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PETER

Somewhere beyond the recesses of the vast chamber, there was the incessant rhythmic beat of metal hitting metal. There was always some secret project afoot. But in the forefront was the cacophony of yelps, piercing shrieks, or worse, child-like sobbing that stabbed at the innards of even the most hardened souls. The set up was such that it allowed the prisoners neither peace of mind or sleep. Its ultimate aim was to invoke either remorse or regret, if not both.

‘Peter...oi, snap out of it. You got a visitor. You ’ear me boy? Be sharp now.’

Visitors in there were rare. The authorities discouraged it to avoid signs of hope. Unlike the other prisoners, Peter neither knew nor cared who the newcomer was. It was hell being in the punishment level, and it was hell – of a different kind - to be anywhere else.

The others thought differently and upped their volume hoping to be distinguishable, so that their plea for rescue would be heard.

‘Shut it!’ roared their guard, enthusiastically bludgeoning the nearest ghost to gloopy pulp to make his point.

A jovial voice declared, ‘Peter! I am G.E. previously in charge of population management and recently promoted to the position of Ghost Educator.’ A pause as he waited for Peter’s reply. None came so he said, ‘Look at me ungrateful boy, so that I know you’re listening. I’m here to rescue you.’

Aching inside and out, Peter didn’t want to hear. His ears hurt too because the noise reverberated around the pathways in his head. Everyone incarcerated could vocalise their pain but he didn’t have that luxury, he had to remain mute.

‘Alright Peter, maybe you feel you’ve been overly punished? Well, I had nothing to do with you being down here. So my hands are squeaky clean.’

With arms and legs shackled to the wall, Peter rarely raised his head. In addition, to keep his eyes safe from infection, he kept them shut. Because above him there were rows upon rows of prisoners hanging and tied up, and the only place their interminable plop-plop leakages could go; was down.

Nevertheless, he turned his head to face the direction the new voice came from.

‘Guard, deal with them now,’ the G.E. ordered.

‘The officer says will you lot shut the fuck up. Nobody gives a fig for disgusting vermin and that’s what you are,’ the guard growled. From between his blood-red lips a two-pronged tongue emerged and expanded until it was twice as wide as his face. Steaming and dripping a sticky thick substance it slithered across the faces of those nearest him; the pitch in the screams heightened as their outer layer disintegrated. Those nearby whimpered. He licked his lips noisily. ‘Tasty.’ He turned to face the G.E. and was rewarded with a wink of approval from the officer’s bulging eyes.

‘Ah, the sweet sound of oneself again. If only I could make that other infernal banging go away – but that’s welders for you. Can’t exactly build a train without them. However, one’s role is of paramount importance wouldn’t you say? He’s still not paying attention! Peter...’ His unfriendly grin reflected in his voice. ‘Peter, are you going to look at me? I wouldn’t hurt you, orders you know. So be a good boy, otherwise your friends here will have to be sent to me and who knows what will become of them then.’

Peter shuddered. Struggling, he opened lacklustre eyes and peered into the semi-darkness.

‘Excellent. Peter dearest, I am sorry for you, but why vocalise a complaint against a policy? Tut-tut. You know everything is in place for the good of all and protests aren’t allowed here. I do not question their wisdom. But dear me, I know the rules and you know the rules. They’re drilled into each and every one of you from day one. You break them we have to break your heads into glorious, mushy pieces. And then of course after it heals, we can do it again, yah-di-da-di-da.’

A few ghosts threw up and a few sniggered.

Grinning the G.E. continued, ‘Soobeythebloodyrules! And no. More. Protesting.’ He clapped out the last sentence and did a twirl. ‘Bravo.’ Raising his hands he took a bow. ‘In this place one misses one’s art and a classy audience and of course one’s fellow artistes...of which there are plenty in the next county and that hurts me. You are forgiven for not clapping, being somewhat hindered.’ His mouth twisted. ‘I know you would, dear Peter, for goodness is in your nature. You are a silly boy for blaming yourself over losing Henry. You’re not Henry’s guardian and some think it was arrogantly pathetic that you thought it. My opinion? Always engage every brain cell. It helps. That aside, we’ve had a meeting, and it has been decided it is time to let you out.’

He scratched his overlong nose as if in thought, then clicked his fingers, leaned towards Peter, ‘Pay attention. Only you can hear this. P.M. has a job for you to help us all get out of this ghastly, ghost-packed place, so refusing isn’t an option. All sectors are agreed that circumstances demand it. You used to sneak outside. Now we are authorising you to go and scan for us, maybe you’ll find Henry’s ghost, eh? Henry helped many ghosts to get away, but freeing them one at a time was too slow. Still, times change. And he was useful to us then.’

Peter wished the droning voice would shut up. At being reminded of his childhood friend, his head drooped and he closed his eyes. Without Henry, his existence was worse.

‘Open your goddam eyes or I’ll have your eyelids sliced off.’ The voice softened. ‘Dear, sweet boy. See what I can do for you.’ He clapped his hands.

Peter’s manacles pinning him to the wall opened and he dropped to the floor. Without thinking he sat and put his hands up to his ears. His superior swooped and hoisted him up until they were nose to nose.

‘Listen you,’ he growled. ‘This is nothing to where I could put you. So you can do your poor me another time, but not in my company. You hear me? Nod damn you.’

Peter heaved.

Letting him go, the G.E. towered over him. ‘Stand up! The P.M. wants to meet you. Don’t displease him. You and I can both benefit from it. I can help you in different ways. Keep close. We don’t want you getting lost, eh.’

When Peter tried to stand but failed, he was grabbed impatiently by the neck and dragged ignominiously along corridor after corridor. At the stairs he was hoisted over the shoulder like a sack of bones.

Peter would have asked for a few minutes to stretch and massage aching joints, but couldn’t because he didn’t want to break his promise of silence. So, endure every painful jolt and knock was all he could do and distract himself by trying to gauge his whereabouts. The lower levels had bare walls but as they climbed they became spotted with pro-government propaganda. Occasionally the recruitment notices were covered by pictures of missing bodies.

‘You squawk to anyone about any aspect of this route to the P.M.’s offices and you’re dead.’ He laughed. ‘Good joke, yes? When we get there, I will hand you over and disappear, like this, in a poof.’ He clicked his fingers.

Nothing happened but Peter knew what he meant.

‘You will see odd things now but must never speak of them. In your case that too is a joke, our little double-fold dumb boy, eh?’ He laughed but cut it short upon pushing open double doors and speeding up to a trot.

It made no sense to Peter until he looked down. His stomach did a flip. He was suddenly grateful for being carried.

The long corridor’s floor was lined with feet that trembled or twitched, the toes curling and changing colour when stepped on. His relief at going through the next set of double doors was short. He tried making himself small but the arms embedded at the elbows had ferocious hands reaching to grab and were only a breath or so from their targets. Shuddering with fear, Peter shut his eyes tight, not opening them until they went through more doors, and instantly regretted it because his stare met stares from eyes too numerous for him to comprehend. Heavy or thin-lidded, large or small, the only thing they all had in common was the malevolence they contained.

‘Don’t worry, they hate everybody,’ the G.E. said. ‘They were very bad humans and even naughtier ghosts, so this punishment was devised. It stops them from escaping as well as putting themselves back together. Good one, eh!’

Peter was glad the G.E. didn’t enlighten him on their crimes. He felt almost nauseous when they went through to noses; flaring or sniffing, many oozed green-to-brown-hued, gloopy fluids.

Peter was relieved to be told that they were, ‘Almost there.’ And they were.

The big square room was full of sombre, dressed-in-grey, smartly-suited ghosts and among them one was being measured for a new jacket; the air of authority about the short individual of wide girth was tangible.

Beside him there was another weedy little secretary bowing obsequiously. ‘Sir it was done in – ’

‘Not another word. What counts is the here and now. My predecessors were idiots and unlike them we’re going to sell off those corridors with our eyes open. A small toll won’t break a ghost’s bank. Now, just make sure you do the necessary to ensure our coffers are replenished. That’s where they went wrong.’ He glared at the anxious looking tailor. ‘Off with you. Get it right this time or there’ll be consequences.’ He waved him away.

The G.E. dumped Peter onto the floor. Struggling to stand, Peter finally managed it.

‘Ah, so this is Peter.’ He shook Peter’s hand with enthusiasm and kept it in his for several minutes. ‘Gentlemen, this is Peter. Peter, You can call me P.M.’ He raised his voice. ‘Down to business. We need you, Peter. Top priority. Naturally you’re not the only one capable of the task I’m going to tell you about, but we know we can trust you. And I’m not saying that because you don’t blab.’ He put his arm around Peter’s shoulders. ‘Let me show you where the trouble has been so you can go check it out. You see, we need Ghochids. There’s very few around. What we had, have disappeared.’

Although wary of stopping the P.M. speaking, Peter gesticulated and managed to communicate that he didn’t understand what he was being told.

The P.M.’s brow furrowed with displeasure. ‘Really?’ He paused. ‘Someone give him an air pen or whatever it’s called so he can scribble. Must I think of everything round here?’

A pen brought, Peter wrote his question and the words hung in the air, disappearing once said aloud.

The P.M. barked a laugh. ‘What are Ghochids? You don’t know? Dear me, how backward. Terminology, language, fashion, ideas move on just like us restless souls must.’ He turned to his assistant and ordered, ‘Go, bring some little mites to show this lad,’ then to Peter, ‘a Ghochid my ignoramus boy, is a ghost child. They are few and far between, normally very sad when children die, though not for our purposes. But this way – ’

‘Sir, sorry but when we did the last start-up – ’

The P.M. frowned at the interruption. ‘What? What did you say?’ His frown deepened and his mouth worked as he listened to the whispered message. ‘Am I hearing right? All of them?’ He frothed at the mouth. ‘None! Get out of my sight.’ A shrug and a shake of his head and his bad temper was gone.

‘As I was saying, they’re special. But they are scattered, here, there, and you-your mission is to hunt, no, to find them. Here with us is where they should be. I’m sending you to the town where a few have been seen. Be like a hound dog. Sniff-sniff. Being good is in your nature. Go and find them, use your disarming smile and they’ll trust you. This is an important assignment so we’ll keep it hush-hush between us.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Did you know mayhem started breaking out when Henry died? Oh yes it did. As the gate keeper the damn fool shouldn’t have died without offspring. So when I find his ghost, I’ve more than few questions for him. He didn’t think anything through did he? Had he done so, he could have offered to adopt his brother Robert’s offspring, or at least stopped your sister getting rid of it.

‘But never mind, that is history. However, seeing as only the Brampton bloodline works to aid our kind to cross over, we need another Henry Brampton. Our community has become unsustainable, have you not noticed the over-crowding? The discontent down here? Really?’ His eyes widened, his disbelief obvious. ‘You got to become more alert! Because it has. I can’t emphasise this enough. Find another Brampton for me. Communicate with that doctor friend of yours, Oliver Snow. Make it clear to him that he needs to speed up his search for Henry’s descendants as a matter of urgency.’ The P.M. opened a large book. ‘Look. Recognise any of this?’

Peter did. It had been drawn by an artist he used to admire and who, serving his time in the ghostly domain, had moved on from there via the gate at Henry’s Folly.

‘This is us. And here, near the dungeons is where we are building the new high speed train system. From this embarkation point, its journey will take it through the church graveyard to its final destination. Naturally there are those who agree this is a magnificent plan, and almost equally, others who don’t. But as expected we put it to a vote and won. I’m reliably informed it's proceeding nicely. Though why the costs keep escalating is incomprehensible.’

The P.M. was staring vacantly at the wall and Peter wondered what any of this had to do with himself because, after all, the leaders always did exactly what they wanted.

The P.M. made an odd noise in the back of his throat. ‘I see that look on your face again, Peter. To put it simply, bring back to here the sparky young things. They’re necessary for our velocity tunnel. They have a brightness, an energy, but it dissipates over time. Don’t want to resort to other means to make a fresh supply, do we? Humans are dropping dead too much already as it is. So we have to find those little ghosts quickly. We’ve made robust enquiries and elicited that they’re scattered across the town. I reiterate, find them, persuade them, bring them to us. Oh, and if you see Henry around, bring him in too.’

He showed Peter several more pictures. ‘My sources tell me that you know the area better than anyone. They say you’re stealthy. Why you’re here beats me, you’re virtually undetectable by us, and not at all by humans unless you choose it. And you’re the only one with connections with the sacred old oak, possibly because you’re a good soul, I don’t know, but you’re perfect for this mission.’

Peter cast a quick look around and noticed the mouths embedded in the walls. It was too cruel. Repelled, he looked away. Obviously the praise was disingenuous.

The P.M. cleared his throat. ‘They’re whisperers, Peter. They went off as soon as you entered the F-corridor. A predecessor decided they were a necessary evil. Remarkably forward thinking. Sound doesn’t carry in here. Thick and impenetrable, so it’s all to do with safety...protection of sorts. Feel the evil, smell...I’m sure you can work out the rest.’ After a lengthy pause the P.M. sighed heavily. ‘I’ve just had to reject funding the damp issues in seven of the lower correction levels. A particularly unsavoury environment, as you must have found. A difficult choice but necessary for the good of the whole community.’ His belly shook as he chortled. ‘They committed the crime and now must do their time.’ He became sombre. ‘The H.S.T. project has a lot riding on it.’

Peter used the pen to ask what the initials meant.

‘High Speed Transporter – ’ The P.M. was interrupted by the entry of an elderly, stick-thin civil servant laden with folders. ‘What is it?’ he asked, adding with asperity, ‘This wouldn’t be tolerated by my living counterpart.’

Through the still open doorway, Peter was surprised to see ghosts huddled close together, and they were watching humans in suits sat in a court-like room.

‘Really sorry to disturb you, P.M. but you did say – ’

‘Ah, J.C. any more ideas from my warm-blooded colleagues on the other side? No?’ He cleared his throat. ‘Now, Peter, it’s a shame we had to use your minor digression as an example, but it achieved good results, brought quite a few scallywags into toeing the line. This is J.C., my second-in-command. Taught me everything I know. Commendably trustworthy.’

J.C.’s smile was thin and brief in response to his superior’s praise.

‘I only want the file on the shysters for now, J.C.’

‘Yes, Sir. That’s the second file,’ J.C. replied. Opening the folder and extracting photographs, he left after a quiet, brief discussion, taking the other photographs away with him.

The P.M. cleared his throat again. He was some time in speaking. ‘There’s been a development. I was going to allow you time to rest, but sadly not. Look at these.’

Peter neared him cautiously.

‘See these individuals? They’ve escaped, and no one’s saying how or where they’re hiding. These ghosts have broken all taboos and somehow gained access to human abodes not in their remit. Find them. They’re nasty and dangerous and don’t discriminate between any of us either. They must be caught. But be careful not to get caught by them. Someone has to get out there and deal with them asap.’

Someone tittered. The P.M.’s head did a three-hundred-and-sixty degree turn. At the receiving end of his look, the guards winced. ‘Do you find something funny?’ But his smile was back for Peter. ‘Right, if you see any of them, act like you haven’t but just report back here pronto. And they will be dealt with.’ He looked around the room and gave a thin-lipped smile. ‘Isn’t that right?’

The mouths emitted a menacing hum of agreement.

Peter shivered as he looked over the malevolent faces in the photographs and wondered if their mothers had had to force themselves to hug them.

The P.M. cleared his throat. ‘One more thing. There’s been activity down at the farm. Check it out. Could be these characters. Any trouble, use the old badger’s den route to get back.’

Startled, Peter threw the P.M. a look filled with fear.

‘Yes Peter, we know about your sneaking out.’

Did the P.M. know everything? Peter wondered who had told him. When he’d found the dead sow it was clear that badger baiting with dogs had been involved. Her cubs hadn’t been far away. Rearing them had been a joint effort, and he and Henry had considered it quite something to be accepted by them. That had been years ago. The illegal activities had continued in Badger Town until there were no more badgers. Just a protest club going by the name of The Dead Badger Society that met monthly; Henry used to go. He wondered if it was still meeting or whether they’d been shut down.

Staring into the P.M.’s eyes it struck Peter how much he resembled Sidney Poitier; an actor he’d fancied. Realising his superior was still talking, he re-focused.

‘...want to be on our way. It’s the one thing the majority here are agreed upon, and the only thing that stops us from killing each other. J.C. will contact you. Guard, take this boy back.’ The P.M. gave him a reassuring squeeze on his shoulder and said, ‘Bring me good news and you’ll get to keep the air pen.’

Escorting Peter to his cell, the guard left him. Alone, Peter stroked the scar line on his neck. What possessed me to hang myself? Was I in such a bad way that I couldn’t talk to Henry or Oliver? Anyone who could have helped me untangle my jumbled thoughts? If only Henry was still around. He’d been their glimmer of hope but since he’d drowned, despondency had been the cloak worn by most of the ghosts.

‘Peter, it make me very happy you are back before your special birthday.’

Standing in the doorway was Rani, one of the few ghosts Peter liked and trusted.

‘If you want I will let you have sex with me before you become eighteen?’ She took a quick step back. ‘I not always ugly. Once I very pretty and many suitors offering big, big promises.’ She touched her face. ‘You hurt me with your look. I sorry I repel you.’

Shaking his head vigorously, he gave her a hug and showered her face with kisses to reassure her she didn’t.

‘Okay you have to let me know when you are ready. I am glad for you they let you keep all of your body parts.’ She looked at him with worry across the half of her face that still had some shape to it. ‘Was it very terrible down there?’

Nodding he let her know how bad by pulling faces accompanied by hand gestures. He wished he could describe the abysmal conditions they endured in the dungeons and about meeting the P.M. and the assignment he’d been given. He was certain he could have been told more, if they really wanted the right results, why hadn’t they equipped him better? Did it mean he was being set up to fail?

He wanted to tell Rani about the Ghochids and ask if she’d ever seen any, and enlist her help because two heads usually achieved better results than one. And what was he supposed to do if the Ghochids were in the clutches of those evil-faced, unlovable escapees?

Something icy went through Peter, making him shudder and he wished he’d been given the chance to ask not to do it alone. There was a lot he and Rani had in common. They had very few friends and she wasn’t good at facing up to bullies either.
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PRIYA

Priya Brampton loved the buzz she got from the early morning busyness of the office. The first thirty minutes dealing with the happy or moody parents with their shabby-to-smartly dressed children was repetitive but never dull. Sometimes the feeling of being appreciated when she answered their assorted queries on the school-related issues was palpable. But no matter what the challenge in the office, the lilt in her voice and soft smile was a constant to them with their queries and statements; ‘Mrs Brampton, my son has...’. . . ‘Mrs Brampton I’m afraid my daughter’s not well. I felt her forehead and I’m certain...’ . . . ‘Mrs Brampton, I really need your help. According to the newsletter...’

The only flaw in the job Priya loved was the over-paid ogress, Mrs Cox, the Head Teacher.

‘Mrs Brampton.’

During the first couple of weeks the peremptory voice had made Priya jump; something that put a smug look on her employer’s face. Priya knew she attracted bullies. There had been many as she grew up and her ex-husband was one. Over the years she’d learnt to cope, and because of that, she’d quickly become adept with the overbearing Head Teacher’s ways. Before swivelling her chair around to face her, Priya made a light pencil mark against the name she’d reached on the list.

‘Mrs Brampton,’ repeated Mrs Cox irritably. The predatory girth of the Head Teacher had come to a stop invasively close.

Remembering the laughter she’d exchanged with her own children about the woman, Priya smiled inwardly. ‘Mrs Cox?’

‘Mrs Brampton, every staff member’s contract clearly stipulates that the school’s time is not for taking liberties.’ She moved even closer and towered over Priya.

‘Of course. We’re all aware of that.’ She was at a loss as to what the leaning human tower meant. Surrounded on two sides by walls and the third by the L-shaped work desk, Priya was trapped. As well as wanting to put some space between them, Priya wished she could ask her why she continued to address her so formally and not by her first name, Priya, which was how she addressed her colleague in the connecting office.

The Head Teacher peered closer at what she was doing. ‘Are you still on those records?’

Priya cleared her throat to keep her expression neutral. Had she known the woman was going to come out of her office to badger and waste time, she could have escaped to do some photocopying or deliver the still-waiting-to-be-delivered messages to the classrooms. ‘Just year five and six left,’ she said and waited for the inevitable criticism. According to what she was regularly told by the Head Teacher, her predecessor had been a miracle worker. Had bad health not struck her down she’d still be there, running the school office single-handedly and with time to spare to help take minutes in the Governors’ meetings.

‘Will they be finished by lunch time?’

‘That is the aim.’ If I am left alone to continue, she wanted to add and looked pointedly across at the wall clock.

‘Mrs Brampton, personal phone calls are for outside school hours only, unless there is an emergency. In which case they must be run by me first.’

‘So far as I’m aware, none of us, staff that is, make personal calls.’

Ignoring Priya, The Head Teacher continued. ‘There is a school policy to that effect, and I believe the school has it in sufficient supply?’ She was flicking through the folder.

‘There are plenty of spare copies. I got everything up-to-date before we broke up for half term. Everyone’s signed copies are in the personnel folders.’

‘And they are given to everyone in their induction pack along with contracts, I know all that. Presumably you read yours?’

‘Y-e-s of course.’ Priya wondered if she was talking about 

proof-reading contractual documents, and hoped that correcting typos or omissions wasn’t going to be tagged onto her other jobs.

‘You say you’ve read yours. Why is it then someone with an American accent keeps telephoning to speak to you? It’s about the fourth time over the – ’

‘I don’t understand. I haven’t seen any messages – ’

‘Tell your callers, relatives, or whoever they are, to call you after school hours. And it is not my job to take your messages.’

Priya frowned. ‘But I don’t have anyone who’d call here.’

‘I’ll let it pass this time, but in future ensure that personal business is conducted in your own time. The school cannot condone this kind of thing.’

‘I’m sorry, but I don’t know who you mean.’ Priya hated apologising without good reason.

‘They asked for you specifically. Foreign.’

‘Lots of people get cold calls and many are from abroad.’

‘I’m aware of that. Whether it was or not, they said it was important to speak to you, so I’ve told them to call back after school as you will be here to take it.’

‘Did they leave a contact number?’

‘I didn’t ask for it.’

Priya swivelled back to face the computer. Her stomach was in knots. Her boss was obviously irritated, but what if the calls were genuine? Where was the woman’s basic courtesy to her? And telling the caller to call after school and not lunch time, was ridiculous. The Head Teacher had no jurisdiction over any of the staff, including her, outside of official working hours, but Priya knew she was treated differently to the others. The reason stared everyone in the face, but to admit she was disliked because of her colour would mean dealing with it, and Priya was loath to.

‘Oh, let PR know that I’ll be attending their meeting after all,’ the Head Teacher said.

‘When is the meeting?’

‘This afternoon.’

‘They’ll want to know what meeting.’

‘Oh, they’ll know.’

Priya put her head down to scribble a note to make the call and to hide her anger. The telephone rang. She answered it immediately; pleasantly. Putting it on mute, Priya turned and asked, ‘Mrs Cox, are you free to speak to the Chair of Governors?’

Nodding, the older woman returned to her office.

It was raining heavily by the time Priya finished and locked up. She decided going home was preferable to waiting for the unknown caller.

The bus was packed, mostly with exuberant children from the high school, so Priya stood. Arriving at her stop, she got off with relief. She was looking forward to her slippers.

A familiar voice cut into her thoughts.

‘Bad day?’

‘Oh, hi, Neill.’ It was one of her neighbours. Since the first day they had moved into the flat, he had put a metaphorical brotherly arm around her shoulders. He was looking tired and over-loaded with his usual musical gear and stool. She wondered if he’d had to play further afield.

‘You looked like you were in another world,’ he said. ‘Not that there aren’t better places.’

Priya smiled. ‘You didn’t set up in town today?’

He indicated the little three-legged stool that she had offered to replace with a foldaway, convenient-to-carry one, but he’d refused. ‘This give it away? No. Business just isn’t good round here anymore. Too many buskers and even more pretending to be beggars.’

‘Really? How can you tell?’

He sucked in his lips. ‘It’s hard to miss the four-by-four’s that come and collect the cash. And with only so many people giving...you know how it goes.’

‘Oh dear. What will you do?’ She asked, worry lacing her voice. They reached their building and went up the stairs.

‘Not sure. We’ll probably move. They say a change of scenery can be good for the soul and maybe even bring a smile or two. How about you and the kids? Planning anything to put smiles on your faces?’

‘We’re still considering doing the lottery but some months it isn’t affordable.’ She grimaced. ‘The boys want to go to Disneyland.’ She sighed. ‘But when there’s five of you it’s tough even saving up for a weekend on a camp site.’ They reached the first floor and he continued on alone. ‘Don’t disappear without letting us know will you, Neill?’

He didn’t turn but raised his hand. ‘Sure. You’re a good Mum, Priya.’

Back at the school, the caller telephoned promptly at five o’clock, exactly as told to. From the hall where she was checking everything was locked up, the school caretaker muttered, ‘Not my job,’ and ignored it.
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GRACE

Grace retrieved the cigarettes from their hiding place among the tea towels. Opening the window before lighting up, she closed her eyes as she drew in deeply. She didn’t have long before Doctor Oliver Snow, a childhood friend, arrived. Clock watching, she contented herself with a few further long drags before stubbing out. The used saucer rinsed, all evidence was cleared away.

Despite the March cold, she pushed the window open further and secured it. The wind was picking up. She noticed the increased swaying of the oak and scowled.

‘Just you wait until I’m dead and buried you ugly, monstrous thing. I’m going to sit and scratch at your nerves as you do mine. Sacred, huh!’ She flicked at the patterned net curtain to hide the sight of the enormous tree. She’d always hated it. Had she been brave enough, it would have given her pleasure to sicken it and watch it die.

As children, they’d all met the challenge of climbing up its sturdy branches. Many had fallen and cried, but she’d been the only one to break her nose. She blamed the oak for ruining her looks and ambitions and her ending up marrying Henry Brampton. His younger brother, Robert – the one who had realised his dreams of travelling the world – had been her first choice.

She’d tried to persuade Henry to chop it down. ‘Half of it is dead anyway. Use it for firewood. You know it makes sense.’

‘Now Grace, you know I’d do most anything for you if it makes sense, but it doesn’t. I’ve got to say no.’

‘It’s too close to the house,’ she pointed out.

Henry laughed. ‘Not going by my ancestors’ reckoning. Look see...all the buildings are still standing.’

‘You never know is what I’m saying. It could keel over.’

‘Leave it be, Grace.’

‘And it’s ugly looking with all those great cracks in it.’

‘You can’t see it from here.’

She persisted, ‘And lightning could strike it again and what then?’

‘It’s majestic. Move on and leave it be.’ The family will was tightly drawn up and very specific on certain things, including the oak tree remaining in situ and untouched.

Viewing it from the window, she grudgingly acknowledged Henry had been right on many things. From the house, you could not see that the tree was marred. She often sensed there was more to the tree than he’d said and wished she’d persuaded him to tell her. Such as, no matter what time of year it was, when the sun set, its shadow spread over the other trees and the vegetable plot, but it always stopped upon touching the farmhouse doorstep.

She had considered many times, when younger, getting her nose fixed, but had always been dissuaded by those around her: parents, Henry, the doctor and Peter. Remembering her brother, Peter, Grace’s mouth tightened.

Peter too was to blame for Robert’s rejection of her. She sighed at the thought of the exciting life she could have had. And Henry, despite knowing that she preferred his twin brother, had still wanted her. Whilst she’d never stopped despising him for it, she missed Henry’s adoration.

Snapping herself out of it, Grace checked the clock. As her doctor, Oliver had given her two warnings regarding her health. One was to rest. The other was to stop smoking. The first was easy, the second she ignored. Her mouth a firm line, she sprayed the room with furniture polish. It never fooled him but it made good conversation. Her defence was all prepared. It was her neighbour’s fault and not her lack of willpower. Since he’d leased parts of his farm to others, she’d been plagued by headaches. The cause, she was certain, was the constant pounding of their equipment as they got up to goodness knows what. Sometimes she could feel the vibrations through the floorboards.

Going to a window from which she could see the gate to the farm, she saw the doctor looking like he was hopping and weaving. ‘What on earth is he doing?’ she muttered. His behaviour was not conducive to opening and shutting a gate, no matter how heavy it was. She moved away from the window as he headed slowly towards the house. There used to be a time when his arrival had a keenness and he'd be reluctant to leave. That was no longer the case. So she’d told herself he didn’t want people gossiping because Henry wasn’t around anymore, but deep down knew it was a lie.

*
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OLIVER SNOW PURSED his lips. He was unsure who was responsible for the broken bottles and other debris he had to avoid treading on. He could feel his blood pressure rising along with his temper.

‘Grace is never going to be liked round here and it’s her own fault. Not like you Henry. Where have you gone, my friend?’ Henry with his pipe – never without it and always unlit – had been popular. Grace had been accepted only because she married him. Out of the handful of friends she’d had, there was only really one left since most of them had passed away.

Oliver tried remembering the date Henry went missing and for once struggled. All that came to mind was that it had been a very cold and bitter winter. He shook his head. ‘Getting more stupid by the day. Definitely going to have to do better.’ He was cheered by the creaking and groaning of Henry’s rusted gate; it had been a regular conversation piece between them. He’d often offered to pay to have it fixed. ‘Henry, that gate of yours – ’

‘Amazing piece of workmanship.’ Henry had interrupted, his pipe gripped between his teeth.

‘That’s as may be when it started out. Look, I’ve got some oil in my car to lubricate that.’

‘No mate. Tell you what though, you could use it on those knees of yours.’ Henry had patted him on the shoulder.

In the absence of his brother, Henry had asked Oliver to be his best man – it had been a very difficult day for him because he had feelings for Grace too – but as Henry’s best friend, he had no choice but to accept. He sighed. That had been over fifty years ago.

His feet getting cold, he stomped them; he didn’t need to look at his birth certificate to tell him retirement age had come and gone because all the signs were there. His medical partner was young, proficient and energetic and would cope with the surgery single-handed if he chose to hand everything over to him. ‘Time for a chat with young Alex to get it sorted.’ The thought of Alex dealing with Grace made him smile.

Oliver stopped by the farm door and leaned against the post to let his temper cool and catch his breath. Grace Brampton was the only patient he still visited at home. He knew his feelings for her had changed recently but he hadn’t fathomed why or what he now felt. He hoped it was pity, because that would annoy her.

He collected the key from underneath the planter.

‘Grace, it’s Oliver,’ he called loudly upon opening the door. Scraping his shoes across the mat he went into the big kitchen and straight through to the warm, low-ceilinged sitting room. Upon Henry’s death, she’d had half the house redecorated.

‘You do know time’s running out?’ It was her normal greeting.

‘Hello, Grace.’ As usual she was dressed elegantly. Her twin-set top and skirt almost matched the duck egg blue of her sofa and furnishings. He had already smelled the cigarette smoke. His lips twisted wryly. ‘Apart from the forbidden substances you continue using that are causing your croak, how are you?’

‘You’re the doctor.’

‘I’m your G.P. not a mind reader or a psychiatrist.’

‘There is nothing wrong with my mind. Be nice to me Oliver Snow, or I will report you.’

‘Shall I pass you the paperwork? I could help you fill it in and post it for you too.’

‘You are deliberately aggravating me. If that’s why you’ve come here, go away and do it to someone else. Try not to kill them because they might not be as hardy as me.’

‘Never killed a patient yet. Never driven anyone to it either. Unlike some that I know,’ he said without looking at her.

She paled and said sharply, ‘Our history is private.’

He shrugged. ‘I’ve never kissed and told, but don’t forget I’ve promised you nothing. Now give me your hand so I can do my job.’

She let out an awkward laugh and raised her arm. ‘Ah, yes, I’m er, glad our generation still sticks to knowing its place.’

Something in her tone – an assumption of his acquiescence – annoyed him. He wanted to remind her of her behaviour prior to becoming Mrs Henry Brampton. They had kissed and touched one another, out of sight behind the school caretaker’s tool shed many times, doing everything adults frowned upon and forbade; after which she’d always made him promise to keep silent about it to preserve her reputation. Then he’d learnt she was sharing her favours with others, and unfortunately one of them blabbed in Peter’s hearing. And Peter being Peter, fought robustly to defend his beloved sister. Oliver was pleased he’d still kept the promise he made to her.

‘Poor Peter always tried to do the right thing,’ he said deliberately, and was pleased to hear the sharp intake of breath.

‘That part of our lives is dead and buried.’

‘Along with him.’

‘As you said, “poor Peter”.’ She sighed.

‘Don’t pretend to care.’ Seeing her flinch, he almost apologised. ‘And because we grew up together, stop assuming I’m at your beck and call, carrying out your orders.’ He paused in thought before continuing, ‘I was infatuated with you back then. We always want what we can’t have, isn’t that right?’

‘If you say so then it must be.’

‘Sarcasm isn’t wit you know.’ He glanced at his watch before sitting down. Staring at her he wondered why her outward appearance showed nothing of her natural nastiness towards others. She still stood straight without any curvature of her spine. Her hair was still thick but now white, enhanced her looks, with her blue eyes appearing even bluer. Clearing his throat, he asked her again how she was.

Grace made a noise of outrage. But it took one look at his face to know not to protest her innocence. ‘So-so.’ She thumped her chest and coughed. ‘This doesn’t seem to want to shift.’

‘You’re still one of the healthiest women in this town.’

‘And the wealthiest. If it weren’t for me, the church would still be fundraising for a new roof.’

That’s why she’d been determined to marry into the Brampton family; for their money. He wasn’t sure if she knew it, but while the villagers were grateful for her donation, it was as grudgingly received as she had been in giving. He wanted to comment that she should tend to the deterioration of her gate and some of the wall. Instead, he replied, ‘I rarely forget anything.’

She coughed. ‘Don’t say anything,’ she ordered. ‘I’m fine.’

‘If I’m not going to be allowed to do my job, I’d better go.’ Oliver stood up. And all of a sudden realised that he wanted to get away from her, and was filled with relief. Had her hold over him completely lifted? Perhaps it had? He looked at her. She had never been likeable and still wasn’t. What exactly was he feeling? He wished either Henry or Peter were there to share his discovery with. Grace’s voice penetrated his thoughts.

‘...you...from my fool of a brother-in-law? Sit down.’

‘What? Sorry didn’t catch that. I was just thinking about Henry and Peter.’

‘I said, have you heard from Robert?’

‘There’ll be something soon.’

‘Really? And you know that because you’ve got a direct line to God?’

‘Not yet but I will one of these days no doubt. And we all know where you’ll end up.’ She didn’t say anything. ‘Oh, I just remembered, I’ve a letter for you. From your solicitor.’ Reaching into his breast pocket, he handed it to her.

‘What’s he asking for now? I reckon he charges by the word. A stamped certificate hanging behind some glass and these people think they’ve got a licence to rob you blind.’

‘They spend years qualifying.’ He pressed his lips tightly together. It was a futile point made many times over the years, even when Henry was around.

‘You read it first. Any opportunity to charge for something and nothing, that’s what those people are like. It’s bad news either way.’
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