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Tears of Gold

 

As the clock on the office wall heralded the end of another
working day, the staff in the Accounts department of Halpin, Green
and Buckley, one of the larger law firms in the Scottish capital,
started to trickle out of the open-plan office. Most thoughts were
on the night ahead where many of them would be spending their time,
and money, in the pubs and clubs in nearby Grassmarket, it being
the last Friday of the month and, thus, pay day. Cheryl Millican
was one of the last to leave as she logged off her computer and
waited for it to shut down. She put on her coat draped around her
chair, and lifted her handbag from beneath the desk. Someone passed
her on the way out and asked if she’d changed her mind about coming
for a drink. Cheryl smiled apologetically and shook her head. She
had other plans that evening, plans that needed a clear, sober
head.

 

Her flat in the Dalry area of the city was only a fifteen minute
brisk walk in the autumnal climate so she had plenty of time for a
leisurely shower and some dinner before readying herself for the
night ahead.

 

The house had been chosen by the usual method: A map of
Edinburgh spread out on the kitchen table, a closing of the eyes
and then the random dropping of an index finger onto the map. She’d
visit the chosen street the next day and case the area, picking the
building that seemed of most value. When Cheryl had first come to
this street, a few days earlier, one of the houses had immediately
caught her attention. It didn’t look exactly prosperous compared to
its neighbours but Cheryl just had a good feeling that she would be
foolish to ignore. As if to prove she had made the right decision,
Cheryl had spotted the owner of the house - a young red-headed
woman - left the house with a suitcase, as if departing for a
weekend break somewhere. The house would be empty. Cheryl would not
need to rush.

 

The actual break-in had been very simple, laughably simple, in
fact. A window on the first floor landing was left open just enough
for Cheryl to slip her latex-gloved fingers through and raise the
old, wooden frame. Once she’d climbed through, thankful there were
no tricky tables or suchlike making her descent awkward, she took
out the flashlight from the rucksack on her back and headed up the
stairs to the third floor. As Cheryl moved through the rooms of the
house, realisation dawned that she had been right to go with her
gut feeling about coming here. The place was chock full of
interesting and exotic items and artefacts. Many were locked in
display cabinets but that didn’t deter Cheryl. She only felt sorry
that she couldn’t take everything she wanted.

 

It was in the bathroom, of all places, that she caught sight of
the necklace. Of course she’d had no intention of looking through
this room, not expecting to find anything worth stealing. But it
was the glow from the piece of jewellery, reflecting the city
lights coming in from the bathroom window, that forced her
attention. As she stepped into the lino-floored room, she
discovered that, just like the other treasures, this necklace was
contained in a glass case. It sat on a short wooden shelf above an
old-fashioned bath tub with brass taps on the end. Cheryl bit her
lip and shone the torch over the bathtub. There was no way she
could successfully lean over the tub and fiddle with the casing.
She would have to step into the bath.

 

The owner had used plenty of bubble bath, judging by the amount
of soap suds clinging to the white enamel, so Cheryl was careful
not to slip as she climbed aboard. Steadying herself, she took her
rucksack from her shoulders and unzipped it to take out her tools.
But then she paused and regarded the glass, narrowing her eyes as
she mused upon the same instinctive feeling she’d had when choosing
the house. Raising her fingers to the glass box, she gently pulled
on the lid. To her surprise, the front panel swung open without a
fuss.

 

Idiot, she thought as she carefully took the long neckwear out,
never make it easy for us thieves.

 

Gripping the necklace in her left hand, she cautiously climbed
out of the bath again before having a good look at it with the
flashlight. It reminded Cheryl of a necklace she’d once seen in a
painting, being worn by some old goddess; all glistening gold with
a rotund piece of amber set into the middle of it. As she gazed at
the gold, Cheryl decided she would keep this one for herself.
Obviously wear it underneath her clothing when around others. The
rest of her haul would be sold on, as usual. Eventually, she tore
her gaze away from the necklace, placing it into the rucksack with
the other items, and continuing with the burglary.

 

The flashlight zipped around the living room as Cheryl walked
in, noting all the bohemian-style rugs, furniture and art around
the place. If truth be known, it wasn’t a style she liked but her
personal tastes never got in the way of a good theft. But before
she could begin to rifle through the room for valuables, the
unmistakable sound of a door being unlocked echoed in the hallway.
Cheryl slipped along to the staircase and climbed the steps.
Opening the first floor landing window again, she raised the frame
and left the building.

 

***

 

Hattie chucked the brown leather handbag onto the side table
next to the front door, relieved to be back home and able to take
those bloody heeled shoes off. Not a huge fan of parties, she felt
obliged to attend at least one a year, and it being a St Andrew’s
Day party - despite the event being held a full week before the
actual day - she said yes to the RSVP. She headed for the living
room and switched the purple-tasseled table lamp on, slumping into
the battered-but-comfy orange armchair next to the fireplace. Mere
seconds passed before her stomach made her realise she’d not eaten
anything at the party. Getting to her feet before she became too
settled, she decided to make herself some toast and jam.

 

‘Jesus Christ,’ she said, a small echo to her voice as she
stood, mouth agape, in the kitchen. If anyone else had been looking
into the room they would see nothing untoward. But Hattie saw that
the drawer next to the sink wasn’t completely closed and that the
stainless steel bin by the back door was half an inch more to the
left. Someone had been here. Someone uninvited. Stomach rumblings
ignored, she went to check that nothing had been taken.

 

An hour later she was sitting on the doorstep, nursing the hand
she’d used to punch the garden’s sole tree; a willow. Things had
been taken, though only one of the stolen items was of any true
value: The Brisingamen, a sparkling gold necklace which had been
forged by four dwarves in ancient times, and that had been
displayed in Hattie’s bathroom ever since she’d moved to Edinburgh.
As soon as Hattie had realised the necklace was gone, she’d calmly
went downstairs, left the house and taken out her stupidity out on
the tree trunk. Why the hell had she put the necklace in the
bathroom? The best place to hide something is in plain sight, a
voice from long ago reverberated in her head.

 

Hattie stood up to go back inside and put an ice-pack to her
busted hand when someone opened the iron garden gate. It was
Michael and his three children - teenage Tom, twelve-year-old Ben
and seven year old Ingrid. Michael was leading the way, holding his
daughter’s hand. Ben was behind them, peering at Hattie’s hand, and
Tom was bringing up the rear, stealing frequent glances at the
mobile phone in his hand.

 

‘Hi,’ Michael said. ‘Thought I saw someone sitting here. Locked
yourself out?’

 

‘Not quite,’ Hattie answered. She gazed down at Ingrid who was
giving her a shy look in return. ‘Hello.’

 

‘Hi,’ the little girl answered, moving behind her father a
little, in a shy manner.

 

‘Getting settled in Edinburgh, now?’

 

‘What’s wrong with your hand?’ Ben asked bluntly, staring at her
bloodied knuckles.

 

‘Oh, a tree annoyed me,’ Hattie answered, giving the hand a
customary glance. This only made Ben frown.

 

Michael, used to Hattie and her oddness, seemed unperturbed.
‘We’re going to order something from Pizza Hut,’ he said. ‘You’re
more than welcome to join us.’

 

‘Dad always orders too much anyway,’ Tom added, looking up from
the glowing screen of his phone.

 

Hattie was tempted. She wasn’t one to pass up free food and her
stomach was making some disturbing-but-quiet noises. But she did
have to get that necklace back. Glancing at the house, she said,
‘I’ve been burgled.’

 

All four faces turned as one to look at her. ‘What? When?’
Michael asked. ‘Are you all right?’

 

She nodded. ‘Yeah, apart from my self-inflicted messed-up hand.
They’d gone before I got back.’

 

‘Thought you’d said this area had the lowest crime rate in the
city,’ Tom muttered to his father, as he finally put the phone in
his jacket pocket.

 

‘You’ve called the police, I assume,’ Michael asked, ignoring
his son’s remarks.

 

There was a shake of red hair from Hattie. ‘No point. You’ve
been in my house. You’ve seen some of the things I have.’ She noted
the smirks being exchanged between Michael’s sons but said nothing.
The children knew nothing about Hattie, other than she was a kind
and eccentric woman living across the street. They didn’t have a
clue about the pixies she and Michael had shifted from his attic,
or that Hattie spent more time with giants and forest gods than she
did with humans.

 

‘All right,’ said Michael, but Hattie could tell he thought she
should have rang 999 by now. ‘Need a help tidying up?’

 

‘No. Thank you for the offer, though.’

 

Michael pursed his lips together for a moment then looked at the
house. ‘Still, I’d like to check that the burglar’s still not
hanging around. You never know.’

 

‘Aw, our dad the hero,’ teased Tom.

 

‘Be my guest,’ said Hattie, as she led them into the house. ‘But
I’ll be fine, I’m sure.’

 

Once inside, Michael climbed the staircase, telling them he’d
start from the top and work his way down. Hattie took the others
into the living room to wait. When he’d finished his investigation,
his appearance in the living room was accompanied by a look of
puzzlement.

 

‘You were actually burgled, weren’t you?’ he asked, glancing
around the tidy room.

 

Hattie nodded. ‘Oh yes.’

 

‘Well,’ he said slowly, ‘there doesn’t seem to be anyone but us
lot here. And I’ve checked the attic.’ This last bit drew out a
smile from the redhead.

 

‘That’s something, I suppose,’ she went on to say. ‘Something
has been taken. A few things, actually, but only one I need to get
back.’

 

‘All the more reason to call the police,’ said Ben, his gaze
fixed on a golden apple sitting solitary on a shelf next to the
mantelpiece.

 

‘What is it that you need to get back?’ asked Ingrid, almost in
a whisper.

 

‘A necklace, sweetie,’ Hattie told her. ‘A very precious
necklace.’

 

‘Sentimental value?’ Michael asked.

 

A pause. ‘Yes.’ Her belly gurgled loudly at that moment, causing
Tom and Ben to snigger. Hattie looked across to Michael, smiling.
‘I think that’s a yes to your invitation.’

 

***

 

Cheryl caressed the gold chain around her neck as she stared
into space. Every time someone passed by her desk, she hid the
jewellery beneath her navy blue blouse, and pretended to work. It
was foolish to bring the stolen item to work but she couldn’t bear
not to wear it. Ever since she had slipped it around her neck and
fastened the clasp, there was a desire to keep it there, despite
the growing sense of unexplainable sadness she felt while wearing
it. Even now she could feel the sting of oncoming tears in her
eyes. Before she could make a fool of herself in front of her work
mates, she shot up from her chair and hurried to the ladies’
toilets, making sure her chain was back beneath her clothing
again.

 

Both hands on the edge of the granite sink counter, Cheryl
stared at her reflection through water-filled eyes. She was sure
the necklace was the cause of this unfathomable sadness; crying and
being generally depressed were not things Cheryl normally did or
felt. The best thing to do was to let the tears fall and clean the
running mascara from her face before returning to the office.

 

It was while she stood before the row of sinks, weeping, that
she heard a brief but gentle noise, like the proverbial pin
dropping onto hard flooring. She looked down and, wiping her
tear-stained eyes, picked up a small piece of metal; gold, to be
precise. She picked it up carefully, wondering if it had fallen
from someone’s earring or necklace. She’d take it back to the
office and ask around, see if it belonged to anyone. Placing it
back on the counter for a moment, she went into one of the
cubicles, returning moments later with a few sheets of toilet paper
to dry her face once she’d washed it. As she turned on the tap and
leant towards the mirror, she noticed a tear slowly pass by the
corner of her mouth on its way down to her chin. She watched,
transfixed, as it reached the curve of her chin and clung on,
precariously, for a moment before falling. And that’s when Cheryl
saw the impossible: the teardrop hit the counter and solidified
into gold. It lay mere inches from its twin.

 

A laugh escaped from Cheryl as she tried to comprehend what
she’d just witnessed. She must have been mistaken. There had been
two bits of gold there to begin with and she just hadn’t seen the
second one, that’s all. Another tear was slipping slowly down the
side of her nose. Impatiently, she wiped it with a finger and then
smeared it onto the counter. Stepping back, her gaze lingered on
the surface of the counter. Her mouth grew into a grin at the
absurdity of it. Golden tears?

 

Just to confirm that she wasn’t going mad, Cheryl forced herself
to think of something utterly heartbreaking until the tears started
to flow again. She held her palm out, below her chin to catch the
drops. Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she looked
ridiculous but, to be honest, she didn’t really care. There was no
one around to see, and there was a desire to find out just what the
hell was going on. When she had worked herself into such a state,
with her face blotchy and wet, she was dismayed to find her tears
stayed the same, so she took the test again but this time stood
over the counter again, her hands by her sides.

 

When a well-meaning and concerned colleague went to check on
Cheryl, they discovered her standing in front of the toilet mirror,
laughing manically, with tiny bits of gold dotted around the
sinks.

 

 



 

Thank you for downloading this excerpt from 'Tears of Gold', the
second story in the Edinburgh Elementals series. The book is now
available on Amazon and Barnes and Noble.
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