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1 From Paradise To Purgatory
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The very second she arrived at Uncle Nick’s home Alice couldn’t help but feel like she’d been brought to the wrong place. 

It was difficult to ignore the rusted farm vehicles that greeted her on arrival, dotted around the yard like boardgame pieces that’d been petulantly knocked off their squares. The high fence that ringed the farm, made from a mishmash of materials—among them rotten wooden slats and rusted metal sheets—only served to compound a feeling of dread that hit Alice like an icy cold blast of wind on a dreary winter’s morning. 

“I thought I was being brought to a farm, not a junk yard,” Alice scolded quietly, a reluctant passenger in the battered, old minivan that came to a sudden squealing stop.

There was one plus point, however—the smallest bean of positivity: the moment Alice spotted a green field that reached round from behind the odd-looking cottage that Uncle Nick and his family lived in—which reminded Alice of a toadstool, with its red roof tiles and crooked white walls—her mind relaxed a little. But only a little. It was going to take more than a solitary promise of nature to drag Alice’s thoughts away from the bleak first impressions. 

Uncle Nick’s home, named Bluebell Farm, was like a different planet compared to Aunt Honey’s place, where Alice had spent all of her previous twelve years. Honey’s home was more of a secluded farmstead surrounded by large green fields and soft rolling hills, which would likely inspire words such as serene and idyllic. Here, the only words that entered Alice’s thoughts were rust and broken... and help! 

There were no beautiful bluebells as the farm’s name promised, not as far as Alice could see. Instead, her wistful gaze fell upon downtrodden grass and a muddy yard with tyre tracks and boot prints leading in all directions; an echo of the many people who’d escaped this dreary place, Alice imagined. 

“Great,” a slightly worried Alice said under her breath, her eyes rolling, “from paradise to purgatory.” 

As far as she could remember, Alice had only met Uncle Nick and his family on several occasions prior to Aunt Honey’s unexpected and untimely passing—which had struck her as a bit strange considering Nick and Honey were supposedly siblings. Yet, here she was, standing in front of three relative strangers: Uncle Nick, a large, round man with a happy smiling face wrapped in a fluffy white beard, who seemed to be dressed eternally in work jeans and an oversized pullover; Aunt Coral, a bushy brown-haired, bespectacled woman, who also sported a loving smile on her fleshy face, her compact body drowning in a long, grey, knitted cardigan; and Cousin Vincent, his dark expression underlined by shaved black hair, and equally black clothes that smothered his chunky frame. 

This was Alice’s new family. This was Alice’s new reality.

Despite the circumstances that had brought her here, and the newness of the relationships she now shared with her new family, Alice forced the negative tinge that had elbowed its way into her thoughts to one side and, despite the ugliness of Uncle Nick’s yard, she closed her eyes tightly and attempted to turn the negative thoughts into positive energy. For Honey.  

Right now, there was no better place in the world for her to be, other than the place she called home that is. But, seeing as home wasn’t an option at this moment, here would have to do. 

“No sarcasm. No snobbery. No rude behaviour.” Alice silently recited some of Honey’s often-repeated words as her new reality began to dawn on her.

The bad news. Alice vividly recalled the day she learned the terrible news about Aunt Honey—the knock at the door, and the strange, thin man standing there when she’d opened it. The man wore a smart black suit and a silly black top hat balanced on a grey bird’s nest of a hairstyle, and looked at Alice through tired sympathetic eyes. She remembered the sombre look on the man’s pale, leathery face as if the moment had happened as recently as yesterday. 

It felt unreal then. It still felt unreal now. 

The strange man in the strange hat had been accompanied by a police officer who, Alice remembered, also wore a sorrowful look on her plain, round face. It had been the police officer who broke the news to Alice, a supportive hand on the young girl’s shoulder and a sympathetic furrow in her brow as she revealed the reason for the unannounced visit. “There’s been a terrible accident,” she’d said to the bewildered young girl, followed by more information that Alice just couldn’t comprehend. The news that had entered Alice’s world, peppered with ums and ahs and awkward wordsearching, pulled the rug from under her slippered feet and stole the very last breath from her lungs. 

She was unsurprisingly devastated. So devastated, she ran crying from the police officer and straight to her bedroom, where she stayed, tearful and lost, her face pushed into her rose-patterned pillow, in a cruel world that now apparently existed without Aunt Honey. 

The next few days following the news were filled with a confusion of people coming and going to and from the house. Some people Alice recognised, like old Mrs Wilcox, a neighbour whom Alice had become very fond of over the years—originally because Alice had thought she bore more than a slight resemblance to Queen Elizabeth II, but mostly because of how warm and caring she was. The short, grey-haired woman had given Alice a tearful hug and promised to be there for her come what may. 

Most of the people who came by the house were unknown to Alice. The strange man in the strange hat returned every now and again, each time welcomed into the house by Alice’s temporary minder, Mr Tovering—another person Alice had become very fond of over the years, and whom Aunt Honey had referred to as her agent. 

Mr Tovering, who routinely insisted that Alice call him by his first name, often adding “Walter is my name, and the one my friends call me by,” had been ever-present since the police officer’s visit, and had, on more than a few occasions, shared heartfelt words of loss and sadness with Alice; in one such moment, explaining that “no words could justify, less help us comprehend, the horrible thing that has happened. No words at all. What you will come to understand is that the lives we live are a patchwork of unexplainable happenings, some enlightening, and others so damaging that we can’t begin to construct reason for their being. There is no ‘why?’ to help us understand the darkest of times, yet these most detestable of events also play a part in helping to build us into the characters we are to become. We exist as if to be swept along the corridors of time, carried by the undercurrents of life that shape our journey, only able only to affect the slightest stirrings along the way.” Mr Tovering’s words were always the right words, if not always the words Alice had wished to hear. But even in the moments when he’d imparted advice in a stern way, Alice always appreciated his reasoning and understanding. 

Alice remembered the moment Mr Tovering appeared at her bedroom door, just moments after she’d run away from the police officer. He stood there silently in his dark suit, a look of upset on his long face, his tear-affected brown eyes looking sadly at Alice. She wasn’t the only person who felt the pain of loss. For the first time Alice could recall in all the time she’d known Mr Tovering—which stretched to her very earliest memories—the man who brought with him exotic gifts from far-off places, along with exotic tales from even further-off places, was short of words to share. Alice understood. She felt it too.

In what was to be their last shared moment, Mr Tovering said a sad goodbye to Alice and explained that she would be going to live with Uncle Nick. The news shocked Alice. 

A little while later, the towering man with the bushy white beard was stepping through the front doorway of Honey’s house, a burgundy cap held in clasped hands and a mournful expression on his normally happy face. 

Leaving Aunt Honey’s home—Alice’s home—brought tears to the young girl’s eyes. She wondered what would happen to the place she’d become so fond of, along with the people that meant so much to her, such as Neil—another of aunt Honey’s friends, who’d lived in a caravan at the bottom of the garden for most of Alice’s life—not to mention all of the others Alice had befriended over the years. 

As Uncle Nick’s white minivan pulled away from the house, chugging and coughing as it struggled up the slight incline of the narrow driveway, Alice spotted the emerging stocky figure of Neil appear in the doorway of the caravan as it passed by. She raised a reluctantly waving hand to Neil, who waved back, a sad look on his wide, stubbled face. 

Alice’s eyes focused on her home and the plants and flowers that hugged the painted white walls as it began to fall into the background, and then the green wooden gate that passed by as the minivan exited the driveway. Alice couldn’t fight back the tears that were now soaking into the cuffs of her denim jacket.

Despite Alice’s reservations, living with Uncle Nick and his family turned out to be okay. Although Alice couldn’t imagine ever feeling normal again, she’d vowed to try and come to terms with the changes that had been forced into her life. It wasn’t anybody’s fault that Alice found herself in this position, let alone Uncle Nick and his family. Obviously, life could never be the same again. How could it be? Alice had been robbed of the only family she’d ever really known. 

Bluebell Farm was nowhere near as quiet as Aunt Honey’s place, and the wildlife not quite as abundant or vocal—maybe Alice was being too critical. Maybe it wasn’t all that different. Alice attempted to reason with herself: “Well, it is in amongst the fields.”—There were several fields: one with sheep, and another with a herd of very bored-looking cows scattered here and there—“Though, maybe Honey’s place is a little more rural than this.” 

Here, Alice could hear a distant buzz, as if there was a motorway or a system of busy roads nearby. Aunt Honey wouldn’t have stood for that. She needed to be away from the hustle and bustle, or “the fusses and buses” as she would often say. 

Alice spun round slowly, observing the greenery and trees that surrounded her. The afternoon sun was warm and the day was dry, with the scent of sun-warmed grass filling the air. This was the first time Alice had spent any amount of time outside, having chosen to spend the first week in her new surroundings observing the life from the other side of her bedroom window. And as she surveyed her new environment, she began to feel more at ease. She liked how the fields sloped up around her, gently hugging the small farm. The only sounds she wanted to hear were those that nature made. But there was that hum again, and the additional sound of a distant clattering of an industrial existence. If she closed her eyes and ignored the noises, instead focusing on the rustling tree leaves that danced in the light breeze and the avian conversations that chattered all around her, Alice thought happily that this could be her refuge from the harshness of the outside realities. 

“Up in the clouds again, are you?” Uncle Nick’s voice pulled Alice out of her daydream. Nick’s large frame loomed over Alice, a look of slight bemusement on his weather-worn face; which was unlike Uncle Nick. Alice was used to his face sporting an evergreen smile, and his words typically accompanied by a mischievous chuckle. She’d noticed he’d become a little more serious and sombre in the time Alice had been at the farm. 

Nick lifted up a big wooden bucket and pushed it into Alice’s arms. “Go round that field there and pick up all the apples. As many as the bucket will hold. Aunt Coral wants to bake us an apple charlotte. I promise you, the taste is worth the effort. It’ll knock your socks off.” The big man turned and marched off in the direction of one of the many outbuildings, clearly with no plans to listen to any of Alice’s protestations.

“This isn’t fair,” Alice grumbled to herself. “Why am I doing work?” Honey had never made her do things like this. Alice had noticed over the last few days that if Uncle Nick had found her pottering around he always seemed to have a laborious task for her to do. She’d been asked to wash the doors of the buildings, and brush the dust from the courtyard before now—the latter task inspiring the greatest ire. Because, as Alice had seen it, how can you brush the dust off the courtyard? The ground was literally nothing but dust. She huffed and walked towards the aged trees in the field in front of her.

After a little while fruit foraging, the bucket was beginning to get heavy. Because the bucket was big and Alice was small, it wasn’t the most comfortable thing to carry in the first place, and now the Bucket was more than half-filled with apples it was becoming too heavy to carry for any duration of time. 

Alice looked at the fruits of her labour: apples of all shades of greens and browns, in varying degrees of decay. They didn’t look very appetizing. She picked up a small brown lump and turned it around in her fingers, then tossed it back into the bucket unsure if any of these apples would taste anywhere near as good as they ought to. She put the bucket down, letting it sink into the long grass, and took a deep country breath while looking up at the cloud-pocked sky. “Are you looking down at me, Aunt Honey?” Alice asked quietly, resting a sun-shading hand on her forehead as she scanned the sky above that seemed to shimmer in a palette of different shades of blue. 

There was that hum again. A little louder now. In fact, Alice thought she could identify individual parts of an industrial orchestra of sound, and in amongst the clinks, clatters and drones, she thought she could hear the noise of children playing? 

People shouting? 

Music? 

Alice stood up and slowly walked towards an old rickety fence, which signalled the end of the field. Here the trees were more dense. She rested a hand on a soft, rotten rail. Beyond the fence, the ground rose into a hill which, of course, Alice needed to walk up. 

Rolling up the sleeves of her lilac long-sleeved t-shirt, that Aunt Honey had bought for her last birthday, Alice set off up the hill. It was tough work after an hour or so of lugging around that big, heavy bucket, but Alice finally made it to the brow of the hill. What she saw once she got there almost made her tumble straight back down again. Ahead of Alice lay a sprawl of countless houses and roads. It was a town. A dirty, busy, impersonal town. A breath caught in Alice’s throat. “From paradise to purgatory,” she said, the words escaping her mouth in an anguished sigh. Maybe this wasn’t such a good place to be after all. She hadn’t seen any of this on the drive in. 

Alice turned and looked back over Uncle Nick’s farm. Instead of being a tranquil countryside escape, it was a plot of green almost entirely surrounded by a smoke-stained suburbia. Alice didn’t like this at all. This was different. It was scary. All of a sudden Alice felt trapped. 

As Alice once more forced herself to come to terms with the differences that had been thrust into her life, she heard another sound. A sound that made her freeze at first. She could swear she’d heard a person shouting for help! Alice turned in the direction of the shouts—to the back end of the field, where a dense throng of trees marched over a hill into the distance.

She quickly began trotting in that direction, along a narrow, muddy path, over another old, decaying fence and into a little wood that started at the bottom of another hill. She kicked her way through overgrown bushes and dead twigs, until, eventually, she could see who was making the commotion. Alice couldn’t help but laugh a little. In a tree, overhanging a large, dark pond, a young boy was hanging from a thick, bare branch, the collar of his dark blue jacket momentarily offering mercy from the dark water below. The boy was flailing his arms frantically in a vain attempt to grab hold of any nearby branches. However hard he tried, the boy’s arms just couldn’t reach any of the branches around him. “Help!” he shouted again. 

The moment the boy spotted Alice slowly emerging from the trees in front of him, quiet instantly fell over the comical scene. All movement ceased. 

“What on Earth are you doing up there?” Alice asked, humoured by the boy’s awkward position. As she stepped closer to the tree, she could see that the boy’s jacket had become snagged on a damaged branch, which had probably saved him from experiencing a rather unpleasant dip in the murky pond below. 

The boy, who looked to be of a similar age to Alice, had slipped into a position where he couldn’t quite free himself, his skinny limbs swinging loosely, and his thick red hair a ruffled mess.

“Obviously I'm stuck,” the boy snapped back angrily. His anger only made Alice want to laugh even more, as his already red face began to match the colour of his vibrant red hair. A humoured Alice fought the urge. 

The boy’s face was now almost entirely red. “Well? Are you going to get somebody to help me, or are you just going to stand there like a useless girl?” the boy snapped once more. Alice didn’t like being called useless. For a split second, she considered how the boy deserved to be left hanging there for such a rude comment; and how funny it might be if the tree decided to rid him from its branch—which would teach him a much needed lesson. But after a short moment, Alice decided she should help.

The tree the boy was hanging in was a tall tree; a time-gnarled tree, with deep wrinkles in its dry, aeon-aged bark, and almost entirely bare of foliage, apart from the odd young branch that sported a couple of juicy, green leaves. Alice reached out and put a hand on the thick trunk of the tree. She wondered if the tree also thought the boy’s predicament was as humorous as she did. 

“I hope you’re going to do something useful some time soon,” the impatient boy remarked. “I don’t want to be here all day,” he huffed, spitting out a few more inaudible words of frustration under his breath. 

Ignoring the growing frustration she was beginning to feel towards the rude boy, Alice began to climb the tree, carefully searching for places to put her hands and feet. 

“Oh great! A girl climbing a tree. Whatever next?” The boy shook his head vigorously, but stopped dead still when the movement made him feel unsafe. 

A short moment later, Alice was sitting in the tree close to the boy. By now, it looked like he would only have to wait a short moment more before he plopped into the pond; a fate he probably deserved considering his impolite remarks. Alice reached out a hand, her other arm locked firmly around the trunk of the tree. The boy tentatively reached out and grabbed the offered hand. Carefully, Alice pulled the boy towards her. Oddly, the boy felt movement in the branch, as if it were retracting towards the tree trunk. Finally he was now able to get a firm grip of the tree, quickly pulling himself to safety, clearly relieved to have removed the prospect of a dip in the dark water below. He looked back at the branch, which was still in the position it had been all along. He shook his head and followed Alice down the tree.

The boy looked a little embarrassed as he stood facing Alice. “Err.. thanks for that,” he said sheepishly, quickly shifting his embarrassed eyes and kicking his feet into the dirt path they were both standing on. 

“No problem at all,” Alice replied. “You’re lucky your coat snagged on the branch the way it did.”

The boy nodded his head. “True,” he said, his eyes lifting up to look at the mostly bare branches. “I’m Olly, by the way,” he said, his eyes returning to Alice. “I’m sorry about some of the things I said earlier. It’s just, y’know... I was a little stressed.”

Alice shrugged. “No problem. I'm Alice. What are you doing in this place?”

The boy shrugged, a look of embarrassment still plastered across his face. “I was just playing.” 

Alice looked around. “Who with?”

Again, Olly shrugged. “Just me.”

There was a silence. Olly lifted an arm and looked at the large, black rectangular watch that sat clumsily on his thin wrist. “Oh. I’d better be going or I'll be late for tea. Thanks again.” And with the wave of a hand, the young boy rushed off and out of the woods.

Alice quickly walked to where Olly had exited the woods, watching on as he reached the other end of a small field and headed towards a row of houses, then scrambling over a broken fence panel and dropping lightly onto the other side. Alice saw the top of his red head over the fence as he disappeared into the house. 

It surprised Alice, seeing a whole row of houses so close. She turned and looked at the small woods. She knew why Olly was here. Even though it wasn’t all that big, there were lots of interesting things about. But the smell, especially close to the pond, wasn’t so good. 

As a slight wind began to shake the trees around her, Alice looked up. Through lush, green leaves, she could see the sky had begun to change colour into an ominous grey. It was time to head back to the farm. Alice took one last glance towards the fence the boy had climbed over, then turned and ran back towards the farm.
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2 A New Day, A New Normal
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“School? But...” Alice couldn’t believe what Uncle Nick was saying to her.

“Well, you have to go somewhere to learn,” he said apologetically to the scowling face sitting across the table from him.

Alice had spent the last six years or so being home-schooled by Honey. She’d been enrolled in a local primary school at the very beginning of her schooling, but that only lasted one single school week, ending with the school headmaster insisting it might be a better idea if Alice were educated elsewhere, after allegedly terrorizing her teacher, Mr Gordon. 

Alice remembered Gordon vividly; the mop of brown curly hair that rested on thick, black-rimmed glasses, his coffee breath and his creased, baggy, pastel-coloured shirts. Gordon, despite choosing a profession that required compassion and tolerance, hated children. After he’d shouted at Alice rather strongly during one class and called her a nitwit, undeservedly of course, Alice felt the teacher did indeed need to be taught some manners. 

Although it had never been proven that Alice had done anything to Mr Gordon, the irate teacher had blamed her for everything. The school headmaster, a nice round man called Mr Seal, whom Alice had instantly liked due to him sharing a name with a rather cute animal, and being equally impressed with his nice mannerisms and immaculately combed blond hair, couldn’t see how a six-year-old could be involved in so many pranks, some of which would’ve clearly been impossible for a child of such a tender age to set up; such as the water bomb that had dropped on Mr Gordon as he’d entered the classroom on one occasion. None of the children had even noticed the water-filled balloon sitting precariously on the slightly open door, let alone witness Alice putting it there. And then there was the Ant infestation of Mr Gordon’s desk—to blame a child for such an occurrence seemed crazy to Mr Seal. And there were countless other charges the wrathful Mr Gordon had blamed on the diminutive Alice Foxglove. 

Aunt Honey hadn’t put up much resistance to Mr Seal’s reluctant suggestion that she find another school for Alice. She’d purposefully waited until Alice was a little older before introducing her to the state school system so Alice was old enough to understand some much needed advice, to help her avoid difficult situations. “Being gifted in certain ways doesn’t sit well with much of society,” Honey had explained. “Many people don’t like it when others are able to do things that are often considered to sit on the outside of normality.” 

The gift that Honey was referring to had been the subject of a number of serious discussions over the years, most of which had been in the form of rebukes, after Alice had done things she probably shouldn’t. 

Alice had followed Honey’s advice, for the most part. Of course, Honey had expected some difficulties along the way, not least because of Alice’s defiant character. As it was, the words Honey had shared occasionally fell on deaf ears. It was clear that a school probably wasn’t the right environment for Alice after all. And that was the beginning of home-schooling, which Honey had said to be the best of all worlds. 

Alice was now faced with having to return to school. But this was high school, and the only experience Alice had of high school was from the books she’d read; Images of black-cloaked teachers staring down at her with cold, harsh eyes sent a chill rushing down Alice’s spine.

“You’ll be fine, dear,” Aunt Coral said, smiling at Alice from across the table, next to Uncle Nick. 

Alice really liked Aunt Coral. She’d done everything she could possibly do to make Alice comfortable on the farm. Vincent, Alice’s older cousin, who was noisily scoffing his dinner, seemingly oblivious to the conversation that was going on nearby, was tucking into a dreamily tasty vegetable pie surrounded by fried potato wedges. He was as sweet as could be too. Alice particularly enjoyed meal times. Aside from the tasty food that Aunt Coral and Uncle Nick cooked up, there was always a debate on one thing or another. Alice loved how Nick and Coral seemed to disagree on most things, but were always able to arrive at an amicable acceptance of each other’s views. But today’s discussion wasn’t one Alice particularly wanted to be a part of. 

“So, I spoke with Mrs Ritson, and she agreed that it would be a good idea for Alice to start school on Monday,” Uncle Nick was saying. He turned to look at Alice. “I know it’s not long till the summer holidays, but it’ll give you a chance to familiarize yourself with the school and the subjects,” he said, peering over the top of his round reading glasses, which he always left balancing on his nose through meal times, even though he rarely read anything at the table. Alice didn’t say a word, she just moved the pie around the plate, wishing she didn’t have to hear any of this. 

“Don’t worry, dear,” Aunt Coral said reassuringly, “it isn’t a particularly big school, and I've heard the children are quite well-behaved compared to most other schools in the borough. All we have to do is pick your uniform up over the weekend and...”

“It’s not fair!” Alice blurted out. “Why do I have to go to school and he doesn't?” Alice pointed an accusing fork at Vincent, who was now well aware of the conversation. He dropped his head, shrinking away from Alice’s indignation. 

“Dear, Vincent doesn't go to school any more.” 

Vincent's head remained bowed, his eyes kept away from Alice’s dark glare. He didn’t like confrontation. Aunt Coral continued, “We know that Honey home-schooled you, and what a fantastic job you have both done, but we think you’ll benefit from being around people of your own age. On the farm, you’ll likely only see us and our friends. We’re all a bit old...” 

Alice didn’t want to hear any more of it. She slammed her knife and fork on the plate, splattering a bit of pie onto the red and white checked table cloth, launched herself from the chair, and stormed out of the room. Nick glanced over at Coral. “It’ll take a while yet,” he said. Coral nodded and turned to look in the direction the upset young girl had stomped. A distant door slammed. 

Alice’s stomach didn’t feel too good. She was stressed. It was an entirely new situation for her, being at high school. But as the grumbling bus trundled off behind her, and droves of chatting children pushed by along the pavement in front of the school, Alice surveyed the off-white, paint-peeling window frames of the big, old, red-brick school building in front of her. It was horrifying. She closed her eyes tightly, as if hoping to vanquish the moment from her reality. ‘Come on, Alice. You can do this,’ her inner voice pleaded. So, she did. One hesitant foot after another, Alice walked into the school grounds, following the wide paved pathway in front of her, its numerous cracked flags leading the way towards the reception, where she’d been instructed to go. There was no escaping this moment. One last look up to the heavens, with the hope of last-second clemency, and through the big, heavy brown doors. 

Alice was now a green-uniformed pupil at St Marley’s Brook, a local high school that took a ten-minute bus ride to get to and was heaving with more children than she’d ever imagined could exist in the same place at once. Alice hated it already. She hated even more the inconvenience of wearing a horrible uniform and having to tie her long brown hair into a neat plait—school rules instructed that all wearers of long hair had to have it securely tied back, boys included.

Much of Alice’s day had been spent doodling in her notebook and drawing on her fingernails, after being introduced as the new girl in each badly painted classroom she’d walked into. Most of what she was supposed to learn in class was the same as she’d encountered during her difficult lessons with Honey, and with there being just six weeks till the end of term, the teachers were focused on preparing the pupils for end of year tests. Alice hated tests. It was all a completely banal experience. 

She was happy to finally reach her first afternoon break, the last chance to catch a breath before the last run of lessons that led to the final bell. 

Finding her way to an empty bench in a dark corner of a quaint courtyard, she pulled out a flattened, cellophane-wrapped sausage roll, that Uncle Nick had handed to her in the morning as she was packing her bag. She’d been surprised at the expertly made ham and cheese sandwiches and juicy green apples that had been passed to her with a smile, and which she’d happily devoured during lunch break. 

As with everywhere else in the school, throngs of children jostled through the courtyard, some laughing and joking, others quietly passing by. Alice’s dislike for her new school was only increased by the swarming bodies. 

Alice was suddenly snapped out of her contemplations when she heard a familiar voice. Over on the other side of the courtyard, beyond a few balding bushes that formed a rather ugly courtyard centrepiece, she recognised the tall, skinny figure of Olly; the boy who she’d found hanging from a tree in the little woods on Uncle Nick and Aunt Coral’s farm. She had to take a double take, because he looked very different wearing a smart uniform and glasses; though, the cries for help were instantly recognisable. 

Olly was involved in an argument with another, stockier boy, who was pushing him around. Groups of children were starting to crowd around the stocky boy and his unwilling adversary as the excitement began to rise at the prospect of the school bully giving another mouthy peon a lesson in the social hierarchy. The bully rolled up the sleeves of his grey sweater as he circled around Olly. 

Alice stood up. She didn’t want to witness anybody being beaten up, certainly not somebody she knew. She hurriedly stuffed the sausage roll back into her bag, her eyes flashing between Olly and her bag several times, then began walking towards the opposite corner of the courtyard, occasionally peering over at Olly, shaking her head at the stupid show of machismo. Looking around, she could see that the courtyard had previously been part of an older construction that had been converted into a place of education many years ago—the school had recently celebrated its 150th year as an institution for education. 

The brick walls that surrounded Alice were an aged brown colour with moss growing where grey mortar had once been visible, and the cracked paved ground was dotted with what looked like chewing gum, but was actually a type of lichen—a plantlike organism, Alice had read, that seemed to be as typical a sight in most schools as uniformed children. Alice loved old, historical things, and being in a place that was a relic of multiple past eras with buildings reflecting different time periods was quite thrilling.  

Alice walked over to a faded black door that was hidden away in a dark nook. Maybe this was a place where she could eat her sandwiches in silence, without having to witness a pointless fight? 
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