once we were inside, we just had to open the parcel without delay. It was, as expected, the Ouija board. �I wonder if we will be able to communicate with Ivanko, using this.�
�I hope so, but I think we should wait until tomorrow night before we try to use it.�
I thought Suzanne�s suggestion was a good one, but hoped we could read through the instructions, that night.
After we had finished dinner and Suzanne had returned after driving home to collect her clothes, the two of us sat together and looked at our purchase. The board was like that of many board games such as Monopoly, although this was made of thin, polished wood with a flat, smooth surface. Around the edge of the board were all the letters of the alphabet, numbers zero to nine and the words �Yes�, �No�, �Go� and �Goodbye�.
A plastic planchette with a pointer was designed to slide easily around the board, hopefully to spell out various messages.
Could this seemingly-simple game actually communicate with the dead? If it did, would we learn enough to stop the hauntings or would it just be a waste of time and money? 

Chapter Eleven: Spiritual contact

Later on that Friday evening, we were ready to see what would happen with our attempt to communicate with Ivanko.
I was worried how Kelly would react to any spiritual happenings in the room, so I encouraged her to rest on her bed in the hallway, leaving some dog biscuits for her to chew.
We were supposed to set the mood by dimming the lights, using candles or burning incense, but we both agreed that, if any spirits were going to make contact, adding these scents and smells should make absolutely no difference. We did, however, have a reading light to illuminate the table instead of using the main ceiling light which, according to Suzanne, did help to create a suitable, creepy atmosphere.
The board was placed on the dining table, Suzanne and I sitting side by side, preferably with our knees touching. We had no problem with this suggestion. The instructions said that both of us had to put our middle and index fingers on the planchette, resting them quite gently.
I found it extremely difficult to keep a straight face, as I asked, �Is there a spirit present in this room?�
We were supposed to move the planchette lightly in circles as a warm-up, but, after a minute or so had passed, I was going to stop, convinced that this was a waste of time, when the planchette suddenly began to move from the circular pattern. �Did you move it, Suzanne?�
�Not me. I thought it was you.�
The planchette moved to the word �Go�. It then appeared to move without much effort or purpose. �Are you a good spirit?� I really felt stupid asking such a question, yet the instructions had suggested this very question.
The planchette began to move again. When it stopped, Suzanne said, �It has stopped near the Sun symbol. That is supposed to mean that it is a good spirit.�
�Well, I suppose it would say that, even if it was not true.�
�Careful, Tonie. You don�t want to upset it.�
Humouring Suzanne, I said, �Sorry, I accept that you are a good spirit. What is your name?�
The planchette began to move and Suzanne told me the letters it pointed to. �R, h, o, d, a. Rhoda! What is your surname?� Again, the planchette began to move �B, a, r, n, e, s. Rhoda Barnes! That sounds a good, old-fashioned name.�
I thought that I should ask a question. �Did you used to live in this house?�
Suzanne exclaimed, �It moved to the �Yes� position. In which year did you die?�
Again, the planchette moved. �1, 9, 5, 4. 1954�
I did realise that this was getting us nowhere with Ivanko, yet, I did find the whole experience quite fascinating and a little scary at the same time. �How did you die, Rhoda?�
The planchette moved quite quickly, Suzanne reading the letters as they were identified. �Heart attack in my bed. It was so sudden that I did not have the chance to make peace with my family.�
It was so hard to believe that we were actually communicating with the dead, yet I could not doubt it any more.�
�Rhoda, do you have a spirit there called Ivanko?� I just had to get to the reason behind all of this.
My question seemed to cause a bit of a turmoil. The planchette moved around in quite erratic circles before spelling out �There are many spirits here.� It then moved to the �Goodbye� position and then stopped moving altogether.
Disappointed, I said, �Ah, well, I think the spirits have had enough for one night. Let�s have another try, tomorrow.�
Suzanne sounded surprised. �Are you certain that you don�t want to try again, tonight? We don�t seem to have got very far.�
�I�m sorry, Suzanne. This is very unsettling for me. Don�t ask me why, but I feel really nervous talking to the spirits.�
�Okay, my love. Tomorrow night, then.� She sounded disappointed, but, inexplicably, I felt really exhausted. I supposed that a full working day of coding had not left me with much spare energy, yet it would be just the same for Suzanne. This must be what they mean when they say that women are much stronger than men.
I did not mention it to Suzanne, but I had noticed that, all the time we were managing to communicate through the Ouija board, I felt such a heavy pressure on my head, that it made me feel quite sick and dis-orientated. I really could not understand the reason why I should have felt this way, but it was a relief to end the session.
When I let Kelly back in the room, she danced around, excitedly. She probably wondered why she had not been allowed to join us, but now seemed to be happy to be with us again.
After returning the Ouija board to its box, we watched television for a while. In truth, there was not much on television, but it did not really matter as we talked over many different topics, including the experience of communicating with Rhoda. My curiosity got the better of me and I powered up my computer. An internet search on deaths and the name Rhoda Barnes gave me the answer I had been seeking. Rhoda Barnes, wife of Wilfred, had, indeed, died, suddenly, of a heart attack at the age of sixty-three. Although it did not give her address, it was in the Sale area. I had enough proof of spiritual contact to convince me that we should continue, in an effort to find out more about Ivanko.
The following evening, when we both felt that the time was right, we, again, laid out the Ouija board on the table, after, as on the previous night, banishing poor Kelly to the hallway. As we placed our fingers on the planchette and moved it around, the strange feeling in my head re-emerged. �Are there any spirits present?� Again, I felt quite silly asking this question. I was surprised when the planchette moved to a point on the board and stopped.
Suzanne looked and, with a little laugh, said, �It said, �No�. I think it is teasing us, as there must be a spirit to have moved it.�
�Is the spirit of Ivanko Ademovic here?� Again, the planchette moved fast, almost urgently around the board and then stopped.
Suzanne gave a little gasp. �Now, it�s stopped against the �yes� label.�
A cold shudder of fear ran through me. After a long pause, I asked, �Ivanko, can you tell us what happened to you? How did you die?� I found it incredible that I was really asking such a crazy question and, even worse, how could we be certain that Ivanko was actually communicating with us? While I was thinking about this, the planchette began to move quickly around the board.
�Ivanko! You are moving too fast. Can you slow down a little, please?� I could hear the tension in Suzanne�s voice, as she struggled to keep track of the planchette.
Surprisingly, there was a slowing down of the planchette�s movement and Suzanne managed to determine the content of the message. �I think it must be difficult for Ivanko to move slowly around the board. He just said, �Give Tonie pen and paper�.�
This puzzled me. How could I communicate properly when I am unable to see what I am writing? Still, it may be worth trying. I stood up and walked over to my small desk, on which I had my notebook computer and a small printer combined with a scanner. I removed a few sheets of paper from the printer, grabbed a pen and returned to the table. I sat down, placed the sheets of paper on the Ouija board and held the pen in my hand. I must admit that I felt ridiculous and did not really expect anything to happen. To my amazement, the pen seemed to come to life, moving quite fast across the paper, my hand serving only to support the pen.
�Oh, my God!� Suzanne sounded shocked, yet held on to my left arm to provide the continuity suggested for psychic communications.
�Can you read what I am writing?�, I asked as I had no idea what this remote-controlled pen was writing. It could have been meaningless scribbling, for all I knew, yet it moved with such speed and great purpose.
�Not yet. The pen�s moving far too fast to follow the words, but, when you stop I will try and discover what you or Ivanko is writing.�
We had to work fast when the pen came close to the bottom of the page. As I lifted the pen, Suzanne quickly moved a new page into position and helped me to put the pen in the correct place at the top of the page.
Eventually, the pen began to slow down, paused and then remained still.
Suzanne turned the papers so that she could see them properly. I laid the pen down, feeling thoroughly exhausted and drained. �Does it say anything sensible?�
As Suzanne quickly scanned the paper, she said, �Oh, yes. It says, �My name is Ivanko Ademovic. I moved to this house in Sale with my wife, Selmira, in 2013. Things were good at that time. Both of us had moved from Bosnia to the U.K. in 1995. Things started to go wrong in 2015 when Selmira started an affair with a younger man from Wythenshawe. Things between us became worse and we had many arguments. We had a big row when she told me that she was leaving me to be with the other man. I never thought that she could hurt me in this way. I have to admit that I began drinking large quantities of vodka, so much that I passed out.
I knew that I should come back to my senses at some stage, yet, after that, I did not see, hear or feel anything and I knew that Selmira must have, somehow, killed me.
Why did she hate me so much? Now, I can�t escape from this �prison�.� As Suzanne was reading the text, her voice revealed her anguish at the events described by Ivanko. �God! That�s awful! Poor Ivanko was murdered by his own wife!�
�I wonder if his body is still in this house. That could explain why Ivanko is trying to make contact with us. Put the pen on a new piece of paper, please love.�
She did as I asked and placed another piece of paper in front of me, gave me the pen again and positioned it at the top of the page.
�Ivanko? What did Selmira do with your body?� Immediately, the pen began to move and Suzanne watched closely, trying to follow the notes. �He says that Selmira cut his body into two pieces and hid each in the bedrooms.�� She took a sudden intake of breath. �His body is actually upstairs in the bedrooms! Oh, my God! To think that we were�� She did not need to finish her sentence as I knew exactly what she was about to say.
�That explains a lot. Poor devil! No wonder he has been haunting us. Ivanko, do you know just where Selmira concealed your body?�
Again, the pen began to move.
Suzanne gave a little gasp. �Oh, my God! He says that she concealed the parts in the chimneys!�
I had a sudden realisation. Suzanne had noticed, when we were looking around the house before purchase, that the decorating in the bedrooms had appeared to be quite recent in contrast to the remainder of the house. Perhaps Selmira had this done to conceal her crime? �Ivanko! Do you know where your wife is?�
�He says that he thinks she is still in the U.K., but does not know just where. She did have a friend in Hereford, but does not know if she is there.�
�Thank you, Ivanko. Suzanne and I will do everything to bring you peace and justice.�
Suzanne laughed, saying, �Ivanko says �Thank you� and is sorry for the intrusion into our private lives. All he wants, now, is to rest in peace.�
I put the pen down and leaned back in my chair. �That is the least we can do for him. It�s truly amazing that his spirit can work through me, but, the experience was absolutely exhausting. I feel really shattered and drained.�
�I�ve heard of �automatic writing� before�, said Suzanne. �But I never thought that I would see it with my own eyes.�
I agreed. �It is truly amazing, but I am not certain what we should do with the information Ivanko gave us.�
�We must tell the police. A horrendous murder has been committed.� Suzanne sounded quite convinced of our next action.
�But, we can�t tell the police just how we know. There could be awkward questions and they may even feel that we have, somehow, been involved in a murder.�
�Oh, I see what you mean. So, what do you think we should do, Tonie?�
I was thinking of all different possible courses of action. �I�m not certain. I need time to think about it. For now, I feel exhausted and really look forward to some restful sleep.�
�Do you think it is safe to sleep in the bedroom, knowing what is in the chimney?�
I laughed. �I have a feeling that Ivanko may leave us alone, now that he has managed to tell his story. I really don�t want to think about what is in the chimney. How about you, love?�
�As long as I am with you, sweetheart, I think I can blank out the reality of the situation.�
I was correct. Too exhausted to make love, both of us managed a restful sleep, that night. My only worry was how to release the information to the police without being regarded as a possible crank or, worse, a suspect.
It was the next day before I came up with an answer. I asked Barry, from next door, if he knew of someone who could carry out small building work for me. He gave me the phone number of Bill Myers, who appeared to be the local handyman.
I took a chance and phoned his mobile number on the Saturday morning. Luckily, Bill replied and did not mind being contacted during the weekend.
I told him that I thought a bird had dropped down the chimney, as there was a bad, rotting smell in the bedroom. He agreed to come on Tuesday morning to see what he could find. I just hoped that he had a strong stomach, knowing just what he was likely to find.
Suzanne and I went into work on the Monday and both booked four days holiday. Our team leader, though initially surprised by our request, knew that we were ahead of schedule on our current project and agreed to our short-notice vacation.
I had explained that, after moving in together, Suzanne and I had discovered some minor problems with the house. I needed time to show workmen what needed to be done, get prices and organise the work. It was fortunate that he accepted the reasons for our absence.
Thankfully, the spirit of Ivanko let us sleep without disturbance over the next few days. Kelly, however, still refused to mount the stairs, preferring to stay on her bed in the hall during the nights.
Even with all the strange happenings over the past few days, the relationship between Suzanne and I became ever closer. We felt so comfortable in each other�s company and took every opportunity to make love. Neither of us wanted to use condoms, but neither did we want to experience an unexpected, early pregnancy. We overcame this problem by recording the start and end date of Suzanne�s menstrual cycles. The �Rhythm method� was widely used by those who followed the Catholic faith. Neither of us belonged to the Church of Rome, yet, providing we were careful, avoiding intercourse in the days before menstruation, it could be the simplest way of preventing conception. 

Part Two: Secrets of the dead


Chapter Twelve: bedroom revelations

I felt extremely nervous while waiting for Bill, the handyman, to arrive on Tuesday morning. He was quite prompt and appeared to be middle-aged and friendly, particularly when he saw Kelly. �I love dogs, especially German Shepherds.�
�Kelly is my guide dog and I really would be lost without her.� It was important that he knew the situation about my lack of sight before starting any work.
�Okay, would you like to let me see the problem room, Mr. Buckingham?�
�Yes, I�ll show you.� I led the way upstairs, followed by Bill and with Suzanne behind him.
I took him into the main bedroom and showed him the chimney breast. Suzanne and I had already moved everything away to give him easy access.
�The decoration doesn�t look very old. It�s a shame that I�ll have to remove it.� He sniffed the air. �Are you certain that there is a dead bird in the flue? I can�t smell anything.�
�I do have a very sensitive sense of smell and I have noticed it ever since moving in a couple of weeks ago�, I lied.
�Fair enough. I�ll put a sheet down to catch the mess.� He tapped around the face of the chimney breast, determining the extent of the hollow area. �I�ll cut a hole in the plywood cover. I�m afraid it will ruin your decoration.�
�Don�t worry about that. Do whatever is needed to get at the space.�
I heard his power drill cutting through the plywood panel. He told me that he would cut the panel out by using a jig-saw from the hole he had already made. Suzanne and I held our breath, feeling absolutely certain that we knew what really was hidden in the flue.
The noise of the jig-saw was quite loud in the room and it was a relief when Bill had cut the panel, letting it drop onto the floor. �That�s a surprise�, commented Bill.
�What is it?�, I asked, nervously.
�Well, it�s unusual.� I could imagine him scratching his head at what lay in front of him. �First of all, most people covering openings in Chimneys, tend to use quite thin plywood or even hardboard. This is twenty mill thick ply. Much thicker than necessary. Then, the opening had been covered with a sheet, attached with adhesive tape to the face of the wall. Behind the sheet, there is a large package, covered in insulating material. The sort of thing you�d put around a hot water cylinder. Anyway, I�ll try and lift it out.�
Suzanne and I were holding each other�s hand, the tension in the room becoming ever more intense. Bill puffed and panted as he pulled at the object concealed in the flue. �My God! It�s heavy. It�s quite a job to pull it out. Ah, that�s better.�
We heard his laboured breathing as he, presumably, lifted the �thing� out and laid it on the dust sheet.
�There�s no sign of a dead bird, Mr. Buckingham. Do you want me to open this package that I�ve taken out of the flue?�
�Yes, please. We need to get to the cause of the smell.�
�Fair enough. I�ll cut through the covering with my Stanley knife.�
I could hear the sound of the sharp knife cutting through layers of adhesive tape and, suddenly, realised that I had been holding my breath.
�Oh, my God! It�s part of a body! Oh, shit! I don�t think you should look, Mrs. Buckingham!�
For once, it was a blessing that I could not see the human remains within the package. I did not correct him about Suzanne�s marital status. �What can you see?�
Bill had lost his usual confidence and there was a noticeable tremor in his voice as he said, �Oh, the stench! It is a rotting corpse of a man from the head down to the waist! It�s in a thick, plastic bag�
�Oh, my God! No wonder I could smell it. I wonder how long it has been there?� Suzanne was holding me tight and averting her eyes away from the human remains lying on the floor.
�I think you need to phone the Police. This guy did not put himself there.�
�Yes, of course.� I took the mobile from my pocket and dialled the emergency service.
�Which Emergency service do you require?� the female voice sounded calm and efficient, unlike my own turbulent feelings, at that particular moment. Part of me had been expecting this horror, yet another part was in denial of the facts which lay before us.
�Police, please.� I was immediately connected to a police officer who listened calmly as I relayed my story. He made a note of my name and address.
�Please do not touch anything, sir. Somebody should be with you shortly.
Within ten minutes, the police were at the front door. Suzanne, Bill and I had decided to come downstairs, all of us suffering from the shock of the horrific discovery. �Kelly! Come here!� She ran up to me as I was grabbing her lead and harness from the hallway. Slipping them on to her, I opened the door wide.
�Mr. Buckingham?� His voice was deep and conveyed a sense of great discipline. I certainly did not envy his job. I could imagine how the neighbours would react on seeing the police officers coming to my door. There would, no doubt, be many wagging tongues, especially as we were the newcomers in the area.
�Yes, I phoned. Please come in� Suzanne hung on to my arm as we moved back to allow them to enter.
Seeing Kelly in harness, he realised that I had a problem with my eyes and said, �Thank you, sir. My colleague is Detective Wilson and I am Detective Inspector Paul Marsden of Greater Manchester Police Department. Would you mind telling me what happened?�
�No problem. We have only moved in here a couple of weeks ago and, since then, I have noticed a strong smell in the bedroom. I thought it must be a dead bird caught in the chimney. I called Bill to find out the cause of the problem and when he cut through the panel, he discovered the remains.�
�Okay, sir. My colleague and I will have a quick look. Perhaps it would be better if you all remained down here.�
I was relieved not to have to return and said, �It is in the rear bedroom.�
Bill asked, �Do you need me?�
�I would be grateful if you could stay for now, sir. We will have to take a statement from all of you.�
I could hear the heavy footsteps of the two men as they mounted the stairs.
Suzanne, Bill and I went into the living room and sat down to wait. After a few minutes, the policemen returned.
D.I. Marsden spoke. �I�ve called the Scene of Crime team to follow-up on this investigation, sir. I don�t suppose you know who the man is?�
�I�ve no idea�, I lied. �As I mentioned, we have only been here a couple of weeks. I have never met the previous occupants, but I understand that a Bosnian couple used to live here. Perhaps the estate agency may be able to help with details of the previous occupants.�
�That would be very helpful, sir. Do you have the phone number of the agent?�
Fortunately, I have a good memory for phone numbers and gave him this information. After this, the three of us had to sign statements prepared by the officers. At least, they would, now, realise that Suzanne and I were not yet married.
Bill interrupted. �Is it alright if I go, now? I have other jobs to go to.�
�Yes, Sir, that�s fine. We may find it necessary to contact you again, but we do have your phone number, now, should we need to get in touch with you.�
Bill approached me, put his hand on my arm and said, �Just let me know if you want any other jobs doing, Mr. Buckingham. I won�t charge you for today.�
�Thanks, Bill. I�m certain that we will need some work in the future. I�ll be in touch.�
After Bill had left, it came as a surprise when D.I. Marsden asked, �Mr. Buckingham, is there somewhere else that you and your partner could live for a few days?�
Unfamiliar with police procedures, I asked, �Why?�
�I�m sure you will appreciate that the team on their way to collect evidence will make living here pretty difficult. On top of that, I think that we should also investigate the chimney breast in the other bedroom. Who knows? We may find the rest of this poor guy!�
I could, now, understand the situation and, thinking fast, I said, �Yes, we should be able to move out for a few days, as long as we can get some luggage together.�
�No problem. That would be very helpful, sir.�
�Suzanne, love, could you put some things in a case for the two of us to go somewhere else, please?�
�Yes, of course.� Addressing the inspector, she asked, �Will it be alright for me to collect some clothes from our bedroom?
�Yes, of course. Just be careful not to touch anything near the chimney breast.�
I remained on the sofa, desperately thinking where Suzanne and I could go for a few days.
�This must have come as quite a shock to you, Mr. Buckingham, especially after just moving here?�
�It certainly has. The last thing I expected on moving into my first home was to find a body hidden in the chimney. The couple living next door may also be able to help you with your enquiries about the previous occupants.�
�Oh, yes, we will be interviewing them and all other close neighbours.
After a few minutes, Suzanne returned from her packing. �Right, I�ve packed a couple of cases, which should be enough for a few days.�
�Thanks, love. Oh, can you also grab Kelly�s dish and food, please. Okay, inspector, is there anything else you need from us before we leave?�
�I�d appreciate it if you could leave your front door key with me. I�ll give you a receipt for it and you can pick it up when we have finished here.� I�ll give you my contact details, in case you need to get in touch with me.�
I pulled my keyring out of my pocket and slid the front door key from the ring, handing it to the policeman.
As we were preparing to leave, the door bell rang. It seemed strange not to answer the door myself, as one of the policemen opened it. �The Scene of Crime team are here, Mr. Buckingham. Do you have everything you need?�
�I think so. Are you ready, Suzanne?�
�Yes, love. Perhaps one of these nice policemen would help me get the cases in the car?�
�No problem, Ma�am. Bob, would you give this lady a hand, please?�
I held back until the cases were packed in the back of the car, when Suzanne returned to help me towards the door of the car.
�We�ll be in touch as soon as all the investigations have been completed. Goodbye, sir, madam.�
As we drove away from our house, Suzanne asked, �Where do you want me to drive to?�
�Sorry, love. I should have said. We could probably stay at a hotel, but the simplest would be to stay at my parent�s house, if you don�t mind?�
She laughed. �I don�t have any problem about staying with your parents for a few days, as long as you are prepared to restrain your passion.�
Laughing, I said, �The walls are a bit thin, so I suppose that we will not have to be too energetic or noisy!� I told her just how to get to my parents� house. It was only a few minutes drive away.
When my mother answered the door, she must have been surprised to see us. I used the same line as when Suzanne turned up at my house. �Is there any room at the Inn?�
I could hear the confusion in my mother�s voice. �Tonie? Suzanne? What has happened?�
I hoped that she did not think that we were splitting up after such a short period together. �It�s a bit complicated, mum. Let us in and we�ll tell you all the details.�
�Of course. Come inside. Your father is working, but Hannah is at home.�
Suzanne, Kelly and I followed Mum into the living room. It felt strange to be back, even after only a couple of weeks.
When Mum had stopped fussing over us and made certain that we were comfortable, I told her about the smell in the bedroom and how we had asked a handyman to open up the chimney breast. In other words, I gave her the same sanitised story as we had given to the police.
�My God!� Mum was shocked by what we had experienced earlier in the day. �It�s hard to imagine that somebody�s corpse could be hidden in the chimney within your bedroom.� She would be even more surprised if she knew about the hauntings we had experienced over the past couple of weeks, but there was no way that I was going to reveal the horrific details to her.
My sister, Hannah was there and she also shuddered at the thought of what we had discovered. �Gruesome!�
�The Crime Scene Investigation team is turning the house upside down to collect any evidence. Do you think we could stay here for a few days until the police have finished their investigations?�
�Of course you can. Both of you will always be welcome, here. I take it that you have some luggage?�
�Yes. There�s a couple of cases and Kelly�s food in the car. I�ll take them upstairs if you can give Suzanne a hand to get them out of her car, please.�
Within a few minutes, our luggage was in my old bedroom and Suzanne saw the room where I had slept for most of my life.
�Sorry, Suzanne. My old bedroom is just a little cramped.�
She held me close, saying, �I don�t mind where we are as long as I�m with you, sweetheart.�
After a few minutes organising our room, we returned to the living room, where Mum and Hannah were waiting for us. �It�s just about lunch time. Would the two of you join us for a light lunch?�
�Yes, thanks, mum. That would be great.� Any distraction from the horrific events earlier this day would be welcome, yet I knew that this would prove very difficult.
When my mobile phone played �I�m going slightly mad� by Queen, later that afternoon, I had a feeling that I knew exactly who it would be. The deep, serious voice of D.I. Marsden said, �Mr. Buckingham, we�ve opened up the chimney breast in the other bedroom and have found more human remains.�
Although I had expected this, it still made me feel uneasy. �I take it that these remains are the other part of the same body?�
�It does look that way. The body from hip down to feet was wrapped inside a plastic bag, just as in the other room. All the body parts are on their way for forensic examination, at the moment. Having said that, there is still a great deal of evidence to collect, here, so it could be a few days before we are likely to finish.�
�That�s okay. We�re staying at my parents� house until we can return.�
�Good! I�ll let you know as soon as we have finished.�
Suzanne and I spent the rest of the day talking to and helping Mum and Hannah. Dad was really surprised, yet pleased, to find us when he returned home from work. His surprise turned to shock when I told him about the gruesome find in the chimney breasts. Typical of my Dad, he quipped, �That�s a very weird moving-in present!�
�And one that I could have done without�, I answered, truthfully.
The wonderful smells coming from the kitchen were making my mouth water. �What are you cooking up for dinner, mum?�
�Beef casserole and dumplings. Will that be okay?�
�Absolutely fine for me. How about you, Suzanne?�
�Oh, yes, please. It really does smell so good.� 
It seemed so strange, that night, being back with my family, together with Suzanne, my future wife. Kelly must have, also, been wondering why we were back in our old home, yet it did not stop her from dozing contentedly, amusing everyone with her gentle snoring and occasional wind noises. 

Chapter Thirteen � Ivanko�s story

It was Friday morning before I heard from D.I.�Marsden. �I�m sorry it�s taken so long, but we�ve now finished checking for evidence. You are free to return to your home. I�ll be here for another hour or so if you want to pick up your key.�
�Good. We�ll be there soon�, I replied.
Suzanne and I quickly packed our cases and loaded them into the car. Mum would have been happy for us to stay even longer, but I really wanted to be back in our own house.
�You�re both welcome to stay here any time you want. Take care.�
After a quick hug from Mum and Hannah, we drove back home. According to Suzanne, there was only one police car parked on the road. Thankfully, the drive was clear for our car.
It seemed strange to be ringing the door bell at our own house. D.I. Marsden answered the door. He invited us in and, immediately, apologised for forcing us out of our home.
�Have you managed to identify the body parts?�
�We are pretty certain that the body is that of Ivanko Ademovic, but we are still waiting for full forensic identification. We have also found traces of body fluids in the trap under the waste outlet from the bath. It does appear that the body was dismembered while lying in the bath.�
I realised, with some relief, that, since moving here, I had always used the shower cubicle, preferring it to lying in the bath. I did not feel inclined to ever use the bath at all, after this horrific experience.
�We�ll keep you informed and may need to ask you further questions.�
�No problem. We�ll help as much as we can.� He handed over my key and left us feeling strange at returning to our home. The house had a weird, empty smell, yet there was, also, a hint of the chemicals, presumably from the intensive forensic examination of our house.
Within minutes, Suzanne had gone through every room, opening windows wide, as well as spraying plenty of air freshener. When it came to choosing our dinner, thankfully, there were still several meat options in the freezer and we decided to have grilled fillet steaks with oven chips and frozen vegetables. By the time the steaks were under the hot grill, the atmosphere in the house had returned to one of normality. Suzanne and I were looking forward to being on our own and doing what we wanted, without fear of being overheard.
After dinner, we prepared for another session of automatic writing. Both of us wondered if the spirit of Ivanko would still be in the house, now that his body had been removed. As before, I felt extremely nervous as I held the pen, ready to be guided by the spirits. �Is the spirit of Ivanko present?�
I was beginning to think that this was a waste of time, when the pen, suddenly, started to move.
Although the pen flew swiftly across the paper, Suzanne, sitting on my left, tried to tell me what was being written. �Yes. Thank you for freeing my physical body from the chimney breasts. I feel at peace, now, yet I want Selmira to face justice for my death. As a Muslim, I was always told that, when I died, I would rise into eternal Paradise. I don�t know if this will ever happen, but, so far, I have felt tortured at having my life cut so short. I want justice and ask for your help.�
The pen paused, giving Suzanne chance to read what I had just written.
�How can we help, Ivanko? Do you know where Selmira is?�
�No, but you may be able to help find her and bring her to justice. I will tell you how we met and the story of our lives together.�
Under the influence of Ivanko Ademovic, I wrote his memories for over an hour, that Friday evening. The notes were quite rambling and, in places, difficult to decipher. After quite a bit of tidying, Suzanne managed to understand Ivanko�s story, re-writing it to make it easier for us to follow.

�We had been born neighbours in the area of Srebrenica in Bosnia, me in 1981, while Selmira was born a year later. It was a poor area and both of us, as children had the disadvantage of being born not only poor but also Muslims. The Christian majority made life extremely difficult for those who did not follow their particular faith and there were many hostilities towards those who happened to be in the minority.
I was only eleven years old when the differences between the religious faiths began to erupt into open, violent hostilities. Under the leadership of army commander, Ratko Mladic, �The butcher of Bosnia�, the system degenerated into unbelievable violence and carnage against Bosnian Muslims, culminating with the genocide in July, 1995.
It took over twenty years to capture and imprison him for these horrific crimes. Thankfully, he was sentenced to life imprisonment, even though this would never begin to give any justice to the many thousands who lost their lives in the massacre.
I could never understand how I managed to evade death as my mother, father, brothers, sisters and Grandmother all perished in the bitterly-cruel, relentless attacks on our small poorly-constructed houses. I remember regaining consciousness and finding myself covered in debris. I realised that my life had been saved by a door falling on top of me. This had, miraculously, saved my life by shielding my small body from the thousands of stone fragments which had killed the rest of my family. I had lost consciousness in the explosion and did not know how long I had been in this state, before I came round. My small size assisted me as I, carefully, extricated myself from the shattered shell of my home. I had waited until the darkness of night helped to provide me with cover, before I dared to wander through the desolate streets. As I passed a neighbour�s house, I stopped as I could hear the gentle sobbing of somebody within the wreckage.
I pondered, uncertain whether I should try to escape on my own or help the person trapped in the un-recognisable mess that was once a house. Remembering what the Iman had taught me about Allah, I felt obliged to do something to help a fellow human being. Listening carefully, I traced the source of the crying and managed to move some of the wreckage until I came across the trapped person. It was Selmira, a girl a year younger than me. I was quite a shy boy and, although I had seen Selmira for quite some time, I had never actually spoken to her. She was quite an attractive girl and was the youngest of a family of five children.
Terrified, I told her to stop crying, as this could attract unwanted attention from the enemy forces. With difficulty, she did as I had asked and waited patiently as I slowly and carefully removed chunks of masonry to reach her, without disturbing more rubble or raising the alarm by making too much noise. It was a painfully slow process, but, eventually, I managed to free her from the wreckage. We kept close to each other as we clambered to safety over the shattered ruins of her former home, wondering how we could evade capture.
We crept quietly through the deserted streets, both of us anxious about our uncertain future. We said very little, our eyes watching for any movement ahead of us. As we turned a corner, we were terrified to come face to face with a lone Bosnian soldier. Hoping that we could manage to escape, we began to run back the way we had come. Selmira had injured her foot in the explosion and found difficulty in running. She stumbled and was grabbed, roughly, by the soldier. I had managed to hide amongst some large mounds of rubble and watched, anxiously, as Selmira screamed. The soldier slapped her face sharply and roughly forced her to lie, face upwards, on the ground.
Puzzled, at first, I was Horrified when I realised what the soldier intended to do to my new friend. There had been many stories of Muslim women and girls being raped by soldiers, high on both drugs and ego. She struggled, helplessly as the heavy soldier began to remove her underwear and unzip his trousers.
Horrified, I was, initially, frozen with fear, but felt the anger rising inside me and grabbed hold of a large, broken piece of masonry. Selmira was screaming from the intense pain as the soldier penetrated her. I crept closer to the couple, as the soldier, still distracted by the girl�s screams began to grunt and move inside her.
At last, I stood over the man and, raising the masonry high above my own head, I smashed it down, hard on to the skull of the soldier. There had been a sickening crunch, as the man�s skull shattered, blood and brain matter quickly spilling out in all directions, spattering both of us.
The man was very heavy, but, eventually, I managed to heave the bloody body off Selmira�s skinny frame. Her eyes wide from this brutal attack and my bravery, she scrambled to her feet, desperately pulling her pants up. We took one last look at the still-warm corpse that lay in front of us. �He really did deserve it�, I said. �Come on, let�s get out of here.� Both of us found the smell from the fluid in the man�s crushed skull was on both our skin, hair and clothes, yet, we had to endure this as there was no running water to clean ourselves.
The two of us stole food to survive, hiding during the day and walking at night. Our limited geographical knowledge of the city made progress difficult and we headed into what, we hoped, would be a safer area. We kept a constant watch for enemy soldiers, many of whom were scavenging through the wreckage of what had been homes for many innocent people.
As we walked through the devastation, we came across numerous mangled bodies and even the occasional limbs of people who had grown up in what had been a small, tight-knit community, their lives cut short by the brutality of war.
It was sickening to see packs of hungry dogs tearing at the flesh on the corpses of the innocent villagers. I felt certain that they would attack us as well if our scent reached them and hurried Selmira onwards to, what could have been even more dangerous for us.
It was fortunate for us that we came across a NATO camp just outside the city. Hungry and exhausted, we decided to approach the camp. Fortunately, we were received with consideration of our horrific experiences and given food, clean clothes and a temporary place to rest.
As the conditions in Srebrenica had deteriorated to the current disastrous levels, the British Nato representative had taken particular interest in this case. When he discovered that neither of us had any living relatives, he felt that evacuation to Britain would be possibly the safest and best solution for the two of us. Selmira and I were provided with temporary accommodation until our visas and other immigration documents had been prepared. After this, we were escorted by a minder, moved by train to France, where we travelled by ferry to the United Kingdom. From there, we were taken to a juvenile reception centre in Manchester. It did seem, at one time, that the two of us would be separated, but, after much pleading by both Selmira and I, it was agreed that we should stay together.
We were placed with foster parents, who really cared for us and this is where Selmira and I stayed for the next five years
We were, by now, inseparable and, when we reached the age of seventeen, both of us were determined to work hard and soon found employment, while staying with our foster parents. We were thankful to them for all their care and, later, we moved out and rented an apartment in Sale. We decided to legalise our relationship and were married in a simple ceremony at the local Registry Office in 2003.
Neither of us said anything about our difficult past in war-torn Bosnia and the fact that we were legal refugees with no living relatives. Both of us were hard workers and saved for a property of our own. We took as many jobs as we could safely endure and managed to scrape enough money for a houseboat on the Bridgewater canal system.
With hard work and many hours of study, we were able to reduce to one well-paid job each. Our use of English as our main language had assisted us in finding potential employment.
After passing a difficult College course, Selmira was able to become a lab technician at the local Hospital, while I had worked hard to be taken on as a car mechanic at quite a large Car Dealership close to Altrincham.
Our improved fortunes did mean that we could save for a permanent place. In 2013, we achieved our ambition, buying our own house in Sale. Both of us were used to the area and liked the friendliness of the people in this small town, a few miles south of Manchester.
I would have liked to have children with Selmira, but, sadly, this never materialised. The problem seemed to lie with me, apparently because of an unusually low sperm count, which I was very embarrassed to discover after extensive medical tests.
The rift between us began in 2015, when Selmira began a relationship with David Allinson, a twenty-nine year old work colleague. He was a smooth talker with rugged, good looks, turning Selmira�s affections away from me.
As she began to become more distant, I turned to drink, falling into periods of deep depression. I could never have been violent towards Selmira, yet she continued with her relationship. When I arrived home from work to find Selmira having sex with Allinson in our bed, it broke my heart. Although physically strong, I could never wish to actually hurt my wife or lover and, instead, I started shouting insults in my native Bosnian language while consuming large quantities of Vodka, becoming so intoxicated that I, was unable to stop myself from passing out on several occasions. Selmira must have decided that she had put up with my dark moods for long enough.
I was not certain just what happened next. What I did realise was that, from that point on, I only existed in the spirit world, while able to view what Selmira was doing in the real world. She was in the bathroom along with my prone body, lying, naked and in the bath. An ice-pick had been plunged deep into my throat, streams of blood pouring out of the wound. The rich, red streams were diluted with bath water before running down into the drain.
Selmira was, herself, completely naked, presumably to avoid compromising, genetic evidence on her clothing. She had a collection of very sharp kitchen knives laid out on the shelf adjacent to the bath, lined up as though for a surgeon ready to perform a major operation. As the flow of blood from my throat began to diminish, Selmira climbed into the bath, sitting astride my limp body. She appeared to be deep in thought as she sat on my thighs looking at the figure she had known and loved for twenty-two years. Coming to a decision, she removed the ice-pick from my throat, then took hold of one of the knives and began to cut through the flesh just above my hip bones. She kept the bath water running as more blood and stomach contents poured, steadily, into the bath.
Selmira appeared unwell, looking quite sick. After a few minutes, she seemed to recover a little, stood with one foot on either side of my body and began to try and lift it to turn it over. It was a struggle, but, eventually, she managed to achieve this. Sitting down again on the backs of my thighs, she continued with her task of disconnecting the spine from the lower body. It was quite a struggle separating the bones and cord within the spinal column, but slowly, the very calm, driven woman succeeded in separating my body into two halves. I think her experience in the X-ray department at the hospital may have assisted her.
This done, she used the shower handset to rinse the bloody stains both from the bath and herself. She then stepped out of the bath to retrieve two large plastic bags, returning to �bag� the two halves of my body. Even so, Selmira had great difficulty with this gruesome task and struggled to lift the bags out of the bath.
Once she had the bags on the bathroom floor, Selmira patted them with toilet tissue to remove any excess moisture from the outside. She then wrapped insulating material around each bag, finally using large rolls of packing tape to hold the insulation in place. Still naked, Selmira lifted one of the bags containing half of my corpse and, struggling with the weight, carried it into the front bedroom. She pushed it firmly into the fireplace opening in the chimney breast, resting for a minute or two before returning to the bathroom. She seemed to struggle even more with the second half of my body, but, eventually, she managed to insert it into the chimney breast in the rear bedroom. Selmira seemed to be deep in thought, presumably deciding how to thoroughly conceal the evidence in the chimney breasts.
Coming to a decision, Selmira retrieved her Sajada, the prayer mat, from the side of her bed and laid it on the floor, carefully aligning it to point towards Mecca.
Surprisingly, still naked, Selmira then sank to her knees on the Sajada, tears flowing freely. Her head bowed, she said in a deep, mournful voice, �Allah, forgive me. I�ve killed the one person I loved and the one who had saved my life, all those years ago.� She stayed like this, praying quietly, for several minutes before rolling up and returning the Sajada to its safe place, then composing herself enough to complete her grizzly task.
She stood up, seemed to come to a decision and pulled her clothes on before searching through drawers and cupboards. Eventually, she found a double sheet and, after folding the sheet in half, she sliced along the fold, creating two smaller pieces. Returning to the bedrooms, Selmira, again, used the parcel tape to secure the sheets over the openings.
She stepped back, as if to admire her handiwork and followed this by getting her mobile phone and recalling a number from the contact list.
�Hello, this is Selmira Ademovic from Eastcroft Road in Sale. You did some work for me a couple of years ago. I need some joinery work and decorating. Could I arrange an appointment for you to give me a quotation? As soon as possible, please.�
Within a couple of days, she had a quotation and the work started. Selmira had instructed the workmen to fix a twenty millimetre thick plywood panel over the full height and width of each chimney breast, before decorating both rooms with wallpaper. She had told the workmen how cool the rooms were because of the open flues.
I watched this from my vantage point in the ethereal world, with increasing anger and annoyance, as my wife did everything possible to hide my body and the deathly crime she had committed.
This anger increased to bursting point when Selmira invited her lover, David Allinson, to move in with her. Understandably, he was worried about a confrontation with her husband and asked about me. �Don�t worry about him�, she laughed. �He�s gone back to Bosnia to take care of an elderly relative.�
�You lying bitch!� I shouted, even though my words of anger could not be heard in the real world. �You know that neither of us has any living relatives!�
Accepting Selmira�s explanation, Allinson brought many of his possessions to the house and made himself comfortable with Selmira.
Trapped in the world between the living and the resting dead, I felt the pain of betrayal as Selmira and Allinson had frequent, energetic sex in our bed, yet I felt unable to do anything to the couple. I was proved wrong when I discovered that I could make my presence felt in the real world.
The couple soon began to realise that, even in death, I was still able to disturb them. Allinson�s suitcase flying across the room and hitting the couple as they reached their sexual climax, followed by dropping the room temperature to near zero and switching the radio or television on or off to frustrate the couple as much as possible.
David Allinson could only put up with the demonic disturbances for a few days.
�I don�t know why this fucking house is haunted, but I have had enough. If you want to come to my flat, you are welcome, but I can�t stay here any longer.�
Selmira felt unable to give the house up, knowing that the hauntings were as a result of her own actions in killing me, yet was not willing to give up the house she had wanted for so many years. �Go, if you must, but, as far as I am concerned, I don�t ever want to see you again!�
�That�s fine by me. If that�s what you want, stay in this hell-hole of a house until it drives you stark, raving mad! And don�t you dare to crawl back to me when you think that you need me!�
Hearing his rebuke, she was furious with him and told him to remove himself and his belongings from her house, immediately, though her choice of words were stronger than I had ever heard emerge from Selmira�s mouth, over all the years we had been together.
Even after he had gone, I still haunted and taunted Selmira, disturbing her sleep as much as possible. Eventually, she had suffered enough and put the house up for sale. She would not even wait until the house sale had gone through, preferring, instead, to let the selling agent and solicitor do all the work without needing her involvement, even though it would cost her more for the extra administration charges.
Once she had moved out, I felt abandoned, until the day when Tonie Buckingham had bought the house. My restless spirit had to do something to make the new occupants aware of my plight. I did feel bad that I had to let this young man and beautiful partner suffer from my anger at being trapped in this land between the living and the resting dead.
It did prove fortunate that Tonie appeared to be so receptive to my spiritual communications, particularly with the automatic writing.�

I was physically drained and had a splitting headache after being controlled by this man�s spirit for such a lengthy time, yet both Suzanne and I had gained a great deal of information and knowledge about Ivanko and Selmira�s turbulent lives. But, what should we do with it? We could hardly tell the police such an unbelievable, incredible story. At best, they would think we were crazy, possibly making up the events to gain fame and recognition in the eyes of the public.
At worst, they may believe us to be complicit in the actual crime, since we knew the real events of Ivanko�s murder and location of his body parts. We both agreed that what we had learned from the automatic writing must stay with us.
Too exhausted to think any more of the situation, we went to bed, where, thankfully, we slept undisturbed right through the night. Hopefully, Ivanko would leave us in peace now that we had made contact through the automatic writing and revealed the deadly secrets to the Police. 

Part Three: Another Perspective


Chapter Fourteen: What can be done?

During that Saturday, Suzanne and I thought about and discussed our next course of action. Perhaps we should try to discover more about David Allinson, Selmira�s man-friend. We knew that he worked at Wythenshawe Hospital in the X-ray department. The problem with this would be how we knew about him. In addition, according to Ivanko, the only thing that David did wrong was in having a sexual relationship with Selmira, yet it was she who had the nerve to actually kill her husband and brutalise his body. What I don�t understand is why she felt it necessary to kill her partner of over twenty years?
�She sounds to be a very unstable and dangerous person, but, how can we find just where she�s living, now?�, Suzanne asked.
An idea sprang into my mind. �The solicitors must have that information, if only to know where to send the money from the house sale.�
�That�s true. There�s not much we can do about it, today, though. We�ll have to wait until Monday before we can contact the solicitor.�
Of course, she was correct and, even though I desperately wanted to do something to provide practical help for Ivanko, I knew that nothing could really be done, for now.
Suzanne and I went out to do some shopping, enough to fill the fridge and freezer for a while. It was fun to discover each other�s likes and dislikes and, surprisingly, our tastes were remarkably similar. Apparently, Suzanne had tried living as a vegetarian for a period of a few weeks when she was eighteen, but realised that she had missed eating real meat more than the desire to survive on vegetable equivalents. Instead she came to the conclusion that she would have to exercise more regularly and enjoy a �normal� diet.
I did offer to help her with exercise and, over that Saturday night and most of Sunday, both of us burned off many calories in the most enjoyable ways possible.
When Suzanne and I arrived at the office on Monday morning, we had decided to tell our colleagues about the police and what had been found in the bedroom chimney breasts. As expected, everybody was shocked by the horrific discovery, yet, at the same time, quite curious and inquisitive. We told them as little as possible, yet, hopefully, enough to satisfy their understandable interest and curiosity in the gruesome discovery.
I felt quite nervous when D. I. Marsden phoned me at the office, that morning. �Forensic tests have revealed quite a few fingerprints on the adhesive tape fastening the plastic bags. We could do with finding Mr. Ademovic�s wife to eliminate her from the enquiry. Do you have contact details for her?�
�No, I�m afraid not. I never even met her as the estate agent and solicitor handled the sale on her behalf.�
I gave him the phone number for the solicitor and wondered if he would be able to contact Selmira. He did promise to keep me informed if there were any new developments.
I had intended to phone the solicitor�s myself, but could hardly do this now that the policeman was doing the same. It came as a surprise when D. I. Marsden called me back later in the day to inform me that the contact details given by the solicitor had not been very fruitful. Apparently, Selmira had, over a period of several weeks, withdrawn almost the whole amount she had received from the sale of the house as ten cash payments of twenty thousand pounds, leaving just a few hundred pounds in her local Natwest account.
I assume that she had been staying at a hotel, probably paid for in cash, but she must be using a different name as we have checked all possible hotels, without success.
�Which part of the country had she been living, before she disappeared�, I asked, hoping that this may prove to be of assistance.
�Oh, it was a branch of Natwest in Birmingham where she withdrew her money as cash. We can only assume that she is now using a different name. We would very much like to interview her, since her actions would not seem to be those of an entirely innocent person.�
�Does sound a bit suspicious. I wish I had more to tell you, but you know I have told you everything.�
He sighed. �I know that you have helped us enormously, Mr. Buckingham, but if you do think of anything else, no matter how insignificant it may seem, please get in touch with me.�
I did realise that Selmira�s co-workers in the X-ray department at Wythenshawe Hospital, particularly David Allinson, could prove useful in describing her appearance and very nearly mentioned this to the policeman, before realising that I only knew of this link through Ivanko�s revelations, which I dare not mention to the experienced policeman. Any slip-up like that would lead the detective to have suspicions about our own motives and actions.
Sensing my hesitation, the policeman asked, �Have you thought of something, Mr. Buckingham?�
Thinking quickly, I said, �Our neighbours, Barry and Diane may be able to give you a description of Selmira Ademovic, which may help in finding her.�
�That�s a good suggestion if we are to stand any chance of finding her. Thanks, Again.�
�I�ll help in any way I can.�
I disconnected the call and, when I told Suzanne what the policeman had said about Selmira, she felt equally frustrated. �There must be something we can do.�
�I agree, but what? She�s probably changed her name and moved well away from Birmingham, by now.�
I had a sudden thought. �Ivanko told us that, before they moved to their house, they had lived in a houseboat on the Bridgewater Canal for several years.�
Suzanne sounded puzzled. �Yes, but how does that help?�
�I wonder if she has used the money from the sale of her house to buy a new house-boat? Perhaps, even in Birmingham?�
�Tonie, you�re brilliant! That could be the answer! The only problem is that we only know about the houseboat from the automatic writing, so we can�t tell the police about your idea.�
�That�s true�, I pondered. �I wonder if Selmira told Diane, next door, about the house-boat?�
�Let�s have a word with her, tonight and see if she knows enough to mention it to the police.�
Suzanne agreed and, after dinner, we called at number fourteen. It was Diane who answered the door. �Hello, Suzanne, Tonie. Would you like to come in?�
�Thanks, Diane. We are wondering if you may be able to help us.�
Intrigued, she opened the door, allowing us to enter her living room. Sounding puzzled, she asked, �How can I help?�
�The police feel that Selmira may have had something to do with her husband�s death and they are likely to ask further questions.�
�Really?� She sounded shocked. �That�s terrible. I�ll help in any way I can.� Pausing as if she was uncertain about something she wanted to say, she added, �I can�t say that I ever really liked the man, but he didn�t deserve to die. I wouldn�t have thought her capable of killing her own husband, but it does show how wrong one can be.�
�Yes, it is a horrible thought, Diane. The police have found that she has disappeared while in Birmingham, where she transferred the money from the sale of her house into cash. So, at the moment, she seems to have disappeared.�
�That�s awful. It just goes to show how wrong one can be from first impressions. How can I help?�
Pleased that she was willing to assist, I said, �We wondered if Selmira or Ivanko said anything about their life, before they moved to Eastcroft road?�
Diane, casting her mind back, said, �Hmm, let me think. I seem to remember her saying that they had lived on a houseboat on the canal system, around here.�
�Really?� Diane had taken the bait and I desperately hoped that she could reveal a great deal more to us.
�Yes, she said that the two of them really enjoyed living on a houseboat, as it was so peaceful and relaxing.�
�Did she say why they decided to buy a house instead of staying on the houseboat?� I waited with baited breath, anxious to hear her answer.
�Oh, I think it was Ivanko who felt that living in a house would be preferable. She told me that she had always loved living on the house-boat. Ivanko was having to travel quite a bit, as a car mechanic and a house would be better as he could park the car in the house drive. You can imagine how difficult it would be to park a car near to a house-boat.�
�Yes, I can understand that. What was Selmira�s occupation, Diane?�
She had to think before answering. �I know that she worked at Wythenshawe hospital, but I�m not certain in which department.�
�Thanks a lot, Diane. You�ve been really helpful. I�ll pass this information on to D. I. Marsden.� Suzanne and I stayed for a bit longer, just to be sociable, before returning to our home.
It was Suzanne who came up with a great suggestion. �If Selmira has been working at Wythenshawe Hospital, I�m pretty certain that there will be a photographic record for personnel administration.�
Following her suggestion, I phoned D. I. Marsden the next morning and told him about Selmira�s employment. He agreed that a personnel photographic I.D. would be preferable to an artist�s sketch.
�I�ll pay a visit to Wythenshawe Hospital today and try to find her personnel I.D. Is there anything else you have thought of?�
I wished I could tell him that she had been working in the X-ray department, but had to refrain from mentioning this, as it was Ivanko who had given me this fact. �The other bit of information my neighbour told me was that, before moving here, Selmira and Ivanko had lived on a houseboat on the local canal. Apparently, Selmira loved to live on the houseboat. Do you think it may be worth checking on purchases of houseboats in the Birmingham area?�
�It is certainly a line of enquiry I will be pursuing.� I was becoming used to the policeman�s deep, precise voice. I wished him luck with his enquiries and disconnected the call.
He must have been lucky checking on Selmira�s hospital I.D., as it was displayed on television, the very next day. I nearly missed the item, as I was copying the CD of Stephen King�s �The Firestarter� onto my talking book device, not really concentrating on what was on television.
�Tonie! They�re talking about Selmira on the Northern news.�
I quickly turned my attention to the television. �Manchester police would ask anybody who recognises this thirty-five year old Bosnian woman to get in touch with us if they have seen Selmira Ademovic. She moved from Sale in Cheshire in April, this year. It is understood that she moved to Birmingham at that time, but has since disappeared. She is about one hundred and seventy centimetres in height and is of slim build. She may have, recently, changed her appearance. It is understood that she likes canal houseboats, which may help in locating her. If anybody recognises her, please contact the police as soon as possible.�
Before Selmira�s picture disappeared off the screen, I asked Suzanne to describe her appearance. �She does look quite slim with fairly long, black hair. Her eyes are black and she seems to have quite thin features.�
�Doesn�t sound like your typical murderer!
Suzanne shivered and gave a nervous laugh. �Is there such a thing as a typical killer? I have to admit that I can�t imagine her naked in the bath cutting Ivanko into pieces.�
�Perhaps the brutality she experienced as a child in war-torn Bosnia hardened her to such actions.�
�I suppose that�s possible. I don�t think that I would ever like to cross such a woman.� 

Chapter Fifteen: Selmira�s Story

When Selmira left her house in Sale, in late April, it was with a deep regret and sadness. Just over four years of living in this comfortable house with Ivanko had left a deep impression on her. She accepted that it was her own fault that the marriage had foundered and, now, she deeply regretted the affair with David Allinson and taking Ivanko�s life, yet, sadly, she could not turn back time. She had been plagued with deep, painful regret at her impulsive action, but it had been the horrific hauntings by her dead husband which had almost driven her mad, eventually forcing her to abandon her career at the hospital and leaving the home she loved. The worst was having to work out her four weeks notice at Wythenshawe Hospital before she could escape from her nightly horrors.
The evening before she was due to leave her house, she cut her long hair to just short of her shoulders and coloured it hazel brown. Looking at her strange image in the mirror and satisfied with the result, she put the trimmings and the container of hair colour into her case, not wishing to leave any evidence that she had changed her appearance. Selmira had read enough Jeffery Deaver books to realise that leaving the slightest clue could lead to her downfall. She imagined Amelia Sachs scanning the crime scene at her house and reporting back to Lincoln Rhyme for his brilliant deductions.
Selmira looked again at her new image in the mirror, feeling quite pleased with the result. The question was, could she actually pass as a British woman? She could still detect her Bosnian roots in her facial features, but, with blue-coloured contact lenses combined with her light-brown hair, it would help a little. There was nothing she could do to reduce the size of her chin, but she hoped that her slight change of appearance would be enough.
Selmira knew that it would be impossible to take much out of the house where she and Ivanko had enjoyed living together. As a consequence, she carried just two medium-sized suitcases into which she had managed to squeeze all her clothes and personal possessions. She even managed to find room for her Sajada, which was only small and decorated in rich, vibrant patterns. She could not imagine going away without this sacred item. It saddened her to realise that everything she had owned from her life over the past fifteen years had been reduced down to just two cases.
It was around seven in the morning when she pulled the door closed behind her for the very last time at number sixteen Eastcroft Road, hoping that it was too early to be noticed by any nosy neighbours. Looking, wistfully, up at the house which had been her home for the past four years, Selmira gave a sigh of regret at having to leave this pleasant, tree-lined residential area.
Selmira was thankful that she only had two cases to carry, as she walked through the familiar roads until reaching Brooklands Metro station. As she walked down the stairs towards the platform, Selmira could see quite a few commuters already waiting. Dropping her cases to the floor, she keyed in her destination at the ticket machine, paying with cash instead of a debit card to avoid leaving a trail. It was a one-way journey to Manchester Piccadilly rail station. Even at this early time, the Metro was quite busy with commuters, although she was lucky enough to find a seat.
Manchester Piccadilly Rail station was also busy when Selmira arrived just before eight o�clock, that morning. As yet, she did not have any idea where she wanted to travel, as long as she was well away from Manchester. Selmira looked at the destinations board, trying to determine the best choice. On the way, she had been considering moving to Sheffield and noticed that Trans-pennine Express service to Sheffield only took fifty minutes. Selmira considered the situation, but wondered if it was, perhaps, still a little too close to Manchester. Turning once again to look through the destinations display, she scanned the various destinations. London was definitely out, as it would cost far too much to live there. The money she would get from the sale of her house would not even cover the cost of a small apartment in the capital city.
She reasoned that Birmingham may be a better less expensive choice. Picking up her cases, she headed for the ticket office. Determined not to leave a trail for the police to follow. Selmira paid with cash for the first-class one-way ticket, before heading towards the waiting area. After a comfortable journey of an hour and a half, she arrived at Birmingham�s New Street station, wondering just what would lie in store for her in Britain�s second largest city.
Selmira picked up a tourist guide map from the information desk at the station and headed for the taxi rank. There was quite a queue waiting for taxis, but, after waiting for about ten minutes, the driver was helping her to put the suitcases in the back of the vehicle. �Where to, miss?�
Selmira had removed her wedding ring and, as far as anybody else was concerned, she was, now, a single woman. �How far is it to the Premier Inn Hotel?�
�There�s lots of Premier Inns in Birmingham, love. Broad Street, Canal Side is probably the nearest and will only take a few minutes from here. Is that where you want to go?�
�Yes, please.� �Canal side? Sounds interesting�, she thought. Selmira smiled at his warm Birmingham accent and leaned back in the seat, wondering just what lay in store for her in this new situation. Selmira was aware that she could not use her real name if she was to avoid being traced and found by the police. She had already decided that �Sarah Armstrong� was to be her new name, which did have the advantage of keeping the same initials.
The next step would be the most difficult. Registering at a hotel usually required an address, but this was not going to be possible. Plucking up courage, Selmira entered the reception area at the Premier Inn.
She waited, nervously, as a business man was already checking in. When the man was handed his room key and headed for the lift, she stepped up to the desk. �Good morning, madam. Can I help you?�
�Yes, please. I�m looking for a single room.�
�For how many nights?�
�At least seven, but it may be much more.� Selmira knew this was unusual as most people staying at premier Inn hotels tended to only stay for one or two nights. Seeing the surprise on the receptionist�s face, she smiled and added, �I may be looking to live in Birmingham, so I could be staying even longer until I find a permanent place for me to live.�
A look of understanding crossed the young woman�s face. �That�s no problem, Madam. Could you please fill in your details?�
It did not take long. Apart from entering her name as Sarah Armstrong, there was very little else she could fill in, apart from her mobile phone number. She had purchased a simple �pay as you go� mobile, which would not connect her to any address.
As the receptionist looked at Selmira�s details, she asked, �Do you not have a driving licence or current address?�
�Sorry, I don�t. I don�t drive. I�ve been staying with friends and decided to move to Birmingham.�
�What about a proof of identity, like a passport?�
�I�ve never had a passport and I don�t have any credit or debit cards. Sorry, I know it�s not much help, but I am willing to pay cash for, at least, a week�s stay until I know where I�m going to live.�
With the mention of cash, the receptionist relented. �That�s fine, Miss Armstrong.�
Three hundred and fifteen pounds were counted out and the receptionist gave Selmira a receipt and the room key. Realising that she was not familiar with Birmingham, she also gave Selmira a street map and tourist guide, although she had already picked one up, herself, at the station.
What she had said was not strictly true. Selmira did have a Debit card for the bank into which the money from the house sale would be deposited. She would need this card to withdraw cash from the house sale, when the sale had been signed by the purchaser and all the legalities completed. It had to remain secret, as it was the only proof of her real identity.
Selmira had, also, been using a credit card over a period of many years, yet to avoid being traced, it had been paid off in full and the card had already been destroyed.
She was quite satisfied with the hotel room. It was clean, comfortable and, though not exactly spacious, was large enough for her needs.
After unpacking her clothes and placing them in the wardrobe and drawers, Selmira decided what she would need for her visit to the shops. She took the carrier bag containing the hair which she had cut off together with the empty dye container, before locking the cases, which still contained many personal possessions and paperwork.
Selmira had several things which needed to be done in the afternoon and left the hotel, carrying her handbag and the carrier bag. She had a street map provided by the hotel and used this to find her way into the main shopping area. On the way, she dropped the hair colour bottle in a waste bin and did the same with the bag of hair into a different bin.
Next, Selmira called at Barclays, HSBC, Lloyds and Halifax. In each of these four banks, she opened an account, depositing one thousand pounds in cash, all in her new name of Sarah Armstrong.
After this, she headed for Miss Selfridge�s, asking the occasional passer-by for directions. In the past, Selmira had dressed rather conservatively, but, in an attempt to completely change not only her name but also her image, she bought quite a wide range of skirts, smart jeans and tops
Feeling quite hungry, Selmira decided to eat before returning to the hotel. When she spotted a KFC, Selmira entered and, holding her bags of shopping, joined the queue. It was not easy trying to keep hold of her shopping while carrying the tray of snacks to the table. Relaxing after her busy day, she enjoyed the hot, tasty chicken. As the place was quite full, a man asked if he could sit at Selmira�s table. �Of course�, she answered, hardly noticing the man as many thoughts circled through her mind.
As he took his seat, he started a conversation with her. Politely, Selmira made it quite obvious that she wished to enjoy her meal in silence, pretending to look at messages on her mobile phone.
By the time she had returned to the hotel, Selmira was feeling quite satisfied and happy just to relax and watch television for the rest of that day.
Before retiring to bed, she did, again, take a look at the tourist guide, scanning through facts about the U.K�s second largest city with a population of over one million. Selmira was fascinated and pleased to discover that there were more canals in Birmingham than even those found in Venice. There were also many links to other canals routed throughout the rest of Britain, including the Grand Union Canal. Surprisingly, Birmingham also had more parks and green areas than even in Paris.
As far as famous people were concerned, J. R. R. Tolkien was born in Birmingham and was inspired by places and people from the city when he wrote �The Hobbit� and �Lord of the Rings�.
Interesting as these facts were, Selmira�s eyes were feeling quite heavy after this first day in her new city. Although sleep came easily, it was invaded by horrific nightmares in which Ivanko threatened to cut off Selmira�s head.
He was laughing at her foolish attempts to escape from his hauntings and he promised to continue until Selmira had confessed her crime to the police.
She awoke, covered in sweat and realised that what she had experienced was a terrible nightmare and not a haunting. Hopefully, none of the other residents had heard Selmira�s anguished cries for mercy.
She did, now, deeply regret killing the one person she had known and loved for over twenty years and accepted his need for vengeance. This did not stop her from wanting to stay alive and get well away from the house in Sale. She hoped, desperately, that the house would soon be sold. As soon as the money was in her bank, she would transfer it all to her new Birmingham bank accounts.
For the next few days, she anxiously waited for the estate agent to phone and was relieved when she learned that there was a prospective purchaser who was willing to pay the full, advertised price. Feeling elated, Selmira instructed the estate agent to accept the price on her behalf and start the legal process as soon as possible.
Now, all she could do was wait for the lengthy legal procedures for the sale. In the meantime, she would get to know Birmingham and, in particular, the canal system.

Chapter Sixteen � Exploring Birmingham

Not surprisingly, Selmira did, like most women, enjoy shopping and spent many hours wandering through the numerous clothing stores, hoping to spend as little as possible. In an attempt to change her appearance, she purchased some cosmetic contact lenses with the sole aim of changing her eye colour from black to blue. In addition, Selmira bought some new shoes with modest heels. These, compared to her usual flat shoes, made her appear just a little taller.
Selmira reserved one day to look around the various stores in Birmingham which specialised in women�s wigs. Thinking out all situations carefully, she had realised that, when she went to the Natwest Bank to withdraw large amounts of cash, she still would need to look the same as she had before changing her appearance. Her quest was to find a wig which looked like her original hair style. She did try many shops, but it was House of Fraser where she found the most suitable one. It was black and about the same length as her original hair. Looking at herself in the mirror, she smiled at the woman she was used to seeing. She had removed her contact lenses before trying the wigs, to complete the �Selmira� image.
Satisfied, she paid the assistant, using cash, the ever-anonymous method of payment.
Before leaving the store, she made her way to the ladies toilets, where she, once again, put her blue contact lenses back in.
�Good�, Selmira thought. �Everything is falling into place quite nicely.� She returned to her hotel, placing the wig in one of the suitcases, locking it to prevent anybody from discovering her other identity.
Selmira had, now, been in Birmingham for a week and realised that she would have to reserve her room for a further few weeks. There was still enough cash to pay, but was pleased and surprised when the hotel receptionist gave her a discount for her extended stay.
At last, the solicitor contacted Selmira to say that the sale had been completed by a Mr. Tonie Buckingham and everything had gone quite smoothly. After deducting their fees, the balance of two hundred and three thousand pounds had been deposited into her Natwest bank account.
Not wanting to waste any time, Selmira, now, had to be extremely careful as she prepared to withdraw the money. She already knew where the Natwest Bank�s Birmingham branch was and had phoned to request a cash withdrawal of twenty thousand pounds for the following day.
Selmira was feeling quite nervous the first time she approached the bank. She was wearing her older, more conservative clothes, long, black wig and had removed her blue contact lenses.
She knew as soon as she entered the bank, that CCTV cameras would record her every movement and did everything possible to try and appear calm and in control, although it did prove quite difficult.
She presented her debit card to the cashier, saying, �I phoned in advance regarding a large cash withdrawal.�
After examining the card, the male cashier said, �Ah, yes, we do have a record of the withdrawal. Which denominations of currency would you prefer?�
Thinking about the bulk required for twenty thousand pounds, she answered, �Hundreds, if possible, please.�
Smiling, he said, �I�m sorry, miss. The maximum sterling denomination is fifty pounds. Will that be okay?�
Feeling foolish at her lack of knowledge about available denominations, she blushed and said, �Sorry. Fifties will be fine, thanks.�
�Certainly.� He retrieved four bundles of notes from somewhere below desk level and passed them through to her. �Would you like me to count them out, Madam?�
Seeing that the notes were in four bundles of five thousand pounds each, Selmira thought that it would be a waste of time and probably attract some unwanted attention, She declined, saying, �No, that�s fine, thankyou.�
Depositing the notes in her shoulder bag, Selmira headed for the door, hoping that nobody had noticed the large value of currency now lying in her bag. As she walked along the road, Selmira did feel a little conspicuous and was relieved when she found a suitable, large department store where she could remove the wig and insert the blue contact lenses while in the ladies toilets.
Next, she made her way to one of her new banks. She took out two of the bundles of notes and handed them over, together with her debit card to the cashier. �I would like to deposit this into my account, please.� Selmira suspected that not many people would pay ten thousand pounds, in cash, into their account at one time. Without showing any sign of surprise, the cashier slipped the notes out of the wrapper and fed them into an automatic counting machine. Satisfied that the total was ten thousand pounds, the cashier asked Selmira to enter her PIN and press the Enter button. This done, she removed her card, accepted the receipt, thanked the cashier and left the bank.
She did enjoy walking through the busy streets, carefully holding tightly to her shoulder bag as she headed for the next nearest bank. Once there, she deposited the remaining ten thousand pounds. It did make her feel good to know that these very large amounts were now, safely in her new accounts in the name of Sarah Armstrong.
Over the next two or three weeks, she would repeat this process until all the money had been transferred to her four new accounts, with just over fifty thousand pounds in each of the accounts.
It was all going quite well, until, one day when Selmira had just collected another twenty thousand pounds from Natwest Bank, a quite tall yet slimly-built balding man collided with her in the street. As she felt him make a grab for her bag, she, instinctively, turned towards him, raised her knee and quickly rammed him sharply in the groin. His howl of pain probably attracted the attention of the many passers-by, but Selmira felt absolutely no guilt, just embarrassment at being seen by so many people. In obvious pain, the cursing man quickly released hold of her bag long enough for Selmira to wrench it away and escape. Realising that she was outside a department store, Selmira ran through the open doors and quickly merged with the throng of customers. Sensing her anxiety, some people turned to look at her as she moved swiftly through the crowded aisles. As her heart rate became more settled, she decided to spend at least half to three quarters of an hour looking through the store, hoping that this would be long enough to lose her, hopefully crippled, attacker. Selmira smiled to herself, surprised at her own strength. She hoped that she had managed to damage his privates permanently, although she realised that this was not very likely. Still, it had prevented the man from snatching her bag and money.
The store had several exits, yet Selmira was uncertain which one to choose. Luckily, as she left the store, a taxi had just dropped off a passenger. Selmira made it obvious that, when the present fare had paid, she would like to hire his cab. The driver gave her a look of annoyance at her urgency to use his cab. She directed him to one of her own banks, desperate to pay in the twenty thousand pounds secreted in the shoulder bag. For today, it would all be paid into just one account, rather than risk any possible further attempt to steal her money.
Just as Selmira was about to enter the bank, she realised that she was still wearing the long, black wig. Breathing heavily and her heart pounding from her near-mistake, Selmira cursed and turned away from the bank, looking for a department store. As soon as she found one, she headed for the ladies toilets. Thankfully, there was nobody else present. Quickly, Selmira removed her wig and placed it inside the bag. After tidying and combing her brown hair, she inserted her contact lenses to change her eye colour back, again, to blue.
Feeling a little calmer now, she took a good look at herself in the mirror. �Must colour my hair, again. My roots are beginning to look darker than I want.�
Her heart rate now returning to normal, Selmira left the department store, heading, once again, towards the bank. She was feeling more nervous than ever, now and blamed it on the unknown assailant who had attempted to steal her bag and money.
The cashiers at the banks were getting more used to Sarah Armstrong and, within minutes, she had deposited all twenty thousand pounds safely into her bank account. Selmira felt relieved that she had thought to pay the whole amount into one bank rather than risk splitting it between the four accounts. As long as she did not have more than eighty five thousand pounds in one bank, she would be covered in the extremely unlikely event of the bank folding.
Feeling hungry after her close shave with a criminal trying to steal her money, Selmira decided to find a good restaurant to satisfy her appetite. For some reason, she fancied a good pizza and had no difficulty in finding an Italian restaurant close to the canal at King Edward Road.
By the time she had managed to have a Calamari starter followed by quite a large pizza, and an ice-cream dessert, she felt much better and quite satisfied, the events of the afternoon pushed to the back of her mind, although not completely forgotten. 

Chapter Seventeen: Birmingham Canals

On her way back to the hotel, Selmira decided to walk along the canal path. Using her city map she could see that it was not too far. It was a lovely, summer day and she felt quite uplifted as she took her time for the walk. She was fascinated to realise that horses would, in the past, have been walking along these tow paths, pulling their heavy loads in the canal craft. After living on a houseboat for a few years, Selmira had a fascination and appreciation of the ancient waterways and the wide variety of crafts moving slowly along them.
As she walked along the tow path, her eyes studied every boat that she passed. They ranged from ancient-looking, weather-beaten timber craft, some lying quite low in the water, to modern fibre-glass luxury cabin cruisers with powerful engines.
Selmira stopped walking when she spotted a �For Sale� sign on a reasonable-looking craft. Impressed, she noticed a tall, good-looking man on the boat, polishing brass handrails. He noticed her look of interest.
�Would you like to look around her?�, he enquired.
Selmira did feel a little uncertain as she was trying to avoid conversation with strangers in this large city. Putting these thoughts to one side, she replied, �Yes, please, I�d like that.�
The man took hold of her hand to steady Selmira as she stepped onto the boat and, from there, onto the rear deck. The man led the way into the cabin, while she looked closely at the fittings as she walked through the tidy, well-furnished living space. �How old is she?�
�I�ve had �Elouise� for only four years. I bought her when I was single, but I am engaged to be married in a few months time and my future wife doesn�t want to live on the water.�
�Oh, that�s a shame. She�s really nice and you have kept her in good condition. How much are you asking for her?�
�A hundred and fifty thousand not including mooring rights.�
Selmira felt that the price was, probably, quite reasonable considering the condition and quality of the modern craft, yet she resisted the urge to make an impulsive decision, preferring, instead, to think in depth about her own position. �The price is reasonable, but I would like to think more about it, first. Can you give me your phone number, please. I need to consider it properly.�
�Certainly.� It was noticeable that his smile slipped a little, probably disappointed that Selmira did not immediately jump at the chance. He handed her his business card. �I could probably be a little flexible on the price. What is your name?�
Not yet being used to her new name, she nearly gave her real name and, just in time, said, �Sarah.�
�I�m Geoff Farrington. Hope to hear from you soon, Sarah.� He shook her hand and escorted her off the boat. Selmira did find him quite attractive, perhaps in a slightly old-fashioned way, but had to resign herself to the fact that he was already spoken for.
She continued walking along the canal path towards her hotel, thinking about the possibilities of living on the craft she had just seen. Could it work? A hundred and fifty thousand was manageable, but would not leave much spare. Perhaps he would let her knock ten or fifteen thousand off for a cash sale?
As Selmira pondered all these possibilities, her journey along the canal passed surprisingly quickly and, before she realised it, The Premier Inn hotel was coming into view.
The receptionist greeted her as she walked through the entrance door. Marie, who had been the receptionist for the past five years, was friendly and had become used to Sarah, this slightly-eccentric woman who was staying for an unusually long time at the hotel.
She quite enjoyed her conversations with Marie, discussing generalities, yet, at the same time, always avoiding giving away too much personal information.
She did tell Marie about her walk back to the hotel along the canal path from the restaurant near King Edward Road, saying how much she enjoyed the walk.
�Why don�t you try the guided tour of the canals, if you are interested? There are two choices, thirty minutes or one hour. I�ve been on the longer tour and it was really very good.�
�I might just do that. It does sound a good idea.� Selmira realised that it would have been worthwhile to experience this tour soon after arriving in Birmingham.
Once in her own room, Selmira stripped, had a shower, dried and then climbed into bed. Her intention was to consider what she should do with her life, now that she had almost transferred all the money from her Natwest account into the new accounts. Yet, the guilt still weighed heavily on her. The thought of the terrible things she had done to Ivanko was never far away in her mind. At the house, she had been terrified by his regular hauntings, but, even a hundred and forty miles away from Manchester, the memories of what she had done to her husband still horrified her, creating nightmares which were nearly as bad as the hauntings. The fact that he had saved Selmira from being raped and probably killed by the soldier in Bosnia during 1995 weighed heavily on her conscience. She fell into an uneasy sleep, her guilt even intruding into her dreams. The man who had created the rift in her marriage, David Allinson, was also in her dreams, inviting Selmira to engage in wild, exciting sex with him. Selmira had to admit that David was a better, more considerate lover than Ivanko, yet this was still no reason to kill the man who had loved and supported her for so many years. She also had to admit that she had never stopped loving Ivanko, who deserved someone much better than Selmira. She wished that David Allinson had never become involved in her life, yet she must accept an equal share of the blame.
Selmira awoke in a sweat, her excitement and guilt making her head swim in frustration. If she had, somehow, managed to resist David�s attentions, she and Ivanko could still be enjoying their life together.
Throwing the cover off her sweating body, Selmira stripped off and headed for the shower. She stayed longer than normal, in a vain attempt to wash away her shame and guilt.
She had a breakfast of cereal and fruit juice, as she did on most days. The small fridge in the hotel room proving useful for storing both milk and fruit juice. The hotel did have it�s own restaurant, but Selmira had made a decision on the first day not to use it, preferring to use her room for breakfasts while taking other meals in one of the many restaurants around the city.
Taking a sip of apple juice, Selmira looked at the card she had been given by Geoff Farrington on the previous day. She liked the idea of living on such a craft, yet she thought carefully about her future life. Selmira knew from experience that the additional costs of living on canals or rivers could be quite expensive. Even maintenance of the boat could be a heavy drain on funds, as she had discovered from her earlier experiences on the Bridgewater canal in Sale.
A better solution would be to buy a small apartment in Birmingham, using the money from the sale of her house. Selmira knew that, somehow, she must find some paid work to provide a future income. It was a pity that she could not use her qualifications to seek employment at a National Health Service hospital, as this would put her in danger by revealing her true identity. She accepted that, whatever type of work she may carry out, it would probably be a low-paid manual or clerical type of work.
Following these thoughts, Selmira tore the card into small pieces, deposited them in the bin and decided to start seriously looking for somewhere to live.
She had been looking since her arrival in Birmingham, but she felt that her stay at the Premier Inn had been quite long enough. Selmira set out to look for estate agencies. It took a little while to find one, as there did not seem to be any near to the hotel. She entered the agency and walked, feeling quite nervous, to the desk. A man and a woman were talking on the phone, but another woman was scanning through records on a computer.
Looking up, she noticed Selmira and asked in her distinctive Birmingham accent, �Can I help you?�
�Yes, please. I�m looking for a one bedroom apartment, preferably not far from the canal.�
The woman did not sound very interested, probably because it was not a large, detached house costing well over a million with equally large fees. �To rent or buy?�
�To buy, please. I�m hoping that you have one between one hundred and fifty and one hundred and seventy five thousand.�
�Let�s have a look.� She carried out a search on her computer and replied, �There are just three properties which come within your price range. The one nearest the canal is actually going for one hundred and eighty thousand.� She turned the screen to face Selmira, allowing her to see the details.
It was on the fourth floor of a nine-storey block of apartments which had been built in the nineties. Her first thought was that it could be noisy from the apartments below and above. The room sizes were okay, but, something about the place did not appear attractive. �What else do you have?�
Selmira was at this agency for about thirty minutes, looking at other available properties. She was determined not to rush such a big decision and visited several other agencies throughout that day.

By the time Selmira had returned to the Premier Inn, she had accumulated many brochures and spent the rest of the day comparing all her options.
First, she narrowed the list down by comparing the prices and excluding those below a hundred and sixty-five thousand and those above one hundred and eighty thousand pounds. Next, she arranged them according to distance from the canal system.
There were just three properties left. Comparing the features of all three, she came to the conclusion that the apartment on the top floor of a four storey block constructed in the nineties was the best option and the price was one hundred and seventy four thousand pounds. There was still time to phone the agent to arrange a viewing. She specified the property she was interested in and asked for an appointment. The agent promised to phone back as soon as possible and, true to her word, called back with a time for a couple of days later.
That night, Selmira decided to colour her hair again, aware that the dark roots were beginning to be a little too visible.
With the next day spare, she checked on the canal cruises and, early in the afternoon, enjoyed the �The country and city� guided tour, passing through Gas Street basin and along the Worcester and Birmingham canal system, commentaries providing interesting historical information on Birmingham�s canal systems. Her experiences on this lovely summer day made her feel more like a tourist, rather than a potential resident.
Next day, she arrived at the seller�s apartment on time and was greeted by a slightly over-enthusiastic male estate agent. The first thing that Selmira wanted to see was the view from the windows. Looking down from the large, picture window she was thrilled to see the canal not too far away. The apartment was, in her opinion, perfect and had no hesitation in making an offer. When Selmira explained that she already had enough to pay cash and was not in any queue, the agent appeared even more enthusiastic. After contacting the owner, he was able to confirm acceptance of the offer.
As Selmira headed back to the hotel, she felt elated that purchasing the apartment had proved so surprisingly easy.
When she entered the entrance hall at the Premier Inn, Marie, the receptionist spotted her, saying, �You are looking very happy, today, Sarah.�
Selmira always found Marie very pleasant natured and decided to tell her the good news. �I�ve just bought an apartment in Birmingham, so I should not be staying here much longer.�
�That�s great news. We�ll be sorry to see you leave here, but I wish you every success in your new home.�
Next day, Selmira transferred most of the cash from three of the banks into the fourth, accumulating enough to cover the cost of the purchase. She was able to do this online, using her new mobile phone, although she was still concerned about transferring such large amounts. Selmira left a couple of thousand pounds in each of the three accounts, while the fourth now had almost two hundred thousand pounds, ready to pay for the apartment. With legal fees and other costs, it would total one hundred and eighty five thousand, leaving enough for her to live on, hopefully, for quite a while.
Still, Selmira knew that she would have to find employment to provide an adequate income over her future years. Once the contract was signed and sealed on the new apartment, she would do her best to find a job.
The only problems Selmira had when signing the paperwork for the purchase were the details of parents and next of kin. She had to think very quickly and declared that her parents, John and Mary Armstrong, had died in a car accident, when she was only five years old. She had been with foster parents for a while, but had forgotten the names and address of the couple who had brought her up, since it had been nearly twenty years since she had last seen them. Selmira was fully aware that the story sounded quite weak, yet she hoped that it would be sufficient to complete the contract. The fact that she was able to pay cash was sufficient for the sale to go through without difficulty and, within a couple of weeks, Selmira was able to move in to the apartment.
Marie, the receptionist at the Premier Inn Hotel was sad to see her check out after a period of over three months staying at the hotel. She wished Selmira every success for the future and had said that, if she ever needed a friend to talk to, then Selmira mustn�t hesitate to get in touch. She thanked her, yet knew that she would, probably, never speak to her again, as she must make new contacts and friends and do her best to bury her past life and all the terrible secrets it contained.
There was some furniture in the apartment, but it was not of particularly good quality. Selmira decided to replace the lumpy bed with a new, double-sized divan with a decent mattress. A dining table, chairs and a couple of storage units were also on the shopping list. Finally, a forty inch flat television fixed on the wall was the last item she felt was just about affordable. 

Chapter Eighteen: A new place of her own

The big day arrived and Selmira was able to move into her new apartment. She took her two suitcases, which contained all her worldly possessions and travelled by taxi to the new place, saying a final farewell to Marie and settling the last hotel bill.
During Selmira�s stay at the Premier Inn, she had made certain that her private details were always locked in the suitcases, just in case the room cleaner came across these while tidying the room. Now that Selmira had her own private place, it was not as important, but the downside was that she would now have the responsibility to keep all the rooms clean and tidy without the assistance of others.
She did expect her first night sleeping in the apartment to be a restful one, but, however, this was not to be the case. The nightmare which Selmira experienced, filled her with a deep, nerve-wracking terror. Ivanko was sitting opposite her at the dining table in the apartment. They had been eating a meal of foul-smelling raw steak. Selmira was choking on the putrid meat, while Ivanko appeared to be enjoying his meal. He raised his glass of deep red wine, had a drink and toasted Selmira, the blood-red liquid glistening on his fleshy lips. With a smile, he said, �I hope that you have a great time in your new place, Selmira. As good a time as I had in our house in Sale.�
This vision began to fade, but was soon replaced by another which was, equally disturbing. In this, Selmira was lying, naked, in the bath in the apartment. She was conscious and looking terrified as Ivanko, also naked, stepped into the bath. He was gripping an ice-pick and started moving it towards her neck.
With tears pouring down her face, pleading for her life, she said, �Please, Ivanko. Don�t hurt me.�
His bloody grin was so chilling that she thought her heart would stop beating just from his intense stare. �Don�t worry, Selmira. It won�t take long until you are at complete peace, just like me.� He laughed, a deep, menacing voice, his demonic intention being very obvious to Selmira.
As she felt the point of the ice-pick on her neck, she screamed and, immediately, awoke, covered in a clammy sweat and worried that other tenants in the block may have heard her screams. Checking the time, she found that it was one-fifteen in the morning. Still feeling exhausted from the nightmare, she climbed out of bed and stepped into the bathroom to try and refresh herself. Somehow, the bath seemed to dominate the room, almost mocking Selmira. She stared at the bath, seeing her lying there with Ivanko ready to end her life. She stayed just long enough to freshen her face a little and hurried back to the bedroom, where she climbed into bed and pulled the covers high, tears still pouring down her distraught face.
Selmira�s first night in this apartment left her drained and tearful and, as soon as the time reached nine o�clock, she began phoning local plumbers she had found on the internet. The question was the same to all six plumbers. �How soon can you replace a bath with a shower cubicle and how much would it cost?�
The first three were so busy with existing work that they could not start for about five weeks. She was not prepared to wait that long, but the fourth had just finished a job, so could start the following day, but would need to look at the bathroom before a quotation could be calculated.
Only two of the six could come the following day and complete the work within a couple of days. Selmira booked one to come at eleven and the other at one o�clock that same day. The two plumbers both quoted around eight hundred pounds, but one of them said that he could start immediately.
Selmira was so desperate to get rid of that cursed bath, that she accepted Barrie�s quotation immediately and without hesitation.
Using the internet, he showed her what the shower cubicle would look like and, finding that she was happy with it, he placed an order with his supplier. There was, at the moment, a simple shower fixed over the bath, which Barry began to remove to allow him to disconnect it from the bath, ready for removal.
Selmira had, following Barry�s request, paid a two hundred and fifty pound deposit. He set out for the shower base, cubicle screens and shower controls. He assured Selmira that he would return the following morning to remove the bath, install the shower and then he would need a further day or two to tidy up and tile the area.
Somehow, Selmira managed to keep it together for the rest of that day, but, yet again, her sleep was disturbed by the same horrific nightmare. Selmira wondered just what she had to do to end this torment?
Every time she entered the bathroom, the bath seemed to be mocking Selmira, inviting her to strip off and lie inside it�s gaping jaws. She could not look at the bath without the terrifying illusion of Ivanko preparing to kill her.
It came as a relief when Barrie and his assistant arrived by eight-thirty, next day, ready to start with the removal of the bath. It did not take long, but Selmira kept well out of the way, keeping herself busy in the living room. By the end of that day, the new shower unit was fitted and the walls were partly tiled. Selmira knew that it seemed quite irrational, but the absence of that hated bath did give her a strange sense of relief.
Selmira had already started checking job vacancies in Birmingham, mainly using the internet. As expected, there were many vacancies, yet she was still uncertain as to which area would best suit her.
Shop assistants, clerical and administrative staff dominated the choice of her new employment opportunities. Her head buzzing from the huge choice of possibilities, she gave up for the day and watched television, before retiring to bed.
Selmira did get a hell of a shock, while watching television, a few days later. It was a picture of herself, which, she guessed, had been supplied by the hospital where Selmira had been working in Wythenshawe. It was a police request for anybody who had seen her to contact them. Selmira felt sick that Ivanko�s body must have been found so soon. After all her strenuous efforts to conceal his body in the chimney breasts, it was incredible that her efforts had all been wasted
The only people in Birmingham who had seen Selmira with the black wig and without contact lenses would be the cashiers at Natwest Bank, when she had been withdrawing large amounts of money. Selmira could not chance going back to the bank to withdraw the rest of her money, but she decided to chance withdrawing as much as she could from the ATM�s.
The next day, Selmira bought a large sun hat and, with her sunglasses, it could, hopefully, work. Thankfully, it was a beautiful, hot, sunny day and she headed for a branch of Natwest different from the one she had previously been using. Selmira did manage to withdraw four hundred pounds before her account was blocked. She resigned herself to losing the few thousands still in her account, as it would prove too dangerous for her to try and make any further withdrawals.
Selmira then did a big shopping at the supermarket, requiring a taxi to take it all back to the apartment. Her intention was to stay locked in her place for a few days, hopefully long enough to avoid being recognised by anyone watching the news report. Of course, it was miserable and boring staying indoors when the July sun was so inviting.
Tiring of watching day-time television, Selmira decided to visit Cannon Hill Park, since it would not take too long to get there.
It was a Saturday and many other people had the same idea of visiting the park, while the sun was shining. Selmira had spread sun-screen liberally over her skin, hoping to gain a little tan as this would also slightly alter her appearance.
She was happy just to walk in the fresh air through this large, popular grassed area. The sound of happy children, as they played together on this beautiful, warm day did make her feel quite uplifted.
Needing a little refreshment, Selmira decided to buy an ice-cream and joined the queue at the refreshments van.

The queue moved very slowly forwards, the children in front eager to have their favourite refreshments. Selmira was a little absent-minded as it came to her turn. �An ice-cream cone, please.�
�Do you want a one pound fifty or two pound fifty cone?�
As she looked up at the man who had asked this question, Selmira was stunned and shocked to see his face. It was, unmistakably, Ivanko�s, but how could that be? She just stared at him in astonishment, as he repeated his question. Somebody jostled Selmira from behind, probably in an attempt to hurry her along. She only turned her head for an instant, yet, when she looked, again, at the man selling ice-creams, the face was not, now, that of Ivanko. He was a round-faced guy with ginger hair.
�Sorry, two pounds fifty, please.� The man scooped the ice-cream into a cone and handed it to Selmira as she passed over the money. He must have thought her to be quite insane as she continued to stare at him as she hurried away to allow the next customer to move forward.
�What is happening to me?� Was it her imagination or guilty conscience that had superimposed Ivanko�s face on the ice-cream vendor? Troubled, Selmira walked almost in a daze, still eating her ice-cream. The initial enjoyment in walking through this park area had disappeared, only to be replaced with depressingly deep sadness, perhaps even fear.
Dejected, she made her way back to the apartment. For the rest of that day, Selmira did very little, apart from feeling really sorry for herself. Was this going to be all there was in her life? Could she have imagined Ivanko�s face on the ice-cream vendor? Her husband was, in her opinion, quite good-looking in an Eastern-European way. His face was very distinctive with thick black hair, strong features. A high forehead, bushy, black eyebrows, black, penetrating eyes, long, almost bulbous nose and deep chin were unmistakable. Selmira really felt that his ghostly presence would probably haunt her for the rest of her life.
Again, she cursed David Allinson for distracting her from the marriage to her husband, who did not deserve to have died, especially in the gruesome manner she, alone, was responsible for. She did realise that she was equally to blame as her lover and would live with the burden of her guilt for the rest of her life.
Selmira decided to stay in the apartment for the remainder of the weekend, cleaning, eating and sleeping. All it did was to emphasise how miserable and lethargic she felt at being on her own. 

Chapter Nineteen: A time for Employment

On the Monday morning, Selmira determined that she had to find employment to give her an income and provide some form of purpose and company. She did visit a couple of recruitment agencies to register her details for possible employment. Her apparent lack of experience did go against her, reducing the chances of getting anything worthwhile. On the way back to the apartment, she called at the supermarket to do some essential shopping. As She entered the store, Selmira spotted a notice board and wandered over to read it. To her surprise and delight, she found an advert showing the store to be hiring new assistants. Before starting her shopping, Selmira called at the customer service desk and picked up an application form. In no hurry, she filled the form in while at the store and handed it to the assistant. She could imagine working in this large supermarket and really hoped that, for once, she may be lucky.
Selmira returned home with three heavy bags of shopping and determined to do enough to keep Ivanko to the very back of her mind. While out shopping, Selmira had bought three romantic paperback novels and was determined to immerse herself in their many pages. At first, she had considered reading some of Jackie Collins many successful books. When she realised how sexually-based her stories were, she decided to read Barbara Cartland�s books instead. Apparently, Cartland had criticised Jackie�s books because of the emphasis on sex, love coming a poor second in the stories. Selmira felt that Collins� books may come a little too close to her own personal situation and she certainly did not wish to be reminded of her own infidelity.
She also purchased a couple of books by Jack Finney, remembering that somebody at the hospital had recommended his books. She bought �Time and Again� and �From time to time�. She remembered how these books had been described as love stories combined with time travel. How she wished that she could go back in time and reverse the situation in which she found herself.
In addition to spending many hours reading, she also decided to bake some cakes. She felt in the need for some �comfort food� to improve her mood.
A rich fruit cake infused with a generous helping of rum filled the apartment with a delicious aroma and Selmira looked forward to the time when it was ready for eating. She was not a lover of almond paste or icing, preferring just to eat the freshly-cooked cake.
The week-end was one of self-indulgence. Selmira immersed herself into enjoying good food, liberal quantities of alcohol, reading her new books and watching television. Unfortunately, by the time Monday morning arrived, her fear of the outside world had returned with a vengeance. It was a brilliantly-sunny day, yet her fears were stronger than ever. She remained in bed until late morning and then felt that she had to get up. Selmira had breakfast combined with lunch, showered and dressed. She did wonder just why she bothered, her resolve being at an all-time low.
Even so, she did make an effort and, by two in the afternoon, she was locking her apartment door as she sought fresh air and sunshine.
As she walked towards the stairs, a woman was just unlocking the door of her apartment, carrying a baby girl. Selmira could not help but smile at the baby, her large blue eyes following Selmira�s movements along the corridor. The smile on the baby�s face uplifted Selmira�s spirits and she asked, �What is her name?�
As the woman finished unlocking her door, she turned, smiled and said, �Angeline.�
�She�s very beautiful and seems so very happy. Hello, Angeline!�
�Haven�t you moved here quite recently?� asked the woman.
�Yes, only a few weeks ago. I like the apartments here.�
�Yes, my husband and I have lived here for three years, now and I would not want to move anywhere else. My name�s Karen.�
In reply, Selmira nearly gave her real name. �Sarah. Nice to meet you both.
As she was pushing the door open, Karen said, �Nice to meet you, Sarah. I�m certain we�ll meet you again, sometime.� Karen took hold of Angeline�s hand and waved it a little towards Selmira. The baby was still smiling, melting Selmira�s heart a little.
Neither of the two women knew of the fact that they would never meet again. 

Chapter Twenty: A bright new day

The sun was shining brightly when Selmira stepped out of her apartment block, that afternoon. She had to admit that the weather did have a direct effect on her mood. For some unknown reason, she actually felt more secure and cheerful than she had felt for some time. This, together with meeting Karen and Angeline, did improve her spirit as she began her walk through the city. First, she called at the supermarket where she had applied for a job. She had received a phone call, asking her to attend an interview. Selmira felt that the supermarket must have been desperate for new staff, as she found the questions quite easy to answer and, even without mention of any previous employment, she still managed to be offered a position. Selmira was asked if she could start the following Monday, working in the stock control department. The work would involve checking if items needed to be reduced because of their �best before� dates, counting stock at the end of the day and, on occasions, would also be asked to work on the check-outs. Peter, the manager of the stock control department seemed to be a very pleasant, cheerful man, who was, probably, in his mid-forties. He seemed very relaxed, giving encouragement to his soon-to-be new assistant.
This day felt even better, now that she had been offered employment, easing her mind about her need for future financial stability. Her income would be around fifteen thousand a year, plus occasional overtime. Although this was less than she had been earning in the x-ray department at Wythenshawe hospital, it would be sufficient to cover all her expenses and leave quite a bit spare for the occasional luxury.
It was with renewed confidence that Selmira walked through the streets of Birmingham, that Monday afternoon. To celebrate her new employment, she decided to eat in a good quality restaurant. Selmira took her time as she relaxed in the comfort of TGI Friday�s restaurant on Hagley Road. It was nearly six-thirty when she emerged back into the early-evening sunshine, feeling very contented from her expensive meal. Two glasses of wine had given her a warm, relaxed feeling without being too intoxicated to know what she was doing.
Selmira walked through the busy streets with a new-found confidence, watching pedestrians with a renewed interest, particularly the small children. How she wished that she and Ivanko could have had children of their own. If only this had happened, perhaps the two would still be living together and spoiling their own offspring. A boy and a girl would have been perfect and they would call them John and Jenny.
These thoughts swirling through her mind, she stepped onto a wide, busy pedestrian crossing. There were many people walking in both directions and, as she lifted her head to navigate her way through the mass of people, the blood ran cold through her veins as she stared in disbelief at those walking towards her. Every face was identical and with the unmistakable features of ivanko. Even the children appeared as miniature versions of her dead husband.
A strangled scream of terror emerged from Selmira�s mouth. This had the effect of attracting everybody to look at this strange, terrified woman. Selmira left the crossing and ran as fast as she could, along the busy road. Tears were streaming down her face as she weaved in and around the slowly-moving traffic. Her race came to a swift end when she, eventually, ran into the front of a bus which had been picking up speed along the road towards Selmira. The driver knew that it would be difficult to avoid her, shouted a curse, sounded his horn and slammed on his brakes, but it was already too late for the woman.
The bus driver dis-engaged his gears, pulled on his hand-brake and opened the doors, moving quickly towards the crumpled body on the road. More people ran over, surrounding the woman�s prone body, which was losing blood fast.
�Please let me through�, shouted a man. He was a paramedic who had seen the accident. The crowd parted, making way for him. He crouched down and felt for a pulse, both on her bloody wrist and neck. �I�m sorry, I can�t do anything for her. She�s already dead!�
Even more people were gathering at the tragic scene, but they soon parted when two policemen pushed their way through. �Please move away, everybody!� He was already on his phone, calling for support and an ambulance.
Five minutes later, an ambulance pulled up and the medics checked the blood-oozing body, before placing it on a stretcher and carrying it into the ambulance.
The bus driver and some pedestrians were already giving statements, all traffic stopped on this normally, busy road.
�She had no chance�, said the driver. �She ran straight into my path and I braked as fast as I possibly could.� He was visibly shaken by this tragic accident.
Some of the people who had been using the pedestrian crossing related how horrified the woman had looked, saying that she seemed desperate to get as far away as possible, yet nobody had any idea why she had been so desperate.
The police were already looking through Selmira�s handbag in the hope of identifying this unfortunate woman whose life had been taken so suddenly. From what they found, her name was Sarah Armstrong, as indicated on her debit cards. The letter from the supermarket, asking her to attend an interview was also in the bag. Fortunately, this had her address, enabling the police to find and search her apartment for any clues about this unfortunate young woman.
The sombre police officer rang the door bell of Selmira�s neighbour. When Karen heard of the accident, she was visibly shaken and shocked. �I only spoke to her, for the first time, this afternoon. She was admiring my little girl, Angeline. She seemed very pleasant and we did say that we must meet again for a longer conversation.� Karen burst into tears, shaken by the sudden, tragic news. Her husband was trying his best to comfort and calm her.
The police investigation of the apartment revealed very little. The only item of interest was a wig. Why should this woman, who had short, light brown hair want to wear a wig of long, black hair? Nothing else of significance was found during the extensive search of her apartment.
Sarah Armstrong�s body at the morgue did, however, reveal more information. It did not take long for the blue, cosmetic contact lenses to be discovered. In addition, Sarah�s hair colour was not light brown, after all. The base of her hairs did reveal that her hair was naturally black. This woman had, apparently, made extensive efforts to change the appearance of her eyes and hair colour, but, why?
Finger-prints from the corpse were taken and, after the police finger-print data base was searched, a match was found. 

Part Four: Retribution


Chapter Twenty-one: Surprise news

Suzanne and I were relaxing, while watching television that Tuesday night, never imagining that we were about to find a news item so closely personal to us.
Fiona Bruce, the newsreader, sounded very serious as she said, �Yesterday early evening, in Birmingham, a woman ran into the path of a moving bus and received severe injuries from which she has, since, died.�
At this point, Suzanne exclaimed, � That�s Selmira�s photo on the screen, Tonie!�
�What! She�s dead?� I found it so difficult to believe, yet, perhaps Ivanko had managed to avenge his own death.
Fiona continued, �Police have been searching for Selmira Ademovic in connection with the death of her husband Ivanko, who died in suspicious circumstances around April, this year. It appears that she had moved to Birmingham in May. She had changed both her appearance and name, posing as Sarah Armstrong. Police are asking anybody who knew her since she had moved into the Birmingham area, to contact the police, as soon as possible.�
Suzanne and I were stunned into temporary silence. �It appears that Ivanko has managed to achieve true justice for his murder�, I commented.
�It appears so, but it�s still an awful way to die � I can�t imagine how awful it must be to be run down by a bus!�
The next morning, I phoned D. I. Marsden. �I understand that Ivanko�s wife has been found in Birmingham. It�s a pity that she had to die before she could be found.�
�Yes. Apparently, she had set herself up with a new identity as Sarah Armstrong and changed both eye and hair colour to evade police detection, yet it did her no good in the end.�
�So, is the case closed, now?�, I asked.
�Not quite. We need to check if she was carrying out the deception on her own or with assistance from an unknown party, but, apart from that, the loose ends are being tied up, now. We shouldn�t need to bother you again, Mr. Buckingham.�
This was a great load lifted off my shoulders and, now, I just wanted to live a quiet life with Suzanne, hopefully, without any more ghostly occurrences.
We did try the automatic writing, one more time out of curiosity about ivanko. The message was quite short and, thankfully, not too taxing.
Suzanne read, �I am very sorry for disturbing your lives, but I had to do something to show where Selmira had hidden my body. She is with me, now and deeply regrets her dangerous actions. I have forgiven her and we will stay together. I will leave you both in peace, now and hope that you have a long, happy future together.�
True to his word, every room in the house, somehow, now seemed to be fresh-scented and at peace, Suzanne, Kelly and I feeling the improvement in our lives. Kelly even returned to sleeping on her bed in our bedroom, walking up the stairs without any fear or hesitation.
One Sunday, when we were all relaxing in the garden, enjoying the scent of a beautiful, hot, sunny day in mid-August, Suzanne made a little, surprised noise.
�What is it, love?�
�I noticed a crow on one of the branches of the tree at the end of the garden and wondered why it seemed to be watching us, when another crow joined it on the same branch. Both of the birds have, been sitting, quietly, side-by-side and staying almost motionless watching us.�
I felt a little uncomfortable at the way this conversation was going. �What do you think it means?�
�I know that it sounds quite crazy, but I think that the two crows are Ivanko and Selmira. Even Kelly has stopped running around the garden and is looking up at the crows. It�s so weird, Tonie.�
A shiver of fear ran through me and, yet, I felt that these two dead people, both of whom had died under terrible circumstances, were now in a better place. �I think that they are letting us know that, at last, they are at peace and together again.� I held Suzanne close in an effort to calm her, and, while we were embracing, I heard the flapping of powerful wings.
�The crows have flown away, together, Tonie. It is uncanny, but, as you say, I think they are happy to be together again.�
I had a sudden thought. �Suzanne, isn�t a collection of crows called a �murder of crows�?� 

Epilogue

At noon on Saturday, the nineteenth of May, 2018, Suzanne and I were married at St. John�s Church on Brooklands Road, in Sale. It was no coincidence that this was the very same day and time that Prince Harry and Meghan Markle were married at St. George�s Chapel at Windsor Castle. Apart from the date and time, there was little else in common between the two marriages.
Unlike the royal couple, at least we would not be followed by news-hungry paparazzi, never being able to escape public scrutiny.
When I had been asked about who was going to be my best man, I had to admit that I did not have a male friend who could take the part, as I had never really had any close friends. I did have some friends from school and University, yet nobody who was close enough to play this important role.
There was really only one option. I felt certain that Kelly would not mind playing this role, even though her gender was, technically, incorrect. She would not be able to give a speech at our reception, but this could well have been a blessing.
Kelly and I were waiting patiently, as Suzanne and her father walked, slowly, along the aisle towards us. I only knew this because the church organ had started playing �Here comes the bride�, but, in my mind, I could imagine how beautiful she must have looked as she approached me.
When I felt her hand take mine, I gave it a gentle squeeze of reassurance and smiled, happy to be together on this, the most important day of our lives.
The priest�s voice echoed around the church, boosted by the amplifier as he made his introductory greeting and speech, followed by the all-important wedding vows. As usual for a Church of England wedding, the priest prompted both of us, in turn, with the precise wording.
�I, Tonie James Buckingham, take you, Suzanne Olivia Clover, to be my wife, to have and to hold from this day forward; for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part, according to God�s holy law. In the presence of God I make this vow.�
It was amazing to think that, just twelve months earlier, marriage would have been the last thing on my mind and, yet, here I was, saying these vows for the most fantastic woman who, I hoped, would be my partner for the rest of my life.
Again, the priest said the vow for Suzanne to repeat. Her soft, sweet voice was enough to make my heart melt.
�You may exchange your rings, now.�
I had fastened a small box to Kelly�s harness and, bending down to open it, took hold of the all-important ring. Suzanne held out her hand and I slipped it on to her wedding finger. Similarly, Suzanne slipped a ring onto my own finger.
When the priest asked if anybody present should speak if they knew of any reason why we should not marry, I breathed a sigh of relief at the awkward silence. I had imagined that Suzanne�s mother may still have objected, at this point, yet I knew that her previous doubts about my ability to be a suitable husband to her daughter had since disappeared.
�I now pronounce you man and wife.�
I could hear the smile in the priest�s voice as he continued. �You may kiss, now.�
We really did not need his permission as we kissed each other gently on the lips, aware of the many pairs of eyes watching us.
Moving to a separate Registry room within the church, together with relatives as witnesses, both of us signed the marriage register, Suzanne assisting me to sign in the correct place.
We were now legally married and feeling thoroughly exalted by the significance of the ceremony as we re-entered the Church for prayers and hymns. As we took our places in the pews, Kelly lay down at my feet. She probably wondered what all this was about, but was eager to get to her feet when it came to the walk along the aisle.
Although the bride is, traditionally, on the left of the groom as they walk together along the aisle, in our case, Kelly was, in harness, on my left with Suzanne on my right. I had to hold Kelly back a little to keep her at a slow pace as we walked along the aisle to Adele�s moving version of Bob Dylan�s �make you feel my love�. Both of us felt this song to be perfect and appropriate for this walk in front of our family and friends. My sister, Hannah was very proud to be the bridesmaid, walking behind us.
As we came out through the main doors of the church, I could feel the heat of the sun on my face. Relatives and friends, even some from our office, followed us into the bright, sunny day. We had to endure posing for many photographs and videos to be taken of this quite large group, who had chosen to attend our wedding instead of following the royal wedding on television. No doubt, most would, later, watch recordings of Meghan and Prince Harry.
I hoped that my smile was not looking too exaggerated as the cameras continued clicking. Suddenly, I felt Suzanne�s hand tighten on my arm. �What is it, love?�
Quietly, she explained, �I�m certain that the two crows sitting on a tree branch, facing us right now, are the same as those we spotted in our garden, a few weeks ago.�
I did feel a sudden chill race through my body, yet relaxed when Suzanne said, �The crows have just flown away, now, as if they were saying a final �goodbye� to us.� After a short pause, she exclaimed, �How fantastic! The space were the crows were sitting, now has the sunlight shining through the branches, somehow making the shape of the crucifix!�
It was almost as though the crows had left some remarkable, ethereal blessing for our wedding. I whispered, �I think that Ivanko and Selmira are in their own form of paradise, now.� Prompted by the photographer, we had to pose and smiled, again, for the camera. �You are my own personal paradise, Suzanne. Love you, always.�

Dedication

I married my first wife, Marie, in 1967. Marie was totally blind when I first met her and, during 1969, we did experiment with a Ouija board, something which we probably should have avoided. We did experience some strange happenings, which resulted in Marie turning to automatic writing, instead of using the Ouija board. Eventually, after some weird experiences and painful headaches for Marie, we decided to stop trying to make any further contact with the dead.
Marie did have a German Shepherd guide dog called Kelly during part of our 20-year marriage and Marie is happy for me to use Kelly�s name in my story.
I would like to dedicate this book to Marie as, without her weird and unusual experiences, this story could not have been told.
John Raynor
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