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TREEE-HAUS











“It stood as an immortal warning; a KEEP OUT sign as a giant naturalised hieroglyph.  No one knew how long it had been there, root-embedded at the bottom of the garden.  No one knew how it survived.  Each previous owner would leave it to fester, which – stubbornly - it forever refused.  While regular visitors assumed it had long ago calcified, since it neither visibly grew nor actually died.  Either way, no one stayed at the property long enough to care.  The lawn leading down to it was well enough kept.  Family gardeners had no problem mowing or verge clipping the kind of green where regular U3A members - anywhere else - might otherwise happily play bowls.  Only, as you approached its end, the grass thickened, swiftly, in ever-rising blades – ankle to knee-high – right up to the sole parched and blackened bole at its end.  It isn’t known when, or how, yours was burnt and scalded into borderline coal….”



*



Labelled a ‘poor father’ by Social Services, I knew I’d much to make up.  Not only in my ex-wife’s eyes, but – God yes! – my daughter’s, too.

  I’d like to think I’d succeeded in this, only…

Well, my daughter’s back with me now.  I should be thrilled, of course.  That’s the right response, isn’t it?  The expected response?  The only response any father should give?  Then, why do I still feel so bereft?  Perhaps my love for her is presumptuous only – not truly felt in the present tense.

  I get emails, of course.  Sympathetic ones from Fathers for Justice and onlydads, lobbying for my signature on their latest petition.  Angry ones from Mumsnet, hammered out in exclamatory block capitals, who too easily swallow the libellous suspicions of the local press.  How either got hold of my e-address…, God knows.  I don’t reply, anyway, merely ‘sweep’ them out my inbox.

  So she is here, my daughter - physically I think.  Only, something is missing.  I don’t understand what, although know I should.  It’s a father’s duty to spot such things, isn’t it?  Then again, I am officially ‘poor’ now.  A label to hide behind while my conscience wrestles with the truth.  Forgive the cynicism.



It was a fortnight ago.  Jane gave me two weeks custody of Katy - our only child - giving herself a break while she also negotiated a course of palliative care for her under her new medical friends.

  Oh, Jane knew all about Aspergers.  Her library of print-on-demand, self-help titles by dubious transatlantic authors furnished her with all the theory she’d ever need.  Whatever she lacked after that could be provided by private health insurance.  So, while awaiting the start of her care-plan, Katy came to me.

  Her school’s summer term had ended and I agreed with Jane that a break apart, for her, outside the City, might do us all good anyway.  Of course, it would also be a chance for me to garner a few Brownie points in the eyes of the Authorities.  I’ve certainly spent my last with Jane.

  She’s always said how objectivity’s never been my strong suit.  Then, there’s never been much call for it in my line of work.  One reports what one has seen of a property as accurately as possible.

Should one fail, one can be accused - by the prospective purchaser - of being a party to a mis-sale.  Then again, if I don’t even attempt it…being objective, I mean…might I lose Katy for good?  The vacuum of my apparent ignorance somewhat filled, I hope, by a monthly transfer into an ISA I’d opened for her on completion of my failed custody battle with Jane.

  At the point just before the ‘love’ broke down, irrevocably, I had bought this modest property on the cusp of the Sussex Downs.  I co-partner another chartered surveyor in the City - a 100K annual salary, with a watertight private pension.  Jake – currently nursing a bout of flu from home - happily stumbled upon it in our in-tray earlier this year, going for a song, and, more out of sympathy for my personal plight than anything else, didn’t fight me for it too hard.  A kind of last desperate throw of the dice on my part, thinking a rural Sussex
pied-a-terre might do the trick.  I suppose I’m not the first ex-husband who’s made this assumption.

  Still, the house was never the problem.  What is, sits parched at the bottom of my garden - dormant but not, apparently, dead.  Just sleeping…sleeping, yes, for the next poor bugger to wake it.  The quote above, emailed to me at my request by Jake, researching our company’s old archive from home, pretty much sums things up.  Jake’s a frustrated author, you see – one of those creative types.  When invited, he enjoys nothing more than getting his fingers dirty in the scandalous dried ink of English history, myth and legend; leaving mine more often in the dust and detritus of our accounts.

  Still, I am the senior partner, as I take great pleasure in reminding him, so I don’t complain.  Having lived with the damn thing for the last year – and especially these last two weeks with Katy – you can be assured he doesn’t embellish.  The black trunk just stands there, haunting you, drawing you on, down the length of the garden to its ill-kept end.  But, at least she’s still with me.  That’s all that matters – isn’t it?



Jane had dropped our daughter off, zooming away without so much as a…whatever.  Katy trotted into my arms with a breathless ‘daddy!’ and Gaga stuffed, as ever, under her blouse.  As I picked them both up, its wide-eyed cloth face stared briefly into mine.  Katy’s run had evidently been the culmination of an exciting day, since I could still feel her little heartbeat pounding through the thin cotton barrier of Gaga’s cloth neck.

  Gaga has been with Katy since she was three.  Now she’s five, I feel it time she gave up such things.  That was my first thought.  My second flew to a question Jane didn’t hang around long enough to hear.  Sighing, exasperated, I took Katy in and asked if she were hungry.

  She considered.

  ‘I didn’t have pudding,’ she said in a disgruntled tone, gently picking hundreds-n’-thousands off Gaga’s slightly dampened face.

  ‘Are you sure, darling?’ I asked, ruefully.

  ‘Of course.  I don’t lie you know.’

I raised both hands in surrender.  She is always so defensive when her innocent actions are being questioned.  Her one defence against the bullying.

  ‘I know, angel,’ I said, placating.  Being not much of a cook, I easily found something light and quick to whip up - a sole sachet of butterscotch ‘Angel Delight’ from the back of the kitchen cupboard.  A guilty pleasure from my own schooldays, so a good enough start I thought.

  Sitting her up at the kitchen table, Katy slowly, lovingly, caressed the instant mousse with her tongue over every part of the spoon’s bowl as she gazed idly out the window overlooking the back garden.  After another meticulous mouthful, she suddenly stopped, pointing her spoon toward the bottom of the garden.

  ‘What’s that, daddy?’

  Taking a step behind her, I placed a hand gently upon each small shoulder and followed her eye-line.

  ‘That’s all that’s left of our garden tree, darling.  Very old, by all accounts, and quite dead.’  (Behind her, I winced wishing I’d not been quite so blunt.  The lie, however, was necessary, nipping in the bud any likely questions regarding her role in its future).

  Katy twisted her head round, looking up at me.

  ‘Then why’s it not been chopped down?’

I’d quickly rehearsed that one too, delivering another little lie.

  ‘It’s very, very old, angel, and, well, the last owners thought it had a certain charm. You know…’ I leaned over her, smiling reassuringly.  ‘You’ve seen the ‘Antiques Roadshow.’

  ‘You mean it’s worth a lot of money, daddy.’

  ‘No, angel.  It’s still just a tree.  It just would’ve seemed cruel because…’  I thought again, hurriedly, ‘it looks so unusual and has been a part of the garden for a very long time…that’s all.’

  ‘Oh.  I see,’ she said, not entirely convinced, but, thankfully, more intent on finishing her mousse.  After gently admonishing her for trying to lick the bowl clean with her tongue, she sat back with a grumpy expression, folded her arms, and looked harder at the tree.

  ‘I wonder if Gaga would like to have a closer look,’ she said.

  Already deciding she wouldn’t, still, I played along to keep the peace.

  ‘Go ahead and ask her, darling.’

Katy pulled Gaga out from her blouse and said to its blank, smiling face.

  ‘Shall we take a closer look?’

Gaga nodded, courtesy of Katy’s forefinger and thumb.  They both then turned, looking up at me.  How could I keep her in?  Self-conscious now from the Authority’s judgment, I sighed, and smiled weakly my consent.  I decided if I relented just this once, her curiosity would be satisfied and we could move on - somehow….

  What would Jane do?  I wondered.  A grinding anger welled up suddenly.  Bugger Jane, I decided.  She’d made her bed regarding whose side she was on; and it was no longer mine.

  ‘Alright, angel,’ I said.  ‘I’ll be watching though.’

  ‘Why, daddy?  It’s only down the garden.’  She pointed a little forefinger at the window.  She was right, of course.  But whatever Jake had found out echoed had in my head.  All hearsay nonsense and old wives tales no doubt, but I felt a little insecure and uncertain of myself.

“…it neither visibly grew nor actually died,’ he’d typed.  “Then no one stayed long enough to care or be sure.”  Was this Jake’s own interpretation of his research or a direct – and reliable – quote from elsewhere?  I should have asked.

  ‘Just humour me, darling,’ I added, rubbing her light ginger curls through my fingers.  ‘Please?’

  ‘Okay, daddy,’ she replied, slipping down off her chair, her five pale little digits tightly holding Gaga by her wool-threaded scalp.

  I watched Katy run off out through the kitchen’s back door, straight out onto the garden.  Gaga’s floppy arms and legs went flapping in all directions as her neckless head bobbed up and down in Katy’s right hand.  I looked beyond at the blackened and scalded larch she was heading for.  It seemed to be waiting passively, patiently, as if her approach were inevitable.  Naked of leaves and any small offshoot branches, the approaching dusk was turning it to silhouette.  That often disgusted me – like it was hiding itself away for a private sleep all its own.  Odd that.  I suddenly pictured it as a giant, claw-like hand ready to welcome – no – claim my only daughter.

  I leant forward and opened the main window.

  ‘Katy…!’ I called, with a fleeting, inexplicable concern.  My voice, half-hearted on release, failed to reach her as she made the splayed roots of its coal-black trunk.  Slowing, she stopped dead, pulled Gaga out from her blouse, clasped both her arms around her, then carefully nestled them both down between the two thickest roots that had, centuries ago, parted like gnarled fingers.  She looked up to one of the surviving, cradling branches a metre above her head.  I could just make out her frowning in consideration, and pucker up her little cherubic lips.  Her little gaze shot back down to Gaga’s, baring a look of decision, and she smiled.  Putting Gaga’s own grinning cloth mouth to her ear, she double took at an imagined response, nodding with it.  Whatever it was - what could I do?  My heart sank.



*



  ‘What have you decided, you little wretch…?’ I wondered out-loud.  Holding Gaga as ever by her woollen hair, I watched Katy sit back up, kick off her shoes, then stand on tiptoe, reaching up with her free hand to the lowest of the spreading branches, and begin an exploratory climb.  There wasn’t much left of the thing to climb, its whole top half decapitated long ago.  The dusk was descending ever deeper, her head and shoulders quickly fading into nothing from the shadows cast above. 

  I moved to the back door, intent on calling her back, but checked myself again.  It isn’t as if it’s a tall tree – what’s left of it - perhaps eight feet in height.  Besides, I had to consider her eagerness, and success, in climbing far bigger growths on our annual family trips to the New Forest.  It was here Katy first revealed her natural, monkey-like prowess.  Taking my hand off the door handle, I continued to watch.

  Soon she was sitting on all that remained of its upper branches, flapping her chubby white legs, back and forth, and looking about her as if sizing up a future property.  Oh God…  Yes, I recognised that look.  It was the same one Jane had seen in me.  I smiled – until I noticed the sun had almost set completely and my little girl begin to disappear, almost entirely from view, within them.

  It sounds vaguely melodramatic, I know; but I recall an impression of the tree closing; like the claw-like hand I’d earlier imagined.  I slowly slipped out to stand on the outer side of the doorframe, and leant against it.

  ‘Katy, angel!’  I called out, more decisively.  ‘It’s getting dark, darling, come in now - please!’

  I waited – and waited again – then waited some more.  Silence.
I’m not a bad parent.  Poor father -  ridiculous!  I left the doorframe and walked down the garden, grimly determined.  Suddenly, a small phantom emerged from the gloom of the silhouetted trunk and scampered toward me at a breathless run.  As it increased it pace, I slowed my own, gradually, to an eventual stop.  My stomach muscles clenched, I recall.

  A cold wave of relief swept over me.  I saw her smile as she ran over, her shoes in one hand, but her other quite empty.  I didn’t care about that – not then.

  ‘Daddy!’ she called, running up to me.  ‘Gaga says she’s found us a home.’

  ‘I know how Gaga feels,’ I replied, wryly relieved.

  ‘No, daddy, you don’t understand.  She wants to live in the tree.’

A second reason for relief.  Instantly, I saw this as a means to prize that damned rag doll away from her once and for all and onto something much more grown-up.  She could leave it up there to rot for all I cared.

  ‘It…I mean…she…can if she wishes,’ I stumbled.  ‘Come on, let’s get inside.’

  ‘No, daddy…’

Katy reached me, grabbed my trousers at their knees, and stood defiant upon my shoes.  Looking down, I saw her blue eyes pleading.

  ‘She wants me to live there - with her.’

  ‘Oh, I see.  Well, I suppose you could always visit,’ I replied.

I silently prayed she wouldn’t pursue this fantasy any further after tonight.

  ‘No!’ she whined.  ‘She wants me to move in with her – forever.’

  I paused.  The cool wave I was harbouring swiftly began to close off, building into a sweat.  I’d had enough of this.

  ‘Out of the question, Katy.  Get inside please – now!’  Her face fell, suddenly, and she let go of my trouser legs, stepping off my feet.  I held back a moment, wondering if I should collect Gaga.  It might show I cared, I thought.  It might.  I thought of Jane then, and ground my teeth.  No, I decided.  This wasn’t a game I wished to continue.  As she stamped angrily back into the house, I shot a last accusing look at the dusk-darkened bole.



*



Katy went up to her tree house,

Her raggedy doll in her gown,

Katy stayed up in her tree house,

While her raggedy doll came down.







I sat up in bed, dripping in the sweat that had finally burst out.  Picking up my side-table alarm clock, through a disorientating haze, I checked the hands.

  3:35 am.

  Where did that childish little rhyme come from, I wondered?  Padding around my side-table drawers for pen and paper unused since the invention of the memory stick, I soon gave up, finally falling back upon my pillow.  I tried repeating the little mantra over-and-over again, trying my damnedest not to lose it.  Managing only the first four lines, a second four had swiftly dissolved to blankness.

  Katy…, I thought.  Running to the spare room, I paused outside, slowly opened the door and looked in.  There she was, bless her.  I sighed in relief, my heart banging in my ribcage twenty-to-the-dozen.  I am not a bad father, I thought.  About to leave, I then noted her curtains partly open, a golden spearhead peering through, a pre-dawn breeze fluttering them inwards.  Feeling a chill, I moved to close her part-open window and pulled them together.  Pausing over her bed, I stroked her pale forehead and left.  She might’ve heard me coming, but, so what? She looked okay.  Surely, that was all that mattered.



Back in my room, I realised further sleep was impossible and – pulling out the lowest drawer - poured myself a scotch.  Downing it in one, I turned on my Packard Bell.

  Scouring through my inbox, I found five new messages.  Three spam.  Only two were personal; one from Jane, asking after Katy.  (As if I couldn’t keep her safe for twenty-four hours.  Was I going to get one of these every day?)  I banged out a single line telling her she was absolutely fine – “fucking naturally!” I wanted to add.  The second was from Jake.  I felt momentarily queasy.  Strange, as I’d normally be relieved.  Downing a second scotch in a single swig, I clicked on it.









“Morning, Senior Partner.  Man-flu’s much better, thank you, in lieu of you not asking…  Well, well, well…more to report on that ugly growth at the bottom of your garden that ensures your bid to meet Kirstie
Allsopp with a Channel 4 production team and an interested couple of prospective buyers with more cash than class fails miserably… The following is all mythical nonsense, of course, but it might at least amuse until I’m back... Seems your zombie tree had a live inhabitant long before planning permission ever became mandatory in our sceptred isle…

  According to ‘England’s Folklore Online,’ one Sunday in 1906, the then owners – a Mr & Mrs Hewitt – invited over Mrs Hewitt’s grandfather, one William Mace, from a neighbouring town for what they used to call High Tea.  This had become a weekly occurrence during the summer months for most middle-class families at the time.  The Hewitts’ were no exception.  They had a son of Infant School age called Daniel, whose company old Will always enjoyed, bouncing him on his knee, singing him nursery songs, and giving him second helpings of raspberry trifle, etc.  Now, old Mr. Mace might have been somehow compensating for he had lost one of his own children, a girl, years earlier, to TB when she was around the same age.  Since then, he’d kept a permanently locked room in his own house - that he’d lived in for years - that no one was allowed to enter.  The Hewitts’ knew about this, but, despite their earlier curiosity, had dropped the subject to maintain good relations with a man in his dotage fast becoming grouchy, short-tempered and a candidate for Arthur’s tomb.

  Anyway, old Will loved playing with Daniel so much that, on this particular Sunday, he’d forgotten the time.  Naturally, the Hewitts’ offered to put him up for the night.  Will agreed, but only on one  condition; that he could sleepover with Daniel in the blackened tree down the bottom of the garden.  The Hewitts’, wary for old Will’s health, insisted he take extra blankets from the spare room.  To their surprise, he’d already prepared for such a contingency, having brought his own and several other personal items.

  The Hewitts’, resigned to both their son’s and grandfather’s pre-planned endeavour, let them get on with it.  In the morning, Mrs Hewitt made an early breakfast for her husband en route to work, and for their son, to school.  However, calling out to the bottom of the garden, the only response either parent received was silence.

  Following up a bad feeling Mrs Hewitt couldn’t quite comprehend, Mr Hewitt ran down to the tree to wake them both from their slumber.  Staring down inside its hollow bole, they found it decked out like a child’s miniature room; a photograph of old Will’s late daughter fixed upon its ‘wall,’ opposite the figure of old Will himself, curled up in the foetal position, wrapped in a blanket corresponding in design to those throughout his own house – quite dead.  Pulling back the blanket, they found Daniel, dressed the clothes of one of his late daughter’s dolls, also dead.

  They say there is a scintilla of truth in all myths.  Sounds to me like  some ignorant old beggar climbed up there in a failed bid to re-live his childhood, had a coronary, and was found by an even more ignorant sibling, who died of exposure from the drop in temperature.  Anyway, if I find anything else I’ll pass it on.  This is the only thing stopping me whinging about myself right now, so just indulge me.  Jake.”



I needed to lighten the mood – mine anyway.  So, next morning I drove Katy and myself to the edge of the Downs, stopping the Mercedes at the top of the cliffs overlooking the Channel.  In my own failed bid to get back to sleep, I’d decided, before the summer passed, to show her the landscape at its best.

  Passing to her the ham and cheese sandwiches I’d bought us from the Tesco Express service station en route, we munched them together as we gazed out over the Channel.

  ‘Where are the trees, daddy?’

  I turned, trying to read her.

  ‘Out there under the water,’ I joked, my mouth full.

  ‘Don’t be silly, daddy.  I mean behind us.  There’s only grass.’

  ‘Very long grass, though, darling,’ I said, mock serious.  ‘Maybe its hiding them.’

  ‘But you can’t live in grass.  Not even long grass.’

  ‘Why would you want to, angel?  Planning for the future already, are we?’

  ‘I suppose so.  Yes,’ she added, suddenly decisive, her hazel eyes flaring bright, where I noticed the becalmed waves below reflected.  ‘Like what you and Jake do.’

  ‘Oh, with property, you mean.  I see.  We’ll make a housing agent of you yet.’

  ‘Don’t mock me.’

  ‘I’m not, darling.  When you’re twenty-one, if you’re still intent on such a path, I’ll gladly hand over the reigns of my side of the partnership to you.’

  I meant it.  I wanted to add how that might give me Brownie points with her mother in her current distrust of me; but, she wouldn’t understand.  Besides, I couldn’t foresee another sixteen days of Jane listening to my ideas, let alone sixteen years from now.



That night, I emailed her my concern.  Her reply was, at least, sudden:



“You say she’s already thinking about a place of her own.  Mmm…I know how she feels.  You might want to look in the mirror and ask yourself why this time.  Just keep her safe and warm.  The autumn’s coming on and a second trip over the Downs might do for her chest…”



I didn’t read on.  This all felt too soon – too raw.  Consequently, I failed to read the last couple of lines.  Lifting up my laptop, I dashed it against the wall, swearing an oath.  It didn’t break, thank God; landing upon its open lid successfully cushioned the impact.

  ‘Daddy!’  I heard.  Shit!  Of course, I’d woken Katy.

I ran into her room.

  ‘Sorry about that, dar…’  I stopped dead.  Katy had her curtain drawn right back, the window now wide open, her left arm pointing through it to the bottom of the garden.

  She turned around, smiling widely, joyfully, bathed within the beam of the moon.  How long she’d been there, I’d no idea.

  ‘It’s already there, daddy.  Thank you.’

  ‘What is?’ I asked, moving to the open window, more intent upon its closure than caring about what she’d seen.

  ‘The tree house!  How did you put it up so quick?  Did you get builders to come round while we were out?’

  For the life of me, I didn’t know what she was talking about.  I knew, with Aspergers, dreams and reality could sometimes co-mingle before imperfect relaying through speech.  In the way it could with Alzheimer’s in the elderly.  I remembered how Jane’s mother often forgot the time of day; for instance, demanding from me why she hadn’t received a wedding invite on what was already our tenth anniversary.

  So, again, I humoured her.  Only this time I avoided defensive words, simply looking over her tousled head, to the relic of a root at the bottom of the garden.

  ‘What am I looking for, angel?’ I asked.

  ‘I’ve told you not to mock me…’

  ‘Sorry…’

  ‘The tree house you’ve built, silly.’

I looked hard, more playacting than with intent.  I swear I saw nothing.  But Katy saw it.  At least, she believed she saw something down there.  I swallowed hard.  What could I do?  I had to give the right response.  I had to be believed.  It was one of those times I had to step up to the mark; to be a father - and a good one.

  Carefully following her eye-line, I looked hard again.  I cannot put this into words, but, for a moment at least, I perhaps saw what I wanted to see.  What I can only describe as a new, freshly tarred, wood-panelled tree house – about 8” x 6” - resting snugly amid the lower branches of the twisted, blackened trunk, immediately over the bole.  It was as if my eyes had somehow mistranslated the reflection of the window before me.  Only the window wasn’t yet closed, but still wide open.

  Shivering, I caught a gust of night wind and pulled it closed. I then fastened it, carefully drawing Katy away.  Her little face remained caught in the moon’s beam, looking as though she were pining a sad farewell to an old friend.  Redrawing the curtains, I lifted her up and back over to her bed and tucked her in. 

  She didn’t appear too concerned at my intervention.  Istead, she pulled Gaga out from the front of her nightgown and whispered into the side of its ever-grinning head.

  ‘Don’t worry.  We’ll go and visit it tomorrow.  Just you see.’

I looked across to her from the door, anticipating a smile; but she turned her head away.  Perhaps she assumed I hadn’t heard.  Leaving her to her vain desire, I gently closed the door.



Of course, we’d both fooled ourselves.  Looking out at the garden while washing up the breakfast things, the tree appeared as bare of habitation as it had always been.

  I toyed momentarily with the notion of actually building Katy the tree house she’d believed already there.  But it was absurd.  The supporting trunk was a charred stump that couldn’t support a bird box for blue tits let alone a real child.

  Then again, I had let Katy climb up there two days before and it had held her weight then all right.  I just didn’t like the idea of her relying upon its untested ability to go on doing so.  I’d never forgive myself if anything…well…I’d never be forgiven.

  I was curious to see what she’d make of its absence; whether she’d admit to seeing it last night or not.  If the latter case, she’d clearly have been sleepwalking.  Something she’d never done before.  Having hit the bottle nights, I certainly saw it as a mirage.

  I took a deep breath and looked at her steadily.

  ‘I really didn’t hire any builders, you know darling.  We both just saw what we wanted to see - trick of the light and all.’

  She looked up from the drying, stamping her little foot on the chair she stood on.

  ‘It doesn’t matter who built it, daddy,’ she said.  ‘All that matters is it’s there.’

  There?  Why the present tense?  I looked out at the tree, puzzled.  Even an optical illusion was hard to justify.  What did she think she was seeing?

  ‘But it isn’t there, darling,’ I insisted, brushing the straggling morning curls from her eyes.  ‘Not anymore.’

  ‘Really!’  Her tone was harsh, and I nearly caught her eyes as she swivelled her face toward me.  ‘Perhaps you never wanted to see it in the first place!’  Katy threw down the drying cloth and stormed out into the garden.

  I pondered on what Jane used to say at such moments before we split.

  “Oh leave her – leave her to her fantasy.  She’s growing up.  She doesn’t know where she belongs right now.”  



*



Katy went up to her tree house,

Her raggedy doll in her gown,

Katy stayed up in her tree house,

While her raggedy doll came down.



I awoke all of a sudden, sitting in my chair by the fireplace.  The clock on the mantelpiece was striking five – pm - in rhythm to the recurring rhyme I couldn’t shift from my mind; or the second verse I failed again to recall.  Clearly, three sleep-light nights were taking their toll.

  I called for Katy.  Getting no response, I checked her bedroom.  Empty.  Moving to the window, now wide open, I looked out at the garden.  It must have been dark for nearly half-an-hour, so I switched on the light and followed its beam to the end.  There she was, sitting – no - laying on the lower branch on one side of the tree, while Gaga lay facing her, opposite.  There was no discernible tree house…except…

  At that moment, I didn’t care.  It was only Katy that mattered.  Katy - and where she called home.  I observed her mouth miming words to Gaga, through the distance between them, staying closed as if listening to her response.  Rubbing my bleary eyes, I couldn’t quite believe what else I saw.  A translucent, web-like structure seemed to surround them both.  Shaped not unlike her own bedroom, it sometimes appeared to be not there at all.  Yet, not a sound could I hear from Katy, as if somehow hermetically sealed inside.  She seemed to communicate in a way entirely personal to Gaga – her blessed, omnipresent doll.

  I felt the ominous tightening in my stomach as I walked out the kitchen into the garden.  By the time I pulled myself together and strolled toward them, manfully as I could, my sensible left brain maintained its insistence that nothing was there.  I thus turned my practical attention to what mattered, calling up.

  ‘Katy Dennison!  Get down from there at once!’

After a moment’s continued silence, she turned her face down in my direction.  I saw an expression of pure contempt; one I had never related to my child before; though an intimation of Jane filtered through.  I felt myself to be the child now, almost stamping my foot in my impatience.  She slowly turned her face back up to look across to Gaga with something akin to what can only be described as defiance – defensive and proud.

  ‘I live here now!’ she called down through the transient wall.  I took a sudden step back.  Inexplicable tears welled-up behind my eyes.  I forced them back down.

  ‘Please…darling…daddy will build you a real one.’

  ‘Will he?’

  He, I thought?  What on earth did she mean by that?

‘I already have one,’ she added in a certain tone, stifled by the barrier but clear enough, ‘the one you’d already made.’

  I ran my fingers through my hair feeling blocked, frustrated.

  ‘We can’t live apart, angel…we can’t…we can’t…’

  ‘Tell that to mummy!’ she called down, dramatically folding her arms.  Turning away, I broke down, my head in my hands, and staggered alone back to the house.



A fourth night awake…I think.  I went online and instantly found Jake in the chat room.  Relief briefly flushed out my sense of loss.  I interrupted his conversation, telling him I hoped he’d soon be back at the office, adding if he’d dug-up anything else on the history of the house to stick to the facts.  Facile it may have seemed, but, right now, continuity was my one anchor.



“OK, Senior Partner.
 Get this!  In December 1917, Franz Lederer, a German father who’d lost his wife in the Berlin uprising, escaped to England, bringing with him his 13-year-old daughter, Greta.  Landing in Dover, he soon found your house; purchasing it for rent at reasonable terms.  The landlord was no mug, it seems.  Unfortunately, situated so close to its White Cliffs, the pair were soon suspected of spying by the Council. Arrested by the local constabulary, their pleas of innocence ignored, they eventually found themselves shipped back out.

  While they’d lived there, Lederer built for Greta a tree house at the bottom of your garden.  Halfway up what may have once been an Ulmus
glabra, or
Wych Elm,…(would be wouldn’t it)... which, by the way, makes it a large deciduous; the widest range of the European elm species.

Most likely the kid’s idea…”



(Me) “What!?  The tree house?”



(Jake) “Hold on, I pressed SEND too soon…  Damn nerves.  No, I mean, specifically, what she used it for and what was found in there.  Photos of her mother, alone, in frames; said mother’s clothes hung neatly in a makeshift cupboard; her make-up neatly lined up, etc.  The girl had decked it out as a perfect copy of her late mother’s boudoir back home.  That isn’t all of it.  Taking into account her puberty, I suppose, she’d virtually become her mother…wearing her outsize shoes and dresses, etc.  According to police witness reports, she’d been seen taking all the bedroom fittings down the garden her father had brought over with them from the Berlin home and arranged them up that tree.  One item included a doll – old and stitch-loose – possibly the late wife’s as well.  His daughter – no longer a child now remember- began talking to it in the way her own mother might’ve talked to her when alive.  It’s all just guesswork, but it throws up the question – if the daughter thought herself a surrogate wife and mother…”



(Me) “Where did that leave the father.”



(Jake) “Exactly, Kimosabi.  We’ll never know for sure, of course, as the police had them both arrested.  He was deported by the time things got interesting.”



(Me) “Not the girl?”



(Jake) “Presumably - the records don’t say what happened to her.”



(Me) “Did they search the tree house?”



(Jake) “Huh?  Why would they do that?  Sorry, old boy, I’ve got to go.  Jenny’s calling for me.  One of us must be feeling better.  BFN”



  The ping of Jake exiting sounded ominous then.  I hammered out a repeat of my last question, hoping against hope, but he’d already checked out.



I decided, there and then, only one thing made any sense.  I needed to own that odd, translucent living space up the tree; to take control back and make it my own; to make it solid, so Katy might return to me.  Tonight, I didn’t need to call.

  Ignoring the hour, I dressed and walked out to the garden.  Nerves I might have felt based on the suggestive nonsense Jake had found subsided as I walked down the length of the lawn.  

  The grass gradually lengthened, up, and then over, my ankles.  The night’s breeze blew gently through my calves and through my fingers; the one thing to disturb the sheer silence all around.  I stood at the base of the scorched and blackened trunk.  I felt I now knew how it so long remained this way.  Every previous tenant must’ve tried to end this – and every one had failed.  Looking up, I couldn’t see my daughter, but something else caught my eye.  Along one of the supporting branches, two words I’d not noticed before were clumsily carved.  Nine capital letters imperfectly spelt out –



‘TREEE-HAUS’



Their poorly hewn edges, stabbed and sliced in long, shallow grooves, intimated the possible age and background of the carver and the likely effort used.

  I called out her name.  Only night breezes whipping through the supporting branches answered my call.  Wiping my hands on my shirt, I placed my arms inexpertly around the trunk and climbed up the bole.  Peering down into its darkened centre, I reached into a space darker still.  I felt a small limb, limp and very soft.

  There wasn’t the struggle I might have anticipated.  Opening wide my arms once more, she fell headlong into them.  I embraced her.  I couldn’t feel her heart, which was strange considering how long she must have been out here. Especially since, after checking, Gaga was no longer down her blouse.  Looking hard into her little blue eyes, a blank, cloth-like expression returned my gaze.  Her head lolled back at an angle, resting on her right shoulder, her hair bunched together and matted like thick strands of wool.  Asleep, I hoped.  I gently picked a spray of hundreds-and-thousands off her dampened smiling face.  Collapsing at my feet, I picked her up, unbuttoning my shirt, so as to warm her against my chest, and wrapped it around her.  Carrying her back into the house, I crooned a little nursery rhyme that often recurred in my dreams.  I have nothing else to offer as defence of Jane’s charge against me.
















  

















EDGELANDER











How do you define success?

  Some appear to know, instinctively, once it’s achieved - others, never.  Then there are those who had no real dreams to begin with.  They win the Lottery, buy the Porsche, then the helicopter, and die, disappointed, O.D.-ing on more coke than their empty vessel of a corpse could ever compensate.  Self-denial usually being the cause.  Men - of course - more often than not.

  My Tam is another case altogether.  He falls outside such categories.  Material acquisition means nothing to him.  Then, Tam falls outside everything.  This simple fact brought us together in the first place.

  Let me explain…

Hold on – someone’s at the door…



Oh God!
 This is exactly what I mean.  It happened fifteen minutes ago.

  ‘Take it, Donna, please.’  The voice is dry and cracked from, no doubt, prolonged exposure to this country air.  No doubt, he’s sleeping rough.  I lean slightly forward at the open door, briefly glancing up and down the road.

  ‘I can’t,’ I reply.

  ‘C’mon,’ he drawls, ‘you need it more than me.  ‘Specially being alone.’

  I settle my eyes on his at that oft-repeated response; dirt-surrounded but clear sky blue.

  ‘How the hell do you work that out?’  I am fishing again.  ‘Come inside…’

  He stands his ground.

  ‘We’re not living together anymore?’

  ‘No…,’ I say, steady as I can, ‘but I can put you up.’

He smiles lazily.

  ‘And how permanent a lodger would you allow me to be?’  He gently dips into the lining of his camouflage jacket and pulls out a larger wad of notes, licks his thumb, and pretends to count.  He has me there.  It’s true.  Neither of us would put up with such a set-up - not indefinitely.  So, then what?

  ‘Anyway, Donna, we’ve had this conversation often enough,’ he says.  ‘Just take it, will you, love?’

  I sigh, exasperated.  The ‘love’ is good, though; softens what could’ve sounded a demand.  I cling to that.  

  Despite the perverse conditions, I totally understand where he’s coming from.  I always have.  I lean forward again, kiss his cheek but still refuse his gift, clasping my hand around his that holds it.

  ‘Yuck…,’ he replies, pre-empting me, anticipating my clean lips upon his dirt-smeared cheek.

  ‘Where are you going next?’ I quickly add, hoping to catch him off-guard.

  He smiles, enigmatically, and slowly shakes his head, backing away from the door’s threshold.

  Closing it in silence, I look down at my right palm, almost as an afterthought, and what he’s gently pressed in there; a tenner and two fives.  Jesus…!  Why aren’t I more careful?

  Bending low, I open the letter flap in the door, to catch one last glimpse – perhaps to beg him to take it back.  Only the plea catches in my throat, caught up against my pride.  I mean, he might think I was begging for him.  Well…

  The strong afternoon sun is beaming down, swiftly turning his receding back into silhouette as he trudges home - wherever home is.  Just before he fades from view, he stops and turns to raise a hand in farewell.  I brighten, of course, momentarily.  Only, it isn’t for me.  He is facing left, responding to our neighbour – Mr. Tovey, beekeeper and source of local honey - who must have hailed him, although I heard nothing.  Still, he’d attracted his attention somehow.  I grit my teeth, inexplicably jealous.  I mean, what have I to be jealous of?  His wife left him three years ago.  I release the flap before Tam leaves.



Tam ceased living here a year ago.  Last thing he said as he picked up his one modest holdall; the one thing he regretted about going - was how he’d miss my unique ability to see both sides.  I know how this reads.  But, trust me.  It was no sop to my feelings to salve his guilt.  For just as I thought that – he said it too. 

  We’d met at Woodvale Hall, summer 2008; a residential school teaching adult courses for those who’d never fitted in to adult life - let alone childhood education.  The principal’s foreword in that year’s course programme independently drew us there:

  “Something in you has just expanded…” he enticed, “…out of a mould and truly will never be quite the same again. We have all experienced it, and here we can work on it further…”  Well, Tam and I agreed we were smitten; then, as later, with each other.  That’s how we’d fell upon the same course – ‘The Mystic Fire.’  Transformative meditation, they called it, ‘focused to release the energy harboured within’ - whatever the energy may be.  I certainly needed warming up.

  Ours has been a very open relationship since.  This never gave either of us license to sleep around.  In fact, he’d wanted to give me a child – until, that is, I told him about Mr. Shivers.  He understood, of course, totally, clasping that name around me in a protective hug from the very first day.

  ‘It’s alright, love,’ he’d said.  ‘I find them hard to reach as babies, anyway.’

  Instead we tried adopting – twice – but Tam’s lack of solvency (in both meanings of the term) were additional bars.

  Friends, mind you - my friends - were brilliant.  They could see how much we were in love.  Anyway, after the course, we soon began house hunting, pooling our meagre resources.  Once we’d found Tarn Cottage, rented it from Landlord Tovey next door and moved in together, sleeping around was never an issue.

  Bare rolling hills surrounded us up here, you see.  Also, neither of us drive, and Tovey - our sole neighbour - is old and keeps to himself.  While neither of Tam nor I ever felt the need to question the other’s motives – whatever the issue.  Silent, mutual recognition is what’s held us together from the outset - that day we first met.  Tam calmly considered it telepathy – as if it were obvious.  I’d no proof to call it anything else.

  And, we are both artists.  I run an online graphic design company, from here, having acquired some recent business start-up support, ongoing ‘til I can sustain myself.  I live in hope…

  Tam, the week before he left, showed me the technical, computer-based side of things, which, almost grudgingly, he’d only just taught himself.  Grudgingly?  Well, that’s another thing about him.  He’s always had a precocious talent to absorb knowledge and use it to his advantage – with no outside help from anyone.  But that very knowledge – whatever it is – has never made money.  It’s his unspoken maxim; if it doesn’t interest him, he won’t earn; and if he doesn’t earn…well, you know the inevitable cycle.

  For my sake and mine alone, he once got a job in the City.  Easily acquired by his considerable charm, and single brown plait hanging incongruously down his left shoulder, he quickly made a shit-load.

  Up to that point I’d long observed his well-versed calm slowly, gradually, suffering.  We’d been briefly wealthy for the duration, of course.  I hadn’t had to work, but we neither of us could have kids, and had no other dependents.  So, what was the problem?

  The problem was we were both spiritually dead.  He was dragging me down with him and, of course, he knew it.  Tam was using his talent alright, but never engaging with it.  Sure, the material rewards were great.  He once quoted a colleague who’d joked that if he ever found out what he was really good at, he’d be a danger to society.  I knew what he meant.  Such rewards proved far greater than the challenge that spawned them.

  All this he kept to himself, up ‘til a year ago, until the day he broke down before me in despair, admitting the job had never held any interest.  He’d long harboured the need to resign but considered it selfish.  After all, he was working for me –and me alone - in the end.

  So, to the choice this inevitably left us both; deeply unsatisfying wealth; or deep satisfaction with poverty.  To others this will sound strange; but to us - and Tam in particular – the latter meant choosing life.  The circle of life we both believe in clearly had more than a single rotation.

  I close the door on him, fearing I’ve closed it on one whose life is no longer a part of mine, but resides somewhere, out there…

  Oh sure, the cash he brings is useful; but I can’t bring myself to spend it – any of it.  It could improve things here, of course, but it would also make our separation seem somehow permanent, like a routine I was meant to get used to.  I feel Tam has placed us in a kind of limbo.  For me, a netherworld - and one close to purgatory.  (There I go, letting slip my Catholic heritage…).

  Doesn’t he realise this?  Or am I being punished for something where realisation should have already dawned?  Whatever - I am hoarding the cash best I can, until he returns; or fate takes another path.  Something I daren’t even consider.

  Speaking of paths, the gravel byway that snakes eastwards, up from Tarn Cottage’s unexcavated bowl toward the border of the next county - is rubbish.  Uneven and makeshift as it is, the golf ball-size chalkstones take no account of the need of someone like me to get around.  Thank God, I still have use of my legs – for now.  Except whenever I turn from the front door to face this front room, it is always there: my dormant executioner awaiting its sole victim – myself.

  The life of the wheelchair exists in reverse to everyone else’s.

  Mine is a mere ghost – cold to the touch and permanently covered by a blanket.  It will only spark into life from my own body’s warmth, as my already precarious health begins to suffer.  It therefore plays a waiting game.  Its dormancy gradually, incessantly - month-by-month, year-by-year – drawing my own back to it.  A remorseless magnet feeding off human flesh and bone.  I hate it.

  That it’s kept down here in the front room at all is a sop to Tam.  He insisted, you see, concerned that I should have it close to hand in the room I spend most time in.  What with him no longer here, it, sort of, makes sense.  I suppose…

  I am no man’s little woman, by the way.  But neither Tam nor I ever gave the other any reason to permanently part.  He’s never asked for that; only wanted to live away for a reason I understood – or thought I did.



Tam returned, unexpectedly, two weeks later.  He looked brighter than before, ruddier in cheek and even brighter in eye.

  Before I knew it, he’d taken a decisive step over the threshold.  Opening both arms, he wrapped them around my shoulders, hugging me, swaying us both in a sort of loving pivot of Siamese twins.

  ‘How’s Mister Shivers?’ he asked, invoking the long-held pseudonym.  The old love seemed re-echoed in the husky sigh of his voice.  He briskly rubbed my skinny arms then, reminding me of another routine I’d thought forgotten.

  ‘It only comes on when I miss you, you fucker,’ I replied, invoking mine, hoping to procure a touch of guilt.

  He didn’t answer – only smiled once more.  It’s odd how Tam can be so warm and approachable on any topic except the one about where he is.  While, as usual, I so wanted him to bring it up, vainly hoping he’d ask me to join him there…wherever there was.

  Of course, he didn’t.  This time only waving it aside with a vaguely insistent ‘things will come good,’ before asking me again how I was.  I forget what I said.

  I still want him – all of him.  This is the trouble.  I need that part of his life he insists on keeping from me.  Jesus!  Don’t I sound like the little woman after all?  Except this wanting speaks from a void; one I can’t turn from until it’s somehow filled.

  Unable to sleep, I end the evening late at my laptop.  Having been inside here all day, I begin to feel claustrophobic and need some air.  It is a bright, clear spring, and it has been warm and still all week.  The forecast predicts the same for tomorrow.  So, taking a chance, I leave the cottage in just my blouse and a light wrap.



Tarn Cottage resides within its shallow bowl at the base of a slight incline on the western side of a Pennine mountain; Cross Fell, north-east of Penrith.  We’ve always preferred the Old English version, Fendesfeld, for its literal translation ‘Fiend’s Fell’; due, according to myth, to the pernicious spirits that once resided there. 

I mention this because, on days balmy and humid, the Helm Wind – peculiar to this region – rushes down the mountain and into the valley from entrapped cloud cover at its peak with a thunderous, echoing stampede.  That my forebears manifested such things as demons in those pre-enlightened days is hardly surprising.  Particularly as I’ve been caught in it myself on more than one occasion and, even to the strongest heart, its descending onrush still comes as a shock.

  I’ve never gone to the far side of Fendesfeld.  It’s very tempting but too far for me on foot.  I only know from Tovey that the border to the next county skirts it there and proceeds on as much of a rural wilderness as here.

  I walk the gravel path for barely a quarter mile when, from the distance, through the cool air of dusk encroaching from the east, I hear it; the sound of a hurdy-gurdy rhythmically circling the restless piping of a penny whistle, each dancing over the single pounding of an echoless drum.

  A portent of something material?  Here’s hoping.  Sure enough, some two-hundred metres ahead, marching over the rise towards me, bob the first silhouettes of several heads, taking the lead of two long flanks.  The Marching Watch…  I’m in no mood for this.  I look down at my feet, realising through the waning light I am standing directly on the sole gravel path - a path now theirs.

  The archaic procession and their music continue-on down the rise, eyes front; at least, I assume from what I can see of them.  I jump.  Ahead of the others, two men suddenly leave their flank and leap towards me, pirouetting, widdershins, as once described.

  One of the two, his face caught glistening beneath the rising Moon’s rays, poster paint quartered in green and black, dashes across to where I stand.  Instinctively, I flinch, stepping back.  Yet, his gaze doesn’t acknowledge mine, not once, as he pirouettes passed on his way.  Only a gentle whip of what feels like trailing vines cross my bare arms, feeling somehow personal.  The second man behind him, identically dressed I think, does the same, brushing me aside a second time.

  It may sound ridiculous but…I can’t help thinking…that had I not stepped back, either would have willingly trodden me underfoot.  As if I didn’t matter.  As if I was outside even to them.

I reassure myself with the knowledge that one of my own sex wouldn’t have demeaned themselves in such a procession.  Strange, though; I’ve already felt invisible out here.  Now I’ve been treated in kind, I experience a wave of isolation I never felt at home - with something close to terror. 

  I take a third step back as the two rows of men – more formally dressed in black - approach to pass.  Now more to protect myself than to do them a favour.  Covertly, chin down, I peer up at them, noticing they share what the two Green Men ahead bore as a matter of course.  Each is baring a faint smile.  The one so similar to the next that they are marching in unison like a conveyor-belt of man-size toys.  A New Model Army, in fact.  I turn to go, then pause.  The sound of heavy breathing and a shuffling tread impinge upon the close, military rhythm.  One sole figure trails behind, his gait dragging and loose.  Far from the bland smile, his expression appears solemn.  He is almost milking the part, I feel.

  I smile, assuring myself how springtime rehearsals can be common around here.  The man occasionally stumbles, half-naked in open shirt, boxers and, I notice, one rolled-down sock.  He is tethered by the neck to a rope held between the last two marchers.  I suppose in his own way he must be as committed to historical accuracy as his colleagues.  Maybe even more so, considering what he’s putting himself through.  Or perhaps he’d drawn the short straw.

  A cool breeze begins whipping up, bringing me to.  I clutch the collar of my shirt, regretting my forsaking a jacket.  I pull it tighter round my neck, now oddly relieved by the marchers’ lack of notice.  Perhaps, up here, one of us truly is invisible.  An strange, disembodied feeling overcomes me.  I start to tremble.

  The wind changes direction, suddenly smarting across my thinly-covered arms, where the two trickster’s trailing vines had left their gentle wheals.  Shit!
 Both suddenly began to stiffen.  The ominous feeling spreads, swift as a panic reaction.  My legs soon follow, and then my chest, which constricts to such an extent, I can hardly breathe.  In seconds, my whole skeleton begins speed freezing to tubular ice.  My narrow and bony physique, always a victim of the elements, is throbbing all over in a rheumatic pain and I fall to the ground, hugging and frenziedly rubbing my ever-stiffening arms and legs.  I think of Tam, who should be here - doing this - and shout out his name.  All that returns in response, some seconds later, companioned by the Helm Wind, is my own echo, back from its fruitless journey around the valley.  Have its fiends accompanied it, I wonder?  Everything turns darker than the dusk.



I awake - the mingled aroma of Deep Heat and antiseptic floor cleaner shoots sharply up my nostrils.

  ‘So, who’s this Mr. Chivers?’  The voice, disembodied, forcefully echoes through my head.

  I wince.  My arm again.  Only this time the cause comes from a cold needle withdrawing from my left arm, and gently rubbed by a damp swab of cotton wool.

  A blurred face gradually clears into focus.

  ‘Who?’ I ask through my mouth dry and sour.

  ‘You can tell me, my love.’  The middle-aged woman, dressed in nurse’s uniform, strokes away a cowlick of my hair.  ‘We get a lot of women who walk into doors in here.’

  ‘I don’t understand…’  I gaze, woozily, at the badge on her left breast.  It only confirms her as ‘Staff Nurse.’  Is she such a generic functionary?

  ‘Truth usually comes out when we talk in our sleep,’ she says. ‘What with the men around here…’

  I struggle to sit up, fired by the dread of what I might have said.

  ‘Where am I?’ I ask.

  ‘Edenhall, my love.’  Her reassuring tone, slightly forced.  ‘Local Outpatients.  Air
Sea Rescue found you.’

  ‘Air
Sea…!’  My outburst worsens the migraine and I hold my head.

  ‘”Mr. Chivers had gotten inside me” you said.  You wanted “Tom”?  I’m sorry, madam, but we can’t ignore that sort of thing.’

  I tell her I don’t understand.

  ‘You were a woman found alone.’

  I fall back on my pillow.

  ‘Oh, Jesus…’ I sigh.  Ignoring the misunderstanding about my condition, I go straight for the misheard name.

  ‘I want him, Nurse…Tom…I mean Tam.’

  ‘Your husband?’

  ‘My partner.’

  ‘I see,’ she says, in an oddly knowing tone.  I dismiss it.

  ‘Would you help me find him, please?’

  ‘You don’t know where he is?’

  ‘Well…no,’ I had to admit.

  ‘On a personal level, madam, it’s none of my business.  My priority is to care for you after your experience on the moor.’

  ‘My “experience”?’  What did she mean?

  ‘I wasn’t raped, Nurse.’

  ‘I wouldn’t know about that, madam.’

  ‘I have a condition…!’ I shout that martyr-ish pronouncement I always try hard to avoid.  ‘Anyway, how did anyone know I was missing?’

  I think of possible boot-prints left from the Marching Watch.  ‘Was it one of the marchers’?’

  ‘Marchers…’ the nurse replies dully, her tone vague and disinterested.  ‘No marchers up there, madam.  Not around Cross Fell.  Not that time of day, I’d have thought.’

  ‘But…’ I began to protest.

  ‘We got a call.’

  ‘Tam!’

  ‘He didn’t leave his name.  We tried to trace it, of course…’

  ‘Yes?’

  ‘…but the number came from a phone box.’

The voice was coolly matter-of-fact.  I wonder if I really was being as stupid as she was making me feel.

  ‘Do you know from where…?  I mean where the box is.’

  ‘Madam, I have a talent for Care, I hope, but that would be a question for the police.’

  ‘Alright.’  I let out another sigh.

She smiles down at me.

  ‘You can ask them yourself when they get here.’

  ‘I’m sorry?’ I dart my gaze to her.

  ‘They want you to make a statement, I believe.’

  ‘You’re joking…Who called them…?’  I hold my head again.

  ‘It’s alright – they’re bringing a woman PC down.’  An electronic beep sounds and the Nurse leaves, responding to the call.

  The police...  There is no way I am going to answer questions about my sex life; not to them; not when their whole line would be based on a mistaken assumption.  Also, if it was Tam who’d somehow found me and phoned through, he’d be under suspicion as the likely culprit.  A third consideration was that we both hated the police, anyway.  A good chance, therefore, we’d both manage to incriminate ourselves in whatever we said.

  Something else dawns as my head begins to clear - my medication.  I pad my sides, half-hoping I’d feel the open packet.  Surely, the presence of the tablets – prescription-labelled - will clinch things with the Nurse?  Instead, I feel only the pocketless starched shift they’ve put me in while I was ‘out.’

  Calling over a passing male nurse, I ask for my clothes.  Picking up the clipboard from the end of my bed, he quickly scans it.  He slowly shakes his head.

  ‘Sorry, madam,’ he says.  ‘Your possessions are temporarily confiscated.’  Pausing, he glances up, blandly expectant.  ‘Is there anything else I can get you while you wait for WPC Brennan?’



I have questions.  The first being what that nurse had injected into me.  Was it something to wake me up?  Or, something to calm me down?  I’d heard press stories about such casual use of hypodermics.  Maybe time would tell.  But, I didn’t want to wait.

  How long I’d been here also remained a mystery.  All I could cling on to was the hospital’s name - Edenhall.  At least I’d lived in the country long enough to work out – using this as my starting point - where ‘here’ was, so I could presumably return to ‘there’ - or anywhere else.  I decide therefore – fuck WPC Brennan.  I have to get dressed and get out, before…well…before my ability to choose is taken from me.

  ‘Tam.’

  I hear myself say his name, thank God, under my breath.  Only it’s of little reassurance.  Kicking my blankets down from waist to ankles, I see the rest of the shift they’ve put me in; white, but stained in ominous little blooms of yellow and brown.  I too feel soiled…owned somehow.

  They might as well have tied me down.  I don’t know where my clothes are.  So, any attempt to escape outside the hospital would almost certainly be undermined by Mr. Shivers’ presence, forcing me back into the nearest bed.  I am trapped; the very feeling myself and Tam rebelled against, that enticed us both to this part of the country in the first place.

  So, I decide; if, by wearing so few layers, I can’t leave…then I have to find more…and get the hell out after.  There has to be a public payphone in here.  Catching the sleeve of a passing cleaner, I make up some bullshit about me having just been discharged, and am waiting for a pre-hired taxi that hadn’t, after the promised hour, turned up.

  ‘That’s alright, love,’ she replies.  ‘There’s a free-phone on the wall at the turn of the next corridor – right by Outpatient reception.  Just press 9.’

  Relieved, I thank her and wait for her to pass out of sight.

Reaching for a dressing gown left for me on a wall hook to my right, I wrap it close about and walk in bare feet, casually as I can, to where she’s described.

  Awareness of my true motive makes me self-conscious of them.  The sound of shuffling soft shoes approach.  I dip back round the first corner.  A fat woman carrying four stuffed bin-liners ambles toward me from the other end of the corridor.  From my hiding place, I hear four rustling thuds – one-by-one - before her slippered feet depart.  I carry on my way, clocking that she’s placed them in a line to my right along a narrow canteen table.

  As I wonder which to look in, one of the bags tips slowly over.  A blouse, some panties and three men’s shoes spill-out onto the floor.  Looking around, I wipe my hands down my shift, delve in, and pull out the blouse.  Rummaging deeper, I then find a sweater, two odd socks (I wasn’t going to waste time finding its twin) and a pair of woman’s slippers.  

  Hoping blind these are for the local charity and not for nearby patients, I right-end the bag, twist close the top and tiptoe forward to find the LADIES.  Fortunately, this is close-by on the other side of the same corridor.

  I feel I can relax a little more when I exit almost fully dressed.  It matters little who sees me from now on, other than the middle-aged Staff Nurse and male cleaner.  The blouse is a little too big; then, for me, they always are.  At least I know I can wear it as if it is my own.  My empty hands feeling conspicuous, I pick up a second bag to complete the picture of a fellow ‘bag’ lady doing the rounds.

  “At the turn of the next corridor – by Outpatient reception,” the cleaner had said.  I turn into the next corridor, hoping the directions are accurate.  Behind an open space in the wall, a woman in her early forties stands before a laptop, next to a seated younger woman - American retro-Fifties Goth – idly chewing gum behind painted black lips before a monitor of her own.  The word RECEPTION above them both confirms the cleaner’s memory.

  The phone hangs beneath a clear plastic cover, above which an arrow points to ‘Sexual Health.’  I take a deep breath to slow my heart rate and make myself appear casual.  Lifting the receiver, I stab the ‘9’ key.  Operator service instantly responds.  I sigh in relief and ask for a taxi, grateful the hospital’s name – the only one I can recall, other than my own - will be enough.



*



Later.  Walking up to our cottage door, I reach, instinctively, for my key.  Of course, it is no longer there.  I smile with a deflated sigh.  I’ve a copy, of course, but it’s no good in there.  Recalling mine and Tam’s Plan B from our days squatting in a summer-vacated second home, I run back to catch the driver.  I bang on the passenger window as he reverses out.  He stops and winds it down.

  ‘Can I borrow your credit card?’ I ask.

  He draws back his head, juts out his jaw, and looks at me, steadily, his brow slightly furrowed.

  ‘I know it’s an odd request,’ I add, hoping to pacify, ‘but I’ve left my purse back at the hospital.’  He opens his mouth, but says nothing.  I try again, lifting my overly loose collar.

  ‘You can see how I’m dressed that I was dying to get home.’

Nothing.  Then, once more.

  ‘I promise I won’t run off…I mean,’ I look about the open country, self-consciously, ‘where’s there to run to?  Please…I need to open my front door, and that will do it easily.’

  The penny drops.  Slowly, he extracts his wallet from inside his coat pocket lining, and, leaning across to me, hands it over, searching steadily for my intent.

  Taking it, I smile at him, hopefully reassuring, then stumble over the uneven ground leading up to the cottage.

  Sliding the card down the narrow slit between door and frame, it fails.  I try again.  Fails.  And again.  A second of silence follows, then…a loud, welcome click triggers a relief that almost fails my knees.  An impatient car horn blares twice behind me.  I stumble back, handing him his card with genuinely felt thanks.  Thinking of Tam’s stashed handouts, I offer to tip him, if he can hold on.  He looks at me and grabs for the gear lever as if he can’t wait to leave.  

I watch him reversing, turn, and drive away at speed.  The wind picks up again, but I am glowing inside now from a warm, pulsing relief.

  I pause.  A familiar mass of buzzing emanates from next door; one that always, for me, heralds summer.  I see Mr. Tovey, standing there, in profile before his hive, silent and still as one dead upon his feet.  At least, I assume
it’s him.  The man himself is indistinguishable.  His outline - distorted, swollen - moves only on the surface from the sheer thousands of workers swarming over him to get to their queen.  The sole human element still exposed is an ever-distorting open crescent that is the left hand side of his face.  One familiar blue eye stares ahead into some sylvan distance.

  I consider hailing him; then lower my hand, thinking better of it.  Perspiration, cold now, clings to my second-hand shirt, to my arms and breasts as I push open the door with more strength than I usually need.

  Staggering to the kitchen, the sink at the window breaks my fall.  I run the COLD tap, splashing its gushing stream into my face, before pouring more into a glass from the draining board.  Knowing I must’ve missed my medication several times over, I open the cupboard door, take out a foil pack, and burst open two pills.  I pause, thinking about what I might have already been given – back at Edenhall.  I take a chance.

  One way or the other, I must decide about Tam…  My strength waning further, I struggle to turn off the tap as though it were a ship’s steering wheel in a storm.

  I turn, dizzy and breathless, and stumble back into the front room.  In my rush, my baggily clothed right thigh catches the metal arm of the blanket-covered ghost, and it judders, wheeling forward in premature anticipation, as if to catch my fall.  I head toward the staircase and pound slowly up to my…our…bedroom, gripping on to the banister for dear life.  Kicking open the door, I collapse, expended, onto our bed.  I hear the covered wheelchair downstairs slowly roll back to the wall of its own accord.

  Trying to put Tam out of my mind is proving pointless.  The fortnight between each visit turns the whole house into little more than an en-suite waiting room for this one appointment.  Sure, the graphic design business, or, anyway, the positive emails I’ve been getting from networking, keep me focused.

  But
remote contacts are only ever that - if ‘intimate friends’ is a term applied to mean the opposite.  It’s this…I miss…most.  I fall asleep…



Tam returns at dusk the following Monday.  Again, he hugs me.  Again, he asks about ‘Mr. Shivers.’  Again, he offers me a small bundle of cash, again I refuse, and again I ask him to return, which, again, he breezily doesn’t acknowledge before leaving.  There is one difference this time.  His usual charismatic veneer now feels Teflon; impervious and almost self-satisfied.  I feel pleased for him.  Getting in touch with his true worth was always going to make him stronger.  Yet I’m fearful because of it.  For it might also mean the end of our union.

  I am about to close the door; but hold it, half-open, half-hopeful, watching Tam’s back recede again with what must’ve been a longer-than-usual lingering gaze.  He stops, as before, in half-silhouette facing left, raising the hailing hand to old Tovey.  I don’t shift my gaze to check our beekeeper is even there.  Around-the-clock buzzing is a backdrop for spring too easy to ignore.

  Tam continues his easy trudge, away toward the far, inclining rise.  I wait until he disappears over its other side then – out-of-the-blue - come to a decision.  Leaving the door ajar, I dash back up to the bedroom, grab my coat from out my wardrobe, a scarf beside it, then dash back down to the kitchen, falling back into its wicker chair to pull on my boots.  I consider then dash it from my mind, leaving in its drawer the only other copy of our key.

  I jump.  As if in response the open front door bangs in on itself, hitting the wall beside it.  It sounds an impatient encouragement, forced through by the wind outside.

  ‘Alright, I’m coming!’ I shout, newly defiant.  Standing, I push my toes more forcefully into the green rubber.

  With both hands empty, I feel there’s something I should take with me – something I may need for the future.  Of course - I realise it’s obvious.  I reach for the growing stash of Tam’s fortnightly gift, kept all this time in a tin in our secondhand bureau.  I ignore the spare key beside it, instead stuffing all the notes deep into my coat pocket.  I run out onto the rolling downs, slamming the front door shut.



I could have taken our bike, but it never crossed my mind.  Then again, I didn’t want to be too noticed en route.  It felt strange treating Tam as if he were under surveillance from some or other crime, when all I wanted was for him to turn back and return with me, for good, to our home.  Only my mind was telling me to maintain a safe distance behind, leaving him no more than an inch tall silhouette on the horizon up ahead.

  A direct line east from our door, across country up to Fendesfeld, is a walk I’ve taken many times.  Except the border being some three miles further on isn’t one I’ve ever had the energy to reach on foot.  The maps show an incline up the rise, away from Crag Farm, being one hurdle too far.  Due to Mr. Shivers?  Or, is he an easy excuse.  More perhaps the somnambulant silence of country living that draws you in and pacifies – making you idle.

  While I’ve the clothes this time, I’ve brought no provisions.  Tam alone is the one star to guide me.  A mile further on and to my left, Crag Farm itself hoves into view.  A rotor-blade noise gradually dissipates the late spring silence as a combine harvester, threshing, passes slowly two-thirds of the way across the golden field of swaying wheat.  Just as I pass, I hear the engine suddenly cut.  Not wishing to sate my natural curiosity by stopping in my tracks, I continue-on.

  Passing by the line of hedging to its furthest corner, a second field opens up to reveal a solitary, dilapidated linhay for drying straw, almost lost within it.  A young man in checked shirt, braces and brown cords suddenly jumps from behind a stacked bale to steady it.  I also jump.  He pauses to wipe his hands.  Looking up, he nods an acknowledgement to me I could have done without.  This isn’t a right of way, in truth, with no obvious path, and here am I trailing a man who’s just passed this same route.  He smiles but I ignore it, continuing-on.

  It is then he gets me thinking.  His dress sense was generic enough - but there was something about his face.  Had I seen it before?  He’d smiled at me as if I
had.  The restarting growl of the combine harvester in the field at my back brings me to with a start, swiftly dislodging the finger-hold on memory.

  I soon find myself trudging across open country.  Tam once again becomes the fixed point in my life, the immensity of the surrounding hills and valleys swamping his usual lanky build, reducing it that of a tin soldier on a game board.

  Then, something strange occurs.  I feel these same hills begin to loosen, to move, to discover a form of mobility – trudging as one, green shoulder to green shoulder – toward me.  The scrubland beneath my boots falls away, as if challenging me to stay my course and on my feet.  The man way ahead of me…my lover…my partner…I must hold on to this…suddenly inflates in size, swelling to proportions I can not only touch but become totally consumed by…swallowing me whole.

  This isn’t Mr. Shivers reawakening.  My bones are still warm and my joints otherwise without pain.  But I now recall the Staff Nurse, penetrating me with her hypo.  The bitch…
The fucking bitch!  What was it?  Rubbing my eyes, I look determinedly ahead.  Tam is no longer the all-consuming giant bearing down upon me.  Except Tam is no longer there at all.



Spring rain is drizzling butterfly kisses upon my brow and down my cheeks.  Its tepid refreshment invigorates just enough to help concentrate my mind.  Still, there’s an effort this entails.  I feel drowsy and crouch down for a brief rest.  I can’t rest for long though; that’s out of the question.  I decide if I take even a five-minute break I might lose Tam for good and have to tramp all the way back, so losing a whole day’s work.

  Forcing myself on, I pick up speed.  Ahead, to my right, I see another man, burly in stature, sixty-ish and bearded, sitting amid a small cairn, smoking a short clay pipe.  Just before I reach him, he slowly turns his face toward mine, and, almost imperceptibly, nods.  Suddenly, I’m worth noticing.  I ‘good afternoon’ him, but he doesn’t respond.  As I pass, I look back.  He is nodding again; only this time to himself, lost in his pipe.  I wonder what he knows, or, rather, thinks he knows.

  Like the younger man before him in the linhay, there is something familiar; not about his conventional clothes, but about that face.  Galvanised into putting distance between us, I again pick up my speed.  I hope against hope Tam will soon return to my sight…



I break into a run.  More out of a grim determination to finish this once-and-for-all, I enforce my need to focus, forcing away the earlier panic.  I make the far side of Fendesfeld.  The sky is clear here and so is the air.  The Helm Wind arrives with me and feels at bay.  Strangely relieved, I tramp on still further, emboldened despite a growing tiredness.  Clearly, I must need Tam more.

  Some two miles further on, the landscape gradually mutates into something more tainted by humanity.  Industrial odours from somewhere up ahead goad me on.  It is the smell of petrol, domestic waste and hardening tar.  Unpleasant, yes, but not hostile, their childhood familiarity a pleasure in themselves.

  The air, with an encroaching drizzle, turns muggy, making the whole atmosphere heavier and more dense.  I miss the clearer air of three miles back, and pretend the clouds had gathered, briefly, just for me and my stoic endeavour.  The gentle sound of rushing water emanates from somewhere up ahead.  Staggering toward it up what I’m sure is a last incline, my legs feel more than their weight.  Making it to the summit, I stand there, panting, surveying the vista before me.  To my left I see it; a stream, winding on north-easterly; the welcome that calls me here.  Catching my breath, I realise Tam has got to be close by.

  Looking down at the stream, I double-take.  There is a figure – face down in the shallow rush.  I feel faint as I try not to tell myself it is a man.  I feel suddenly sick.  As my mouth dries, my stomach starts to turn.  Bending over, I cross my arms over it and – spasming - profusely vomit.  He is lying, one leg bent out at the knee into the other that is straight, forming the letter ‘P’, his right arm pointing over his head, with his left indistinguishable beneath his torso.  The position is almost balletic; too much so for rigor mortis.  I hope against hope.

  Collecting myself, I run, staggering down the incline.  Reaching him, he is – close-up - clearly dead.  I take a deep breath, grab his sopping shirtsleeve and heave him over.  Face up, I see blue fish-eyes staring blankly ahead.  The mouth, open and stretched, wears a smile not unlike those of the living I’d earlier passed.  Yes, I know that face.  I saw it only recently.

  Relief overtakes me.  Yet the relief of on-recognition suddenly turns to cold unease.  I see no clear wound; no wound to betray a guilty hand; only the self-same rope around the man’s neck I’d observed when he was alive.  His prone position also evokes an awful familiarity.  One I fall upon and instantly wish I hadn’t.  The Hanged Man.  Oh God!  Three nights before…the man trailing behind the Marching Watch.

  Desperate, I rubberneck uselessly, searching for help.  I open my mouth to call – but fear strangles the sound.  Then what help would I receive?  That from the same people who might already know about this – who might have been the cause.  And he was too damp for fingerprints - and too bare of wounds.  I back away from the body.

  I realise if Tam hadn’t come this way, he may have turned off in time before now and not seen this.  The rusting odours of old industry return stronger to me upon a strengthening easterly gust.  I decide, with no knowledge this far into open country, I’ve no choice left but to carry on.

  Reaching the top, relief overwhelms me.  Tam has reappeared. There he is, below, striding strongly down the incline, relatively close again and certainly no mirage.  He pauses, finally, and, still for a moment, gradually turns, beaming the smile he’d first snared me with when we first met.  I reminisce, and recognise it now; a smile not so rare.

  Had he sensed my presence all along?  I smile with him and wave, caught, almost abashed, as if in the glare of headlights.  After a moment he continues on, casual as an evening rambler, accepting of my sudden presence.  He strides down the incline from the summit, perhaps newly enervated, and I follow.  I was right.  I can ever turn back – not now.

  The hill’s decline pulls my tired booted feet faster forward, nearer to Tam who somehow maintains his loose, steady pace.  I swallow a fresh gust of wind at this moment, startled by the vista across the near horizon.

  I see the borderland separating our county from the next.  It is a graveyard of metal discarded and left to rot; a wasteland of man-made dinosaurs that had outlived their usefulness.  Between bowing diggers of rusting cranes, and burnt-out chassis of custom-built cars unevenly spaced from east to west, a pyramid of mouldering tyres vie for space with a growing mountain of domestic recyclable refuse.

  Foregrounding this city of the forgotten, I see a queue of young people.  Each, barely in their twenties, and over forty in number, are lined-up, the head commencing from the open doorway of a battered, white caravan.  I crease my eyes.  Each young man appears to be holding a wallet; each young woman, a purse.  All are dressed in the pre-worn, cheap clothes Tam and I have long relied upon - the clothes of the outsider.

  A syncopated swoon of recognition sweeps up the valley to him.  All wear a smile, in response to his, in response to mine, to ours, and all so alike to each other, which Tam – as he descends – welcomes, spreading wide his arms.










  


















THE WRECK











Medical advice has forced my hand.  He told me – my counsellor – that the best way to lance a trauma is to relate it in some way; if only to yourself.  Getting it down seems most obvious.  So, here goes.

  I had always feared school.  Or, rather, I tolerated it easily enough - at first – in my Infant and Junior years.  Only Chillingworth Comprehensive proved to be every other parent’s second choice.  My own, as I later uncovered, living off credit and various overdrafts, had little choice but to make it their first.

  Already a sensitive and wilfully lonely child, I soon found out, on the last day of my final term at Fallowmead Junior, from the few friends I’d made, they’d all happily named the other Comprehensive as their next.

  I was, quietly, heartbroken.  Still, I don’t wish to make this a misery memoir.  I mean, I never then realised I was heartbroken. What did I care for friends?  At the time I was more – well - just disappointed.  Since I was ambivalent about the whole concept of school anyway, I knew I could move on.

  On my first day there – which I won’t go into in detail – I discovered the source of the new school’s name.  (I hesitate to say ‘my school.’  It would never be that).  The name Chillingworth, by all accounts, was Old English for ‘killing field.’  Despite a precocious interest in English Lit., this simple irony went over my half-asleep head.  Had I the vocabulary then, I might have articulated how I was being psychologically bullied before I’d even begun my first class.  This little revelation coming from the Head – Mr. Green – at the first assembly.

  ‘But don’t let that dissuade you,’ he added with a slightly knowing smile.  ‘It was all centuries ago...’  The smile froze into something more vague.  Not a history scholar, then, I surmised.

  That was the first day of September’s autumn term.  Things carried on from there, leading up to winter, in a kind of twilit tedium.  For one thing, everywhere looked so much bigger than I’d been used to. So, everyone felt further away - spiritually as much as physically. My natural isolation consequently withdrew all the more, freezing me out of the educational environment almost completely.  Drowned out spiritually as well as physically by the school’s extravert, go-getter types, I fell swiftly into a kind of blank and isolated inertia; and one clearly impossible to read.

  The school, nowhere near as old as its name suggests, had, additionally, undergone recent renovation, with additional outbuildings, a new pool, and new changing room facilities; all in the name of what it clearly prioritised – games!  I could have wept.  I detested PE – almost as much as its PE teachers.  They got away with being drill-sergeant-type bastards in the way few other teachers ever could.  I began to feel like Titus Groan - Chillingworth being Gormenghast.  Almost inevitably, I soon encountered my Steerpike.

  Carl Price was one of the few from Fallowmead
who’d transferred here with me.  Never friends, I was torn since this one familiar face was the one I could never stand.  Slightly below average build, his wide-set brown eyes, slightly pointed chin and equally fawn-like ears, topped off with a short, brown leather jacket, cut to me a menacing image.  Yet, I wouldn’t have called him the school bully.  No.  School bullies congregate, thriving on being popular with those less strong but equally fascist.  Price, on the other hand, was more of an unknown quantity – being as much of a loner as myself.  I think this made him more dangerous.



I will return to Chillingworth later, but recalling Price instantly draws me back to the road I lived in at the time.  In the early 1970s’, Cheriton Drive was one of those pleasant, middle-class suburbs in Hampshire with a compressed gravel road, awaiting its layer of new generic tarmac.  It led down to a neglected, overgrown little area of scrubland upon its left, waiting, so it seemed, for nothing whatsoever other than clearance.  What had been there beforehand we, as kids, never sought to enquire.  Then again, like Mr. Green, local history was never on their radar.  But for me it suddenly took on a new, if indefinable, significance.

  A crosswire fence, twisted and gnarled from a generation of eager, little grasping fists and a torment of weather, partially enclosed the corner it sat on.  On my first curious entry, it nicked the skin around the quick of my right forefinger, opening a small flap and a bulging little blob of blood.  Too late, only then did I clock to my left a metre tall slit, cut from ankle to neck, and pulled apart by those same hands, long wary of climbing its warped and wobbling two-metre height.  The scrubland beyond represented to us constant invitation.  To what?  It is difficult to define, for, again, none of us at the time ever reflected.

  Today, I would surmise it invited comparison to a feral, secret garden; a garden where doing anything, or being anyone, was possible to achieve.  For good - or for ill – The Wreck’s very unkempt appearance lacked, and, as if for our benefit, defied, the very rules and regulations we’d spent each day failing to adhere to at school.  Perhaps our ignorance at the time was also its secret weapon.  The spirit of Chitty-Chitty-Bang-Bang’s Childcatcher, manifest as a scrap of semi-rural scrubland.  Who knows?

  But the length of its long-ignored grass and weeds hopelessly gone-to-seed, towered above our heads from the wire fence itself to the small, tarmac rectangle at the back that once held…what?  A single park swing?  A stable for a pony?  A car park for a few selfish and disinterested local council members?  On a late, autumnal afternoon as the sun began to set, one could quite believe a gallows.

  All this ever held for us – looking like some long-dead idol – was a decrepit and scalded bin.  A brazier of narrow wood panels set in a circle about a half-metre in diameter and depth, its bottom seemingly made of tin, and long ago blackened, rusted and semi-dissolved by God-knows-what misuse.  Often, I’d ponder on what it might once have held before this place fell into such a state.  Or what it might hold again with a rebirth.

  The land’s apparent ‘death’ inspired an immortal life all its own – unchanging - neither growing more nor receding less.  Shame about its name, I always thought.  We called the place The Wreck.  Or rather, that is the only appendage it ever had.  There was a rumour - predating mine and Price’s arrival - that it had remained undeveloped since the time of the original killing field; whenever that was.  It may have once been The Killing Field itself, or some despoiled, forgotten remnant.  I would pine for that same hands-off policy to be taken-up by local councils today across the country.  For what they are doing isn’t their business…



The world of the lonely, sensitive child maintains a ‘Keep Out’ sign all its own.  My parents got on with each other, I suppose, albeit on their own unspoken terms, and then perhaps only superficially.  This made the relationship more of a standoff.  Towards me, however, the dynamic was rather different.  Mum protected me in every way she could; in every way outside my father, that is, whom – despite a bullish front - she ever so slightly feared.  Perhaps that was the attraction.

  He’d been a sergeant in the Army most of his life.  As a young man in the early Fifties, he’d fought in Korea being finally discharged for an undisclosed reason in 1970.  A good service in years, at least.  Making sure I grew up a man, from an early age he passed on to me how to defend myself.  This entailed lessons in boxing, from the age of seven, followed by one night a week down the local gym.  This latter experience arose from whinging to Mum about my ongoing hatred of PE, its vaulting horse and climbing frame.  I hated it all, but, being forced to it, left me shy and insecure.  I feared Dad more than Mum ever did, so put on as best a poor show as I could.

  He never once touched me inappropriately, but I know he did rather more than that to Mum.  Skiving off early from Chillingworth one Wednesday afternoon (taken up, as always, by double PE) I returned home to find both my parents in.  About to tiptoe back out to the high street for a better-timed return, I heard behind me raised voices.  Or rather, Mum’s raised voice.

  I missed what the argument was over, except it sounded like a desperate response to something he’d just said or done to her.  All I recall was her accusation to Dad that he had once shown an “unforgivable weakness.”  His response to that – far as I recall – was a long pause with an odd rejoinder about how his memory on the subject was a complete blank.  Was this a show of fear?  I’ve never known.  I put it out of my own mind, mainly through dread, as I couldn’t face the consequence her accusation might entail.  I mean, if I couldn’t look up to Dad, I couldn’t look up to anyone.

  I stood, still as death, anticipating the inevitable explosion.  But only an even longer silence followed.  Still I held my breath, expecting the living room door I was skulking behind to suddenly fly open.  Instead, all I heard was the heavy fall of one of them collapsing, heavily, onto the sofa.  I exited at that moment, thankful for the smooth silence of our new house’s front door hinges.



Most dinner times I took refuge in the school library.  A room still relatively small, old and pleasingly undeveloped.  I knew I enjoyed reading, but as to quite why was a mystery.  The lack of outside stimulus - the kind the teachers wanted from me that I wasn’t able to give - inclined me to pent-up mental impatience.  Meanwhile, I’d yet to discover a really great book I could in any way relate to.  All I seemed to find here were textbooks on the history of medieval pottery, part of a continuing series on garden flower cultivation, Exploring Hampshire (from 1951!), or staid old Russian classics by Gogol or Dostoevsky I was equally too young to enjoy.

  Things were soon to change though – more than I was to realise at the time.  A multicoloured spine almost glowing in colours of yellow, gold and pink suddenly shone out from the rest in its otherwise dour and dog-eared line.  Sliding it out, I gazed – for the first time – at an edition of Blake’s ‘Songs of Innocence and of Experience.’  At first, I assumed it was a children’s book, if somewhat cleverer.  Blake described strange visions, the sheer joy of nature, while all his references to The Church and its view of God seemed joyously negative.  I couldn’t articulate, but still somehow perceived, it was the personal view of Him that mattered and not what you were told to believe.  I was – to pardon the pun – in heaven.

  One of the poems that really got me was ‘The Ecchoing Green.’ Maybe the misspelling alone held the charm.  Being an imaginative child,
a gate suddenly opened that normally shouted ‘keep out!’  I received pictures – glorious pictures - of another kind of landscape at least as big as the school…only one I felt I could own and live in alone.  It also opened further the flap of skin around my forefinger’s quick, bitten again in my excitement.  I sucked it, long and hard, to seal the thing with my saliva.

  Just then, another Green loomed over me.

  ‘Caught you!’ said the Head.  It was dinnertime.  ‘Still need pictures, I see.’

  ‘Yes, sir,’ I stupidly replied in fear.  How the hell did he know my preferences?

  ‘Mm…’ he murmured, raising his chin a little to peer down through his lower lenses at the open page in my hand.  ‘Something of a crank, I’ve always thought.  Did you know he used to sunbathe, naked, in his back garden?’  The nervous smile flickered again.

  ‘No, sir.’  Stupid again.

  ‘And with his wife?’  He seemed to enjoy this rejoinder and studied its effect on me.

  ‘No sir, I didn’t.’

  ‘Mm…well…don’t your waste time on titles not on the curriculum.’  Green strode off, his gait one of more certainty.

  Not on the curriculum, I pondered.  I liked the sound of that.

  Flipping back to the book’s first endpaper, I gazed dully at the stamp – ‘REFERENCE ONLY.’  Oh, shit…  I whispered.  A finger-swipe of scarlet ran diagonally across it.  Mine.  I was about to replace it on its shelf then froze.  I mean…what would Blake himself think if I did?  Him – a man who hated the Church, was slack in his spelling, and sunbathed in the buff.  Surely, such a grown-up would be disappointed.

  Glancing up at the library’s clock, I noted dinnertime’s final few minutes and looked around the reading room, now silent and empty.  Sliding the book up inside my jumper, I left with my chin tilted up and a new sense of defiance.  I’d made it mine, anyway.  I then realised; they closed the library for dinner.  Looking around, I saw no attendant behind her desk.  I was, as usual, alone.  Had I been forgotten?  Or just neglected?  I clearly wasn’t missed.  I refused to panic.  This was my space.  They’d unlock the door in five minutes anyway.  I felt emboldened at that moment.  Fate by my own negligence.  It’s what Blake would have wanted; and he and I were blood brothers now.



My starting at Chillingworth coincided with my visiting The Wreck on a more committed basis.  Four years earlier, soon after we’d moved to Cheriton Drive, Mum warned my seven-year-old self never to venture down there unaccompanied.  I soon discovered why.  Of a summer evening, I’d observe older boys sliding through the wire fence opening to weave and scurry their way down through the scrub to enjoy furtive first smokes, mutual masturbation, or snoggings’ with girls.  Always only half-hidden, while unfailing in their rustling the overgrown grass.  They never guessed.

  The meaning of these activities may not have been well defined in my sponge-like brain, but I knew something illicit regularly went on.  I could get in deep trouble twice over if I’d been caught looking.  Done over, most likely, by the other boys, as feuds could also be resolved down there with bare-knuckle fists.  That element of threat never left The Wreck, even though, as a haven of escape, it was ideal.  A world all its own, its’ damaged wire fence its only true boundary.  Never likely to be accompanied, I took my own chances, challenging my innate cowardice with wilful defiance as a means to strengthen my ever-awakening psyche.  But still I could show weakness…



One afternoon, Mum told me she and Dad would be away visiting Granddad, but she’d make sure there would be a meal waiting for me to heat up.  Being eleven I hadn’t yet mastered the art of home cooking, so, when I got home, I saw she’d made it easy for me.  A note with ‘200 degrees for 40 minute - Mum’ penned in Biro sat upon a foil-covered ovenproof dish on the Belling, inside which sat a homemade, half-cooked shepherd’s pie.

  I smiled at the consideration.  As I picked it up with one hand to open the oven door with the other, I stopped.  A sound I couldn’t place seemed to emanate from somewhere behind me.  Muffled in tone, as if actually louder than I was hearing at that moment, I tried to picture its source.  Nothing entering my head, I looked around the kitchen itself for the cause.  It wasn’t here with me, of that I was certain.  The best way to describe it… a kind of fluttering…like a series of small beatings of something soft against a hard surface…as if a miniature bed-sheet was being shaken free of excess moisture after washing by a dwarf.  I smiled at the image as of something quaintly ridiculous to hang onto - better than the growing, gnawing dread, at least.

  I decided to follow the sound.  Walking stealthily down the hallway, it seemed to get louder the closer I came to the door, closed to the lounge.  Yes, I thought.  Mum or Dad would have instinctively shut it before leaving, knowing the house would be empty.  Probably left the small window half-open too, to let in some air.

  Then, I really wondered, focusing harder on the sound.  Dad’s Ferguson reel-to-reel recorder came to mind…  Recently, he’d been leaving it running to the tape’s end when he’d been called in by Mum.  But that had been in the garden shed, where it was usually kept.  He’d never before brought it in the house… I opened the door, saw the window half-opened as predicted, shot my gaze upwards…and screamed.

  The flapping was real.  Looking up at the cause of what was now a noise borne of desperation, I saw, half-a-metre above my head, a thrush flying madly around the perimeter of the ceiling, in blind panic, trying to get out.  My mind reeled.  A bird?  Inside the house?  Out of control?  Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe.  Backing my way to the door, the room began to spin, a receding, kaleidoscopic tunnel. As my shoulder blades slammed up against it, my knees gave way and I sank onto my haunches.  Down my calf, I let out a warm stream of piss.  Trying to shut out the noise of insane flapping and high-pitched chirruping panic, I covered my ears and shouted out, begging it to leave.

  ‘Please…no, please…please go…please!’  I cried, quite literally.  What the hell was I supposed to do?  Clearly, I couldn’t catch it with my small bare hands, and its own panic ensured it couldn’t be easily guided by any human agency, back into the outside world.  I just wanted it dead, I think - and as soon as possible.  Best thing all round.

  Reaching up, I scrabbled, grasping, the door handle.  Finally heaving myself up, and, shaking like a glass of water on a washing machine, I darted out the room, slamming the door behind me.

  I was upset first; but then I was angry.  I’d been put into the position of being a victim through my inability to deal with a situation.  Trouble was…well…until now, I’d only ever associated such a feeling with being bullied.  This, however, had been something very different.  Something else I couldn’t cope with.  Being alone was being in control.  Now I discovered other things could still happen to you quite beyond it.  I felt raw…exposed…almost abused.  I realised I had no real defence against anything.  Unless I somehow changed my mind-set…strengthened it to external attack…I was an open target.  I wasn’t aware then, you see.  I wasn’t aware.



  Birds should never be caged.  The book I’d taken had also made this clear.  Now I knew why.  Human agency was the cause.  One window opened was a blind invitation inside.  The means of death for something innocent.  I’d remember this.



Peter Jarrold arrived late at Chillingworth.  A former pupil of Fallowmead Juniors, one year behind me, his appearance was unforeseen.  Frustrating, but I knew I could cross-out expulsion.

  My initial relief at a second, recognisable presence soon vanished.  Not only would Jarrold never have hurt a fly, but, like myself, he was as powerless as a limbless insect as well.  Poor Peter.  Small built, with curling black hair, a massed splash of auburn freckles, and soft, round blue eyes, a more silent, unassuming boy you’d never find.  Consequently, every bully’s punch-bag.  I could relate to him, but hoped they were not my own weaknesses.  I had those under control.



Soon after he arrived, I felt it necessary to keep an eye on him.  The reason was simple.  Back at Fallowmead, I observed how Price would do dares – out of the blue – that compromised the weaker boys.  Price was a control freak as much in the psychological, as in the physical, sense.  He liked to gauge others reactions at the most inopportune moments and then strike, acting swiftly upon them.  Somehow, such intellectual
thuggery kept the school’s real bullies at a distance.  They didn’t get Price.

  I’d usually seat myself one row behind him, keeping an eye.  More than once, during the more boring classes – PE, RE or Double Maths – I’d catch him extracting his cock from his fly under his desk and wave its semi-hardness toward the boy next to him, sniggering in silence.  That boy was often Peter.  Not that there was anything else going on – far as I knew.  It’s just that, whatever the lesson, we pupils tended to hog the same seats in class.  Familiarity, clung to at that age, bred a certain reassurance; especially if you had no real friends.  None you could confide in without the threat of losing face to everyone else, anyway.

  So-called ‘best friends’ were probably limited to the bullying gangs, as no other kind of boy would dare team up.  They knew it would only serve to double the unwanted attention already drawn to themselves.  Even at Junior level, as at Chillingworth later, it was best to keep your head down.

  Here, I decided I wanted no gang member coming between us.

I would look after Peter – for his own good.



Only on certain Wednesdays’ could I get away with skiving from PE.  Those Wednesdays’ when rain intervened, when our class were down that particular day for football practice on the playing field, the gym already booked by another class.  Why we couldn’t double-up with them is a mystery; although it might have meant the instructor in charge having to double-up sporting losers like myself, so slowing the session down, which he’d have been loathe to do.

  No, we were told to go the library and study.  Almost to a boy, on each occasion, they all moaned - everyone, of course, except me.  Already retreating there lunchtimes, I needed no more encouragement.  William Blake had patiently waited some two-hundred years for me to find him.  I didn’t need a mere teacher - least of all a PE teacher – to steer me back.  This was special – something marvellous – between Blake and I alone.  So, in a driving downpour, I’d walk the short distance home where I could study his precious and beautiful words in silent peace with the book I’d removed.



Every other Wednesday, on fine days, I wouldn’t be so lucky.

  ‘Chambers!’

  Mr. Hollis near vomited my name, an effect heightened by its first sharp consonants.  Before I’d even changed, my surname was invariably hurled at me across the cloakroom.  Of course, most of the other boys had already presented pristine white t-shirts and boxers and couldn’t wait to start.  To me, the gym was more like the kind of room from where my family name might have originated; one associated with torture, perhaps, guaranteeing exposure somewhere down the line of a long hidden shame.

  The quiet fear those half-recalled words my mother used to my father came back to me then, as now.  At such times, my burgeoning inner strength suddenly flinched back; evaporating like salt in warm water.

  ‘Sir?’
I’d reply, inquiringly.

Hollis look at me straight, with quiet determination.

  ‘We’re
gonna do it today, aren’t we, Chambers.’

It wasn’t put as a question.

  ‘Yes, Mr. Hollis,’ I confirmed, nervous as to what it would be.

  ‘Good lad.  Now get a bloody move on…,’ he’d suddenly growl, already turning away to one of his regular achievers.  I’d watch Hollis’s back, relieved his spot-lit attention was beaming elsewhere.

  There he’d stand, hands together behind it, legs akimbo in his navy-blue tracksuit with the white standard issue double-piping down the sides; fatuously proud as a cut-price Sergeant-Major.  Even then, I suspected where this bullshit courage truly stemmed.  He might have failed his medical for the real Army, only to find part-time reactionary relief with the Territorials’ at weekends.  I was never bitter, however, even in the light of this knowledge.  The knowledge alone that I might be close to the truth was a comfort – of sorts.

  I was always last to enter the gym.  There they were, standing solid as expectant, macho executioners in solid oak and leather; the climbing frame – against the far wall – and before it, in the hall’s dead centre, the vaulting horse.  I didn’t know which was worse.  Each was a variant on the same theme.  The theme being Success.  Failure to achieve that success – here – meant another small public dissolution of your character; and further confirmation – if confirmation were needed – that the school’s consensus of you as a failure remained secure.

  I don’t remember how long I waited on what I recall as the worst session I ever took part in.  Each boy had the choice; to somersault over the length of the horse; or clamber to the very top of the climbing frame before descending, monkey-like, straight down the other side.  For myself to achieve either was impossible.  But, since that response wasn’t on Hollis’s agenda I had no choice at all.

  One or the other, I pondered.  Before I could decide, he called my name again, after what felt an interminable wait.

  ‘Chambers!’

  Oh fuck!  Hurriedly, I decided.  The horse was nearest, and, if I failed at that, I suspected that I might – might – just be caught on landing, and open to some official sympathy for the attempt.  Whereas if I panicked near, or atop, the summit of the climbing frame, the only way then was back down, and on that journey I’d be very much alone.  Even breaking my neck would be preferable to Hollis or – God help me – one of the class climbing up to un-grip my desperately clinging fingers.  Maybe this time – on the horse - laughter from the others wouldn’t be so bad.  Hollis’s roar confirmed me in my choice.

  ‘Somersault, Chambers – now!’

  My mind raced over the previous boys’ attempts and how they’d achieved it.  More from hope than knowledge, I walked slowly to the far end of the hall, paused, turned, rocked back on my left heel, and ran for it.  With every step closer to the waiting horse, I knew.  The very idea of my jumping forward, head first, upside down, slamming both my hands down upon its back and pushing myself off, to land back upon my feet, was completely and utterly absurd.  If only, I pondered that split second as I arrived.  If only I had the guts - the guts to tell each and every one of them to burn in hell.

  Instinctively, I put on the breaks.  I stopped, fast, on tiptoe, both knees slamming up against the front end of the horse.  Looking around, I saw a few of the boys turn on their heels, hands covering their mouths, stifling sniggers.

  In the half-silence, Hollis walked up to me, stopped close enough for me to feel his breathing, bent down, lifted me up by my throbbing knees and tipped me, head first, toward the horse.  I felt like a sack that needed emptying.

  ‘Right…!  Put your hands down - now.’

  For fuck’s sake.  He was actually going to manhandle me through the whole manoeuvre.

  Scared, I did what he told me.

  ‘That’s it.  Now…’  He lifted my legs higher between his arms. ‘…over you go.’

  ‘No…’ I blubbed, midway, upside-down.  ‘I can’t.’

  ‘You bloody well will.  Go on!’

I protested again, but my throat was dry, restraining my voice.  I saw the hall gradually start to spin.  Blood rushed to my head and my eyes began to water.

  ‘You’re nearly there,’ I heard him say.  ‘Go over, you little bas…’

Drowning out the rest of his order was a combination of fear blocking my ears, and, beyond me, a massed wall of laughter suddenly bursting out that echoed around the hall.

  Both my plimsoll feet slammed back down upon the hall’s polished wooden tiles, the other side of the horse.

  ‘Well done…’ Hollis barely murmured in a tone of near-disgust beneath the boys’ laughter, now almost hysterical.  Quite how hard it was for him to physically take me through that while retaining an ounce of his own dignity, I’ll never know.  I only remember him afterwards slicking back his hair and pulling down his dishevelled track top, which, I suppose, had been gripped, pulled, and nearly torn, in my own panicking grasp.  There and then – down on my backside amid the welter of boys’ laughter - I just wanted to die.



  ‘Jarrold!’

  Back in line and shivering, I closed my eyes and hung my head.  Dreading to have to go through all this a second time, even
as an observer, I felt the sudden need to puke and so put up my hand.

  Hollis must have noticed me turning pale as my raised arm instantly caught his attention.  I’d already proven my uselessness by trying and failing at what he’d demanded.  He slowly shook his head, baring the faint whisper of a smile.  I didn’t realise it then, but certainly have since, that the bastard had enjoyed it.

  But I wasn’t going to give him, or them, any more satisfaction.  I came to a decision all my own.  Pushing myself up, I broke into a run heading straight for the cloakroom.  A second wail of laughter echoed behind me as I dashed into one of the toilet cubicles, slamming the door shut with a plimsoll foot.  Bending over the bowl, I vomited – three times – but produced little more than saliva.  Flushing the toilet quickly, I managed to drown out the rest of the hilarity echoing around the tiles.

  I heard Hollis shout out ‘Jarrold’ once more…then…nothing.  I waited some more – still nothing.  Strange, I thought.  Had Peter passed out?  Was Hollis - right now - fanning his freckled features with a towel?  Had guilt consequently descended over the rest of the class?  If so, he and I would become martyrs.  Then they’d be sorry.  They’d have to treat us with the respect due, from now on, or else they’d be the ones consigned to shame and disgrace.  Yes – it’s they who’d be sorry – the whole damn lot of them.

  Just then, the door to the Boys burst open.  I expected, if not Hollis himself, then, at least, the school Nurse.

  ‘Mr. Hollis wants you, Alan.’

  A quiet, familiar voice just about reached through my cubicle’s door with a gently closeted echo.  Who might know I’d be here?  My confusion needed swift satisfaction.  I turned round, yanking it open.

  Cheeks apple-flushed and bashful, Peter Jarrold’s slight form stood before me, fingers fidgeting, his eyebrows quizzically raised.

 ‘What…what do you mean?’ I stammered.

  He looked down at his plimsolls.

  ‘He said…’

  ‘Said what?’

 ‘He said…if I could do it – then so could you.’



Thank God.  By now, that afternoon session had almost run its course.  Hollis had told Peter to pass this on too, making it sound an almost casual request, so making his dominance, and my shame, extended indefinitely.  As I said, the weaker ones always held things up in the eyes of the PE teachers.  But, for how long – until next time?  Another week?  Another two?  My fate dependent upon the change in the weather?  No.  There would never be a next time.  I had already been shamed.  I had no wish to be destroyed.



Next morning, as our form filed out of Assembly, I saw Price’s brown leather jacket before me, his narrow limbs striding ahead, as always first to leave on these occasions.  I drew back, concerned, as everyone else flowed out around me.

  Price would be just the one to use what had happened yesterday against me.  A prime excuse, I thought.  If he’d ever wondered which of us - Peter or myself – might be the weakest and the more vulnerable to his cruelty, he’d surely had found out now.

  I decided the best way to find out was on the pretext of broaching another subject entirely.  Then, it wouldn’t be me who gave himself away, but his reaction to my approach.

  ‘Carl!’ I called, probably limply.  ‘Carl!’ I tried again, picking up my speed, elbowing through the departing throng as carefully as I dared.

  He turned, and saw me, flashing a fake grin.

  Oh, I thought, so that was his game.  His intention would be to place in me a feeling of false security, and the grin was his opening gambit.  I needed to protect Peter from his inevitable snooping enquiries - whatever they were.  It was then I had the idea…  My finger began bleeding again.  I looked at it and sucked hard.  When the hell was it going to scab?

  I decided there was no way I could feel again as defeated as I had at the gym the day before.  My current feelings were ambiguous and, as always, I was too young to appreciate their significance.  On the one hand, my meagre level of confidence in public had been stolen from my possession.  On the other, I felt emboldened enough to know I no longer had anything more to lose.  It was in this frame of mind I now felt able to approach the likes of Carl with a proposition.  I’d show him!

  I knew I had to face what I most feared, you see.  Whatever weakness plagued my father wasn’t going to be passed on to me.  I informed Carl of nothing more than the time and place of our rendezvous– 7.30 pm the following evening, at The Wreck – to which he concurred.

  Indeed, Price agreed to my terms without question, which surprised me.  What was he planning, I wondered?  To myself I’d decided 7:00 tomorrow, while The Wreck would, at least, be mutual territory; whatever he might have up his own sleeve.

  He agreed to leave Peter alone in the meantime and walked away, as if he were late for something; his own nefarious preparations, no doubt…



Friday evening, 7 pm.  Approaching The Wreck always made me nervous – especially at this time of day.  A kind of anticipation more akin to dread.  But tonight the feeling was more delicious, like a Secret Santa present as yet unopened.  The high grass hid an illicit multitude.  I might find a football, (usually confiscated with a shove by an older boy who’d gotten there before me…), a mother and child with a dangerous dog off the leash, or some gut-spilled road-kill.

  Forcing my bike inexpertly through the pliers-cut gap, I watched it roll on alone for a second before tottering over on its left, half-disappearing in the head-high grass.  I followed, sliding through, side-on, picking it up and carrying it back to the fence where I padlocked it around two diamond-shapes of its wire links.  Wiping my cold, damp palms down the front of my anorak, I gazed cautiously around.

  The cool evening breeze harboured light autumnal rain, preordained by a descending mist of dusk.  The tall grass swayed, slowly, as if in invitation to me alone, though, in truth, I needed no other.

  I paused, breathing in deep.  The sheer loneliness of this place was its own intoxication, even though it was rarely completely uninhabited.  I chewed with slow intense deliberation on the open flap of skin.  There was still no discernible scab, but at least it had stopped bleeding.  The pain was intense, and yet, briefly, glorious because of it, focusing my mind upon what most mattered.

  The faint smell of rank smoke suddenly drifted up my nostrils.  Looking up I saw a horizontal misty band, just above the swaying grass reeds, and winced through my National Health lenses.  Nothing more.  I clambered carefully on, breathing in deep as I went, badly needing another piss.  Then another odour suddenly infiltrated.  I recognised what it must be, but still it put me in mind of something else - some annual event, more usually of the spring; a fairground.  That was it!  A barbecue.  It was a rare occasion when I felt I might have wanted to join a group.  Only my sheer inability to do so put a stop to the likelihood before it became even a thought.

  The last five lines of my new favourite Blake came to me then.



‘…Many sisters and brothers,

Like birds in their nest.

Are ready for rest;

And sport no more seen,

On the darkening Green.’



Sisters…brothers…birds in their nests…and no more sport.  Everything in its place.  I liked the sound of that.

  A distant clash of sounds infiltrated my hearing; a soft crackle of cooking, and at least two voices conversing. Someone was having fun – the kind I intended having.

  Picking up speed, I felt my confidence growing, my legs kicking a wayward path through the long grass.  Half-crushed lager cans, torn brown paper bags, sweet wrapped chewed gum and wet contact magazine pages each flew up, left and right of me.

  Coming out onto open ground, a searing needlepoint of flame, winking like an eye, suddenly caught my attention up ahead.  Like a dark tribal totem, the brazier stood alone, majestically displayed, its dampening wood smoking blue vapours up from between its battered panelled teeth.  Irritation flooded through me as I saw who had already arrived.  To its right stood a smallish figure.  A second smallish figure was beside him, crouched within.

  I called out to one.

  ‘Price!’

  The snapping demand I gave such a name meant I expected him to think on the likely cost of his disobedience.  He knew this and didn’t disappoint me.

  ‘’Ch-Chambers…’ he stammered.  His eyes clocking mine, I saw why he’d arrived too soon ahead of me with our charge.  I smiled.  He dared not consider what might have happened had he – with him - been late.  Our charge, after all, was already half-gone.

  Price, a poker in his left hand, stood next to the charred remnant of what looked like a Halloween Guy, stuffed, waist high, into the brazier.  Smouldering, blackened smoke part-obscured by the night, curled up as the moon caught the reflection of Jarrold’s blank, tear-glazed eye as I approached.  Price, the bastard, had gone ahead without me.  By his reaction you’d have thought he was scared.  The poker fell from his hand, into the long grass.
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