SUMMER’S END
Prologue
Her narrow shoulders trembling, Principal Alice Scotch stands at the window, and scans the lake’s inky surface once more. Moments ago she’d seen something out of the corner of her eye – she’s sure of it – but there’s nothing there now. Or else it’s lying still.

In the moonlight, the shape had glistened.

Leaving her papers on the dining table, Principal Scotch enters the kitchen, fills the kettle, and switches it on. Aside from the red glow of the kettle’s charger the kitchen is dark, and she can get a clearer view outside. She can make out ripples on the water as she squints at the shore and surrounding bush. The wind could mean rain … which would cool the place down. The last couple of months have been hot, even for Summer’s End.

As the wind gusts and a gum tree groans, Principal Scotch remembers something else about the thing she saw: before disappearing from view, it had made a sound – a sort of wail. She’d heard that sound before …

CLICK!

The kettle. Switched off now.

Fumbling for the handle of the kettle, Principal Scotch splashes the bench, nearly burning herself as she refills her mug.

She should never have agreed to work over the holidays. She’d spent the first week attending to odd-jobs that should already have been completed, and the last week reviewing the timetable. But what else would she have done? Without Bernard around, everything feels so … hollow. How many times had she stood here watching his boat bobbing on the water, his fishing line lowered over the side? Thirty years together, and she’d never joined him on the lake.

It will be good to be finally rid of this place. Too many memories …

By Wednesday, Owens Academy will be back in full swing, and it will be her duty to not only to preside over a full assembly but to present to the school community a clear vision for the year ahead. She could recycle a speech from a few years ago – something suitably rousing – but an older staff member may recognise it, and one slip-up would be enough for people to begin using the ‘S’ word. Senile.

The police had suggested as much the month before when she reported people cavorting by the lake’s edge. When she described the trespassers’ shouting and dancing, the junior officer had been decent enough to avert his eyes, while his sergeant had laughingly suggested she invest in a pet. The fact that she had presided over the district’s most exclusive school for nearly 20 years lent no weight to her claims.

Returning to the living room, Principal Scotch sips her tea as she collects her papers and slips them into her briefcase, snaps off the lamp and heads for her bedroom. She’s at the bottom of the stairs when she stops, looking again at the window. It’s too still out there. No frogs, no birds. She’s seen so few birds, lately. Except the crows …

As an overpowering stench floods her nostrils, Principal Scotch claps a hand to her nose. Her palm offers little protection, and she backs up one stair, then another, tea boiling from her throat. She’s climbing the third step when she hears a thud from the front room. She freezes mid-step, as something slides slowly across the floor.

Sccchh … scchhh.

Dropping her teacup as she staggers down the stairs, the principal reaches for the phone. The receiver is gone, its mounting dripping with a mucousy substance.

Sccchh … scchhh.

Car keys!

So many times, Bernard had told her to hang up her keys. He even said he’d pick up the hooks and nail them on the wall, but she refused. He’d been telling her ever since he retired that it was time for them to spend more time together … to relax. The hooks were just one more way to remind her she was getting old.

Where are they? WHERE?

Forget the keys!

From the end of the driveway, it’s less than fifteen minutes on foot to the nearest shop. From there, she can call the police …

Her hand is on the front door handle when she notices someone in the study … watching her, slouching against the doorframe. As he straightens, he fills the doorway, his skin glistening in the moonlight.

No …

Wordlessly, the figure begins to move … limping towards her … a bare foot dragging.

When Alice Scotch had heard something wail, she’d almost recognised the sound. She should have. It had been a cry of anguish.

The same sound escapes the principal’s lips as slick fingers tighten around her wrist.
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