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Zephuros and the
Gift-Pear

 

Her name was
Cherry-Angel. Nobody was quite sure why. Even her parents, when
asked, would shake their heads and get an odd look about them:
slightly defensive but proud.

“We don’t know,”
they would say. “It just seemed the right thing at the
time.”

And no one can
argue with that.

She grew as
children do, and her best friend was a scruffy dog called Zephuros.
He was over-large, had a bald ear, and was forever covered in mud.
He would run in circles and make himself dizzy. He would roll on
his back, paddling the air with his big paws. He would show his
matted belly fur. He would pant in her
face and lick her ears. He made her smile.

She had a beautiful
smile.

Sometimes, when the
pair of them came back from their adventures, plastered in filth,
ingrained with grime, grinning and bleeding, Cherry-Angel’s mother
would send them to their separate beds. She would make a fuss of
scolding and exclaiming and pulling twigs from hair and fur. But
one look at their sorrowful expressions and shared disgrace and she
would instantly forgive them both, and they would scamper joyfully
away into the bushes.

At the bottom of
the garden was a pear tree. It was a gnarled old tree and it bore
few fruit. It had decided, long ago, that it was better to do
things well rather than prolifically. The pears it produced looked
hard and woody but were sweet and tasty and bore no trace of
bitterness. When the autumn came, Cherry-Angel’s family would pick
ripe fruit that were the envy of the village.

One particular
autumn the pear tree was happy. The summer days had been long and
warm and the rain, when it had fallen, had been soft and
refreshing. The tree felt that his old pains had been eased a
little.

This year, he
thought, has been a fine year. I should share my good
fortune.

And from the
outside he looked so twisted and stern. You can never
tell.

So one fine autumn
morning the family awoke to find the tree groaning beneath a
magnificent crop of pears. One bite confirmed that they were the
best that he had ever produced. Cherry-Angel’s mother was delighted
and set her daughter to work, accompanied by Zephuros, collecting
pears as they ripened. Every day for a week they rose early and
spent the day squeezing and turning and selecting the fruit. Every
day they wrapped the harvest in a cloth before staggering up the
evening path homeward, shoulders aching.

Cherry-Angel was a
good child but after a week of picking pears she became tired and
petulant. She sat on the step outside the house with her eyes full
of toil and the boringness of pears. Zephuros curled listlessly at
her feet. It was there her mother found her and, knowing her
daughter well, swallowed the chiding words that sprang to her lips.
It had, after all, been a long week.

My Cherry-Angel has
been working so hard, she thought. She sat down next to her
daughter and ruffled her tangled hair.

“I nearly have
enough pears,” said Cherry-Angel’s mother. “But I need one more
really good one.”

Cherry-Angel’s
mother was clever woman. Her daughter turned up a face full of
hope.

“I want you to go
to the tree and ask it for its best, most perfect pear,” she
continued. “When you have it, please bring it to me and I will have
all the pears I need. Then you and Zephuros can run in the
garden.”

Then Cherry-Angel’s
mother went off to find her husband.

(He was told,
unceremoniously, to get off his lazy bones and do something to
help, occasionally.)

To Cherry-Angel,
though, collecting even one more pear seemed an unthinkable burden.
Just one measly pear between her and her freedom, she thought. Why
should she not be happy right now? It was so
unfair.

She bent her head
and whispered to Zephuros, her arms around his furry neck and her
lips pressed to his tatty ear.

She said,
“Zephuros, my dearest friend, you know that I would do anything for
you. That means you would do anything for me, too. You are so much
faster than me, having four legs. Please run to the pear tree and
ask for its best fruit. Then we shall be free to play so much
sooner.”

Zephuros stood and
stretched. He yawned. He scratched, luxuriously. His tongue lolled
out in a grin. Then away he dashed, like a gust of wind, weaving
down through the bushes of the garden. He rushed up to the pear
tree and came to a jumbled halt, panting.

Zephuros was a
loyal and trustworthy dog. He looked up at the gnarled old tree and
barked up into the branches.

“Oi, there! Mr
Peartree! Listen to me! My friend Cherry-Angel has a favour to
ask!”

Loyal he certainly
was, but never well-spoken.

The pear tree
looked down at the scruffy dog at his roots and something akin to a
sigh passed through his branches and twigs, making his browning
leaves flutter.

“I had hoped that
the young lady would come herself. I do so enjoy her company, and
the feel of her feet when she climbs on my branches,” said the tree
in a wooden tone.

Trees, as everyone
knows, have only a wooden tone in which to speak.

Zephuros said, “She
would have come, I promise she would! But she’s only a puppy and
she’s tired of carrying pears! She’s my best friend and so I came
for her!”

The tree considered
this. He was an old tree and understood something of the world. He
knew that although Zephuros and Cherry-Angel were of an age,
Zephuros was already far older than she. He flutter-sighed quietly
at the thought but kept it to himself.

“Very well. Ask
your favour and I shall do what I can.”

“Thank you, Mr
Peartree! Cherry-Angel’s favour is that she wants your most perfect
pear! Then we will be free to play!”

The pear tree was
silent for a long while, thinking deep, slow thoughts. Time is very
different for an old tree than for a small girl or a scruffy dog.
This he knew and thought that they would not thank him. Not soon.
Nevertheless he said:

“Very well. I shall
give you a most precious pear.”

Zephuros could not
contain himself and ran in an excited circle, barking. It took a
lot of rustling of branches and creaking of wood to calm him.
Eventually Zephuros ceased and sat with his bald ear cocked
upwards.

The tree continued,
“That is better. Listen carefully, please. The pear I give is the
most precious gift I possess. I do not give it lightly but I give
it willingly. Keep it safe for her and it will make her as happy as
she deserves to be. Remember my words.”

The tree fell
silent. After a few moments he allowed a single fruit to drop from
his branches. It landed with a small thud upon the
grass.

What a gift! It was
tiny and shrivelled and seemed composed of twists and hardness. It
could hardly be called a pear. It seemed carved from woody-stone.
Zephuros gave it a disparaging look. He did not think much of the
gift, but then he rarely thought much about anything. What he did
think was that it was better not to question an old, wise tree. He
picked up the wizened fruit with the utmost care, keeping his teeth
hidden in his soft mouth. He barked his muffled gratitude and
trotted delicately back to the house, head held
high.

When Zephuros
returned with the gift-pear, Cherry-Angel was indignant with
furious disappointment. The shrivelled object he laid lovingly at
her feet was a disgrace. She had spent ages sitting and waiting for
him only to have to go and get the perfect pear for herself. Now
her playtime was further away than ever. After a brief spell spent
shouting at her unfortunate dog she stomped off down the path to
shout at the pear tree.

(During his
chastisement Zephuros cowered so much that Cherry-Angel later spent
hours hugging him and whispering apologies. He spent that time
wagging his tail in pleasure.)

Shouting at trees
is pointless. He had thick bark and a wooden heart. He knew that
childhood tantrums are short and their affections long. He remained
impervious until she aimed a kick at his trunk. Her little shoe
made an ugly scar. In return, and with weary resignation, he
dropped a large, unripe pear directly onto her
head.

Cherry-Angel
returned to the house in high dudgeon with her hard-fallen pear, a
sore foot and an aching head. Wordlessly she handed the offending
projectile to her mother, went to her room, slammed the door and
burst into tears.

Zephuros, faithful
soul that he was, slunk out into the front garden and buried the
gift-pear deep in the flowerbed by the road. He wanted to keep it
safe for her.

 

*

 

Zephuros died many
years later at the age of eighteen. Cherry-Angel was there by his
side, stroking his head long into the darkness. She was with him
when he took the night-mist into his eyes. She was there when he
followed his last breath out into the air. And so the two friends
parted. For a while, at least.

Cherry-Angel knew
about debts and how they had to be paid. Some are so far beyond
words that they can only be met with actions. She quietly fetched a
spade and dug a grave for her friend in his favourite place. He was
big so it took her many hours. Members of the family came out to
offer their assistance. Friends walking by asked if she needed
help. She would let no-one aid her. It was her task and only hers.
She merely thanked them and smiled a sad but beautiful
smile.

She dug in the
precise place that Zephuros had dug, years before. Of the tantrum
and the gift-pear, of course, she remembered nothing. She knew only
that her dog had taken to lying there whenever people were out of
the house. They assumed he had found himself a sunny spot in the
front garden. Usually they worked around him. Occasionally someone
would try to plant something beneath him and would be annoyed to
find that he was utterly immovable. Zephuros even growled at
Cherry-Angel’s mother, once, earning him a beating with a newspaper
that made him whine. Still he stayed stubbornly in his place.
Eventually the family shrugged and let him be: old dogs simply have
their ways about them.

Now he was gone and
Cherry-Angel was digging. She dug until the sweat beaded on her
back, sticking her dress to her skin. She dug until she was as
plastered in mud as she had ever been. She dug until she was aware
of nothing except the rhythm of the spade and the strain in her
breast. She dug until, with a dull clang, she struck a thick root.
The spade glanced off the stone-hard wood, and the handle twisted
spitefully in her hands.

There she stood,
covered in mud, hair in tangles and chest heaving. She eyed the
root suspiciously. It lay across the floor of the hole, right in
the way. It looked troublesome. She knew enough about roots to know
that they rarely end where you think they will. They are always
deeper and more tangled.

Cherry-Angel
decided to move the grave sideways. Her aching back and arms
whispered that it would still be close to her friend’s favourite
place. But as she lowered the spade to the earth a discontented
breeze rushed past and around her. The wind filled her with a
strangeness that made the spade heavy and her heart ache. She stood
motionless as its tendrils ruffled her hair, scampered around her
legs, lapped at her face and cooled the sweat that stuck her to her
clothes.

She made her
choice. She got on with digging up the root. It was the right thing
to do and she knew it.

Cherry-Angel
laboured in silence, broken by an occasional muttered exclamation,
quickened breathing and the sound of loose soil scattering in the
flowerbed. Eventually she threw the spade aside and grasped the
root with both hands. It felt cold and unpleasantly sinewy. It
seemed to struggle as if attempting to wrest itself from her grip.
It snapped and it writhed. But Cherry-Angel set her jaw and there
was no way that the root was ever going to win. Whatever it did it
met with steely and determined opposition. It fought her every inch
of the way.

(She used some
particularly unladylike language on it.)

Eventually, with an
enormous heave that cracked her back and made her teeth rattle, she
wrenched out the braided, twisted lump of iron-hard obstinacy and
thrust it, squirming, into the air.

She stared at the
thing in horrified wonder. It was attached to nothing! It started
and ended in two unbroken points, joined by a length of twitching
wood. She shrank from it, repulsed, and hurled it onto the dusty
road. She took a breath, collected the spade and started to dig
once more.

Two hours later and
all was done. Zephuros lay beneath the soil, his grave marked by a
neat mound and a small stone. Cherry-Angel sat nearby, lost in her
thoughts. She felt the strangest sensation, as if part of her was
unravelling and flowing away into the breeze.

There was a ghastly
crashing noise, followed by the sound of a large object landing
badly on the surface of the road. She surged to her feet in
distress. Oh, such carelessness!

On the road lay a
man, face down, his broken bicycle lying beside him, back wheel
spinning. The front wheel was a misshapen mess. Her unpleasant root
had wrapped itself entirely around its spokes. Cherry-Angel had no
time to wonder how this had happened before the prone figure let
out a groan. She ran to the man and quickly removed his bicycle,
root and all. She knelt down, turning him towards
her.

Her breath caught
in her throat. Beneath the wreckage of grazing, dust and mud was a
strange, attractive face. He opened his eyes and stared at her. He
blinked. She held her breath, heart thumping. Then he grinned up
into her worried expression.

“I must be in
heaven,” he said.

Gently she let her
breath go and smiled her beautiful smile. The west wind caught her
sigh and turned it, quietly urging it on past the house and down
the garden. It passed through the branches of the old pear tree,
making his leaves rustle softly. And then it flew onwards and far
away into the future.
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But first, a small thank
you…

 

Dear Reader,

 

Thank you for reading my
short story. It honestly means a lot to me that you did. I write
stories for two reasons: 1) I love it, it's addictive and it's
inconceivable to me that I'd ever want to stop; 2) I want to be a
best selling author some day (I'm working on it). The second would
be nice, of course, but the main reason is the first - I simply
enjoy writing and being read. If you liked this story, or even if
you didn't, I would love you to leave me a review and / or to check
out my other books. Anything you download or review helps me
enormously and is very much appreciated. An unread story is a sad
and lonely creature - thank you for making this one
happy.

 

Tom.
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challis : Five Stars!

I… stayed up later than planned reading this, partially because I
kept having to stop and read bits to my housemates when I giggled
out loud. And then it made me cry. Beautifully done, I recommend
it.
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by: caro 
: Five Stars!

An original kind of fantasy. It is a lot of fun but also connects
very much with my experience of death and how we cope with it. Love
the humour and the characters, cat, human and deity, and the
catharsis of the ending.

 

Puttypaw

 

 


Toby slept. Toby
dreamt. The dream was the same as it always was. He was back at
home; not the house that he shared with Peter and the others but
his home, the one he had lived in before everything had changed.
Toby sat on the cushions in the bay window and watched the autumn
rain spattering the panes. He stared at the rivulets and pools that
wandered about the patio and the leaves that blew ceaselessly,
forming ever-larger piles. Sometimes the leaves were whisked away.
Often, though, they snagged in cracks and crevices or were
plastered in place by dampness. One by one they gave up their
dances and the outside world turned brown. It was comforting in a
way. Bone-weary and wrapped tightly he felt a mere echo of the
tumbling-away outside, muted through the walls.

The leaves piled
up. They formed a thick layer, skittish at the top, moist and
mulching beneath. And still they mounted, blowing in from all
corners, the sky a rhapsody in falling shapes. The litter deepened
until it reached the window. He watched as his world submerged.
When the leaves covered half of the glass he had no choice but to
shift his view, but found that it had become oddly difficult to
move. The room darkened, the light reduced to a narrow slit at the
top of the pane. It cast across the back wall before falling to
greyness. In the not-light clogging silhouettes shuffled downward,
squeezed into place by the leaves above. Knees held to his chest,
he closed his eyes. There was nothing more to
see.

More leaves fell.
At the window was a dark frenzy, a great mass pressing inward with
firm, insistent weight. Still more fell and fell until they lapped
the chimney and flowed over the tiles, shoving and grinding at his
home. They fell as the roof beams splintered, as the floors cracked
and as the walls pitched inwards and crumbled. They fell as the
tide surged downward, pounding onto Toby and crushing everything
into nothing. They fell, and his ears rang with the noise and his
breath stifled in his mouth. Only then did Toby begin to rouse and
to struggle, screaming and clawing and thrashing. But all too late.
And then the dream faded as it always did and Toby was lost, as he
always was, in a world filled with the dead, horizon to darkening
horizon.

 

*

 

It had not been the
worst day. The three of them had walked together back from school,
with Seb and Carrie ahead and Toby trailing, not wishing to be
involved. For their part they had given up trying and simply let
him do as he pleased. Peter had met them at the door, holding it
wide.

“Come on then, you
two, in you come.”

They pushed their
way in, heading for the lounge, shedding bags and coats liberally.
Peter shouted after them to clear up. Disgruntled noises responded,
and sounds of perfunctory tidying. Toby lingered on the doorstep.
Peter smiled. It was probably meant to look welcoming. It looked
tired.

“And you, Toby,
come on in. Did you have a good day?”

Toby answered with
some words as Peter held the door ajar and closed it behind him. He
took off his school bag and coat, placed them neatly in their
correct places and went to the sitting room to watch television
until supper time. He sat on the floor, uncomfortable in any of the
chairs, and watched whatever the others selected. Supper was noisy,
full of Seb and Carrie discussing late-teen angst. Peter joined in
occasionally but when he thought that Toby was not looking, his
gaze settled on the boy like an itchy blanket. Toby ate in silence,
mopping the last of the food from his bowl with some white bread.
He helped with the clearing up and went to his room to complete his
homework. When done, he returned to the sitting room to watch
television until bedtime.

Toby had the baby
room to himself. He was thirteen and too big for it but he did not
complain. It was bereft of ornaments. Every night his bed was made
and his pyjamas neatly laid out, the way that Mum had used to do.
Peter accompanied him upstairs and saw him into bed. Toby lay on
his back, blinking at the ceiling while Peter fussed around him.
When it was time to say ‘Goodnight’, Peter paused, hesitant. Toby
stared at him, remaining silent.

“You sleep well,
Toby, all right?”

He kissed Toby’s
forehead and ruffled his hair. He left his stepson bathed in the
muted street glow. Toby lay on his back, feeling the hot, hollow
place in his stomach flip for a while. He ignored it and eventually
it stopped. He could hear laughter coming from downstairs over the
blare of the television. After some time came the sound of the
habitual argument concerning bedtimes, then the grumbling up the
stairs. Then came the tooth brushing, tap running and door
slamming. Muted conversations, subsiding, breathing and small
noises, Peter yawning and heavy movements, toilet flush, door shut.
Then quiet. Toby lay in the orange darkness for a while. Then he
slept. Except for the dreams, he liked sleeping. He also liked
those first, brief, waking moments when he could be anyone, in any
life but his. The rest he ignored.

It had not been the
worst day. None of them had.

 

*

 

Later - much later
- Toby could admit that he had not been happy. At the time, though,
he could not have told you much about anything. He had not really
felt anything since the accident. As an approach it may
not have been exactly healthy but at least it was his. In the weeks
following the funeral seemingly everybody he met had had something
to say about his mother, something that they wished to contribute.
They infiltrated with their kindness and their sympathy and pried
into his tender places without regard for his wishes. It got so he
could see them coming, their faces set in a mask of condolence,
excited by the prospect of attaching themselves to his tragedy. He
was a carcass surrounded by carrion-eaters; they had buried his
mother, and now he was paying for her unavailability. It was not
fair. It was his loss not theirs. But that did not seem to matter.
In the end it became easier to simply shut them out and then go
about his business unmolested, to avoid the conversation, be
elsewhere.

Peter, in earnest
discussion with Toby’s teachers, had given it a few weeks and then
taken the decision that Toby should return to school. He had asked
Toby’s opinion, of course, but it was clear that he had already
made up his mind: the best place for his stepson was among his
friends and in a busy environment. They would keep it quiet and
Toby could slip straight back into life as normal. Toby had agreed,
of course, and returned to school. They made it a Friday so that
the weekend would form a buffer, like easing into the sea and then
dashing for the sand before your legs got cold. Peter returned to
work the same day for much the same reasons. And so Toby was
plunged back into the faces and the shouting, the running and
shoving. He drifted through the middle of it all, apart and
bewildered. He sat in the classroom and listened to what they
wanted him to know. He sat on his own during the breaks between
lessons, inside of the building, tucked out of the
way.

In the early
afternoon he was called to the headmaster’s office. Mrs Cuthbertson
paused the French lesson, gave him a sympathetic look and told him
to run along. Toby stood up from his desk and did his best to
ignore the thick curiosity that materialised around him. He had
nearly made it to the door when he heard Steve Mitchell ask, “Why’s
he going, then?”

Mrs Cuthbertson
told Mitchell that it was none of his business and if he’d only pay
as much attention to his homework as he did to other people’s
affairs then he might stand a chance of passing an exam some day.
Toby left, wishing fervently that she had not decided to antagonise
Mitchell on his behalf, and walked down the echoing corridors to
the headmaster’s office. The secretary smiled when she saw him; one
of those where the mouth half turns down at one edge, the type that
says ‘poor you’. Toby tried not to think of vultures. The secretary
knocked on the headmaster’s door and stuck her head around to let
him know that Toby Alcock had arrived. He gave a grunted reply and
Toby was gently propelled into the office.

The headmaster, Mr
Hodgson, was a corpulent balding man with fussy hands who Toby did
not really like. He suspected that the feeling was mutual. Mr
Hodgson excelled in conveying the impression that school children
were a terrible inconvenience to him. As Toby entered he waved
limply at the chair opposite his at the desk. “Sit down, Toby,
please.”

Toby sat
obediently. Mr Hodgson leaned forward; his face set in what he
probably hoped was a look of solicitude. His breath smelled like a
doctor’s waiting room. Toby resisted the urge to lean backward and
focussed upon not letting the forthcoming conversation affect him
too much.

“So, Toby.” He
paused, taking a loud breath. “How has your first day back been so
far?”

Toby said that it
had been fine, thank you.

“Good, good. Look,
erm… The school is obviously aware of your circumstances, and we
appreciate that this is probably going to be a difficult period for
you.” He gave Toby a look that was probably meant to indicate that
he should make some sort of contribution. Toby thought for a second
but could not think of anything particularly appropriate by way of
response. He waited for Mr Hodgson to continue. The headmaster
cleared his throat uncomfortably a couple of
times.

“Well, we just
wanted you to know that we - that is, the teaching staff - want you
to have as normal a time as possible under the… erm… sad
circumstances, but that if you have anything whatsoever that you
want to talk about, please don’t hesitate to let us know. We’ll try
to do our best for you. We know you’ve missed out on a couple weeks
of education but your teachers assure me that you will cope
admirably. So that’s good.”

Mr Hodgson sat back
looking red in the face and profoundly relieved. Toby decided that
Mr Hodgson had finished and said that he would try and thank
you.

“Good, good,” said
Mr Hodgson, fidgeting with a pen. “Now. Do you have anything that
you would like to ask me, at all?” Toby said that he did not. “Well
if you ever do please feel free to pop along and see me. Any time.
My door is always open as you know. Anyway, look, we mustn’t keep
you from your lessons, but I’m glad we had this little chat. I’m
sure you’ll settle right back in again in no
time.”

Toby recognised the
dismissal, stood, said thank you again and left. Mr Hodgson
followed him to the door. On his way out the secretary gave him
another brave little smile. As he rounded the corner he heard the
headmaster say, “Seems to be coping well.” Something tightened
inside him. He ignored it and walked back to the class trying to
believe that he did not feel utterly terrible. He knocked on the
door before entering and returned to his desk, staring at the
floor. The lesson continued and was followed by another. Eventually
the bell rang, announcing that the afternoon was over. Given the
word Toby’s classmates burst joyfully from the room as if they all
had extraordinary and unbelievably urgent plans for the evening.
Toby lingered, however, transferring his books as slowly as he
could from the desk into his bag, repacking his pencil-case twice.
He shrank from the idea of joining the human current and being
buffeted along the corridors like an apple in a river. It would be
too jarring, somehow, as if it would dislodge something inside him
that would float out of reach and be lost from sight. When he could
delay it no longer, and Mrs Cuthbertson was looking pointedly at
the clock, he trooped out to find his coat from the
hooks.

The lockers and
coat racks for the younger pupils occupied an annex of their own
off a side corridor. Outside of the times when everyone was in
there grabbing their stuff, or running for lessons, the rooms were
mainly used for furtive activities that required the absence of
teachers. After the end of school it was a mess of elbows and
noise, subsiding to reveal a scene resembling the aftermath of a
tornado. Toby had delayed long enough to have missed the rush and
by the time he arrived he was the only one in there. His coat, of
course, had been knocked to the floor, and was buried somewhere
beneath the footprint-covered possessions of those who had come too
late. On top of the heap lay a couple of stray bags and a ripped
leather jacket. He grabbed the jacket in one hand and a bag in the
other and wondered vaguely where to put them. The light in the
small room was dimmed by something large standing in the
doorway.

“Oi, Alcock. You
touching me stuff?”

Someone appeared to
have filled Toby’s intestines with oily gravel. He turned towards
the extremely unwelcome sight of Steve Mitchell casually blocking
the threshold. He looked angry but that was nothing unusual. Steve
Mitchell preferred to be known only as ‘Mitchell’ because he
thought that it made him sound tough. He was a year older but the
unfortunate decision had been made to keep him down in Toby’s
school year. As far as Toby could see this meant that Mitchell now
had a point to prove and access to a large number of people smaller
than him to be unpleasant to. Mitchell was large, sinewy, had
short-cropped dark hair and a tendency, when speaking, to move his
head from side to side like a snake. He wore a slightly
unconvincing moustache and was rumoured to be learning kick-boxing.
There were not many people that Mitchell liked, and Toby was not
one of them. Toby was small, slight, quiet, and studiedly
inoffensive. Mitchell did not find these traits
endearing.

“I asked you a
question, Alcock.” Mitchell walked up quickly and stood too close.
He smelled strongly of deodorant. Toby avoided eye contact, held
out Mitchell’s jacket and made to step past him. Mitchell did not
take the jacket but smoothly interposed himself between Toby and
any possible escape.

“What’s the matter?
Too good to talk to me, are you?”

Toby hung the
leather jacket on a peg. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to touch your jacket
but it was lying on my stuff. I need to go home,
now.”

Mitchell snatched
the jacket, checked it over, put it on and gave Toby an appraising
look. “You been a naughty boy, then? That why you been to see
Hodgson?”

Toby could not even
think of how to start an explanation. He did not want anyone to
know about his private life, and definitely not Mitchell. “No,” he
said unhappily, hoping that it would be enough. Mitchell peered
closer.

“You going to blub,
Alcock?” Mitchell craned his head out of the coat racks and called,
“Hey, Hemmingway, Alcock’s going to blub.” Katy Hemmingway, a big
girl with a reputation for casual violence, stuck her head around
the corner, grinning. Toby reached for the nearest piece of
clothing that could have been his and tried desperately to push
past them and away. Mitchell grabbed the front of his jumper and
shoved him back in.

“You’re not going
’til you tell me what you done.”

“Has he been in
trouble?” asked Katy Hemmingway.

“Yeah. Been to see
Hodgson and everything. Won’t say why, though. So,” this last
addressed to Toby with a leer, “Going to tell
us?”

Toby looked from
Mitchell to his groupie and realised that he was not going to tell
them a thing. It was his business, not theirs. Something within him
closed off, then, like a door softly shutting against a storm.
Nothing much seemed to have altered, but now the situation did
matter any more. “No,” he said.

Mitchell could not,
apparently, believe his ears. “You what?” He stepped forwards
threateningly.

“There you are!
We’ve been waiting for you for quarter of an hour.” It was Carrie’s
voice, from the doorway. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” said
Toby. “Let’s go.”

“Are these kids
giving you trouble, Toby?”

“No, it’s
fine.”

Carrie frowned. She
was nearly seventeen and bigger than Mitchell. She looked Toby
over. “That’s not your coat.”

Toby peered at the
jacket in his hand. “Yeah. Sorry.” He rummaged around in the heap
and pulled out his coat. It was rumpled and dusty. He put it on.
Carrie gave Mitchell and Katy Hemmingway a poisonous
look.

“Leave him alone,
all right? Especially now. Come on, Toby.” Toby’s heart curled
around the words ‘especially now’, wishing them out of existence.
Those two words had guaranteed that Mitchell would now be
insatiably curious about Toby. He took a nervous breath and
followed Carrie’s retreating back. When they were out of earshot
Carrie slowed down and asked, “What did they want,
then?”

“I don’t know,” he
answered, blandly.

“Really?” Toby
nodded. “Okay. Well, just ignore them. They’re scum,” she said.
Toby nodded and tried a smile. They rejoined Seb at the school
gates and they walked home, Toby trailing, preoccupied. He had the
strangest feeling that part of him had, after all, detached and
floated away. When they got home Peter was waiting with an open
door and a tired, hopeful smile. Toby entered and filled the time
until his not-the-worst day would end and he could lose himself to
sleeping and dreaming of leaves.

 

*

 

Saturday arrived.
Carrie had to be up early because the hockey team had an away
match, which meant that she would not be back until late. Seb was
going over to a friend’s house. They were both gone before Toby
awoke. The slamming door roused him. For precious moments he hung
like a spider in its web, in the still air between the receding
sleep and wakefulness. Soon enough the onrushing day would brush
him from his strands and cast him down. Maybe, though, if he kept
his eyes closed tight against it, he could extend the moments in
which he was not who he was. His fingers wormed down into the
sheets. And somewhere in his gut he knew he had already lost. He
put all of it tidily away somewhere, swung himself from the bed and
went to the bathroom.

Toby made it
downstairs, dressed and alone, resenting the hours that lay between
him and a return to bed. Peter was out, presumably running an
errand, but the breakfast things were all laid out for him. Toby
stared at them with distaste. Even they seemed to be colluding
against him. He knew that Peter was trying his best but he had
never done anything like this before the accident. It had always
been Mum’s job. He picked up a spoon, resisting an irrational urge
to throw it away, to smash the bowl onto the floor. Instead, he sat
down to eat. When he was done he tidied, emptied the dishwasher and
put a film on. It was a cartoon about rats that were inexplicably
obsessed with cookery. He stared at it until it was finished,
getting up every now and again to get some water or go to the
toilet.

Peter returned in
time for a late lunch, conducted in awkward silence following
several desperately abortive attempts at conversation. Afterwards
he suggested going for a walk, just the two of them. Toby attempted
to decline but they ended up going anyway, down to the park.
Neither really had much to say. Their collective store of easy chat
had already been exhausted and they spent most of an hour walking
together unspeaking, trapped in a strange world where the words
that could be spoken were frothy and insubstantial. Toby could
sense the other words, though, the heavy ones, building up like a
thunderhead inside his stepfather. Peter was terrible at keeping
things to himself. Toby awaited the deluge with grim
expectation.

The sky was
overcast and autumn twilight came early. They sat together on a
park bench a few minutes down the road from the house. Toby watched
three stray cats - big kittens, really - playing amongst some
dustbins in a darkening side street. Two of them were large, a
tortoiseshell and a mottled white-brown moggy. The third was a
tabby and even from this distance Toby could see that it was coming
off worst in the game, if that is what it was. It seemed to move
more clumsily and fractionally slower than its fellows. As he
watched it was bowled over, away from a scrap of chicken that it
had unearthed. It watched disconsolately as the mottled cat ate the
morsel in front of it. Toby felt a small pang of sympathy, which he
buried, hastily.

To Toby’s left,
Peter was speaking, staring dead ahead, sitting forward, mouth
moving and hands locked on the bench edge. Toby could see, and the
thought made him squirm, the beginnings of tears were in his
stepfather’s eyes. Toby turned his attention quickly back to the
cats, which were now playing chase. The unfortunate, slight tabby
was the centre of their game, and did not appear to be enjoying any
of it particularly. The mottled cat pounced, pinning it to the
floor. The tabby batted with its legs. Then both cats abruptly sat
upright, the way that cats do, as if nothing had happened, and
began grooming themselves.

Toby became aware
that a fresh silence had hatched. This probably meant that he was
expected to fill it. He ran the last sounds that Peter had made
back through his mind. A weariness washed at him. “I’m okay, Peter.
I really am.” The words did not sound convincing, but would do. The
tabby was limping quickly away from the dustbins. Toby followed it
until it was lost in the shadows. He wondered where it was and if
it had enough food. The mottled and tortoiseshell cats prowled
smugly around for a bit. Toby loathed them. He heard a sharp smack
on the bench next to him as Peter surged to his
feet.

“This is pointless,
Toby. You won’t even talk to me.” Peter stood, one hand in his
hair, the other thrust into his jeans. He looked
miserable.

“I’m sorry,” said
Toby.

It took Peter a
long time to respond. He attempted a smile. It made him look like a
corpse at dinner party. “It’s all right,” he said. “I shouldn’t
push you. I know I shouldn’t. But it’s difficult. We both miss her
like hell. And I’m worried about you, Toby.”

“I’m okay,” said
Toby, automatically. The hot-flipping feeling had sprung up inside
him. He stared as hard as he could at the now-deserted dustbins.
Peter gave a half laugh and shook his head. He gently tapped Toby’s
shoulder.

“Come on, let’s get
home.”


“Okay.”

They walked passed
the side street. Toby craned his head to see what could have become
of the tabby. Peter evidently noticed the movement. He pounced on
it, drawing Toby to a stop.

“What are you
looking for?” he asked.

“Oh. Erm… just a
cat.”

“A
cat?”

“A tabby cat. It
was limping. I wanted to help it.”

“Do you want to see
if we can find it?”

Toby considered the
question. He thought of taking the cat home and feeding it. Peter
disliked pets in the house but maybe they could keep it in the
cellar or something. He remembered how much smaller and more
vulnerable than the others it had seemed. Then he recalled his pang
of sympathy. He shook his head. “I think it’s
gone.”


“Sure?”


“Yes.”

“Fair enough. Let’s
go back for dinner.”

They walked home in
silence. They ate dinner. Toby went to bed early and thought of the
cat. He supposed he could have found it and helped it. It would
only have cost a little effort, after all. And the cat would have
been happy. Through the small twist of guilt, though, another Toby
nodded his approval, and quietly luxuriated in the knowledge that
one more potential disturbance had been quietly and calmly
forestalled.

 

*

 

Toby watched the
dream-leaves with almost cosy familiarity. He watched their piles
form, knowing where it would end but unwilling to do more than
settle back and observe. The drifts began to form mounds against
the red brick walls, reaching for the windows. But then something
unsettled stirred around him. A sharp wind sprang up, scattering
the leaves, whipping them away. It snapped around, rattling the
windowpanes, whisking up more leaves. Toby frowned. More leaves
fell to replace those lost but the wind whistled past once more,
thrusting them away and ushering in strange noises, right at the
limit of hearing. The sounds could have been a mere feeling or
imagining but Toby knew that they were not. They were tiny in the
way of something that is huge but far away. Somewhere in his
sleep-muddled thoughts was the feeling that they knew where he was.
And they were coming for him.

Toby turned in his
bed, huddling close into the covers. He screwed his eyes shut,
trying to regain the accumulating leaves. But the wind had chased
the paths clear and now swelled the new noises, making them louder
and impossible to ignore. Toby tossed his head in mute protest. He
put his hands to his ears. The sounds became a rumble, distant and
primeval. He curled his knees up. The sounds intensified. They rose
in pitch and volume, shrill as a drill-bit. Toby stubbornly grasped
for a pillow to shelter his head. They could not be excluded,
however. The drill - for that, he muzzily concluded, was what it
must be - persisted, shrieking and boring inwards. Toby could
almost taste the metallic tang of it. He opened one eyelid and was
greeted by darkness. His head was full of angry noise. He tried to
sit up. He had no time to see or do a thing before an immense tabby
cat, yowling loudly, landed foursquare on him, bowling him backward
into the mattress.

Toby was pinned
beneath its weight. He gasped. The cat froze with a hiss of
surprise, then stared wildly about the room until its eye fixed
upon Toby. It put down its head, sniffed, and made a ‘wrowl’ noise
directly into his face. Toby felt with awful clarity the damp
warmth of its breath, saw its vicious teeth and the strange
roughness of its tongue. Toby’s legs started to scrabble at the
sheets. Claws flashed through the duvet and scythed into his
shoulder, making him cry out. The cat flinched back and the claw
jerked free, shredding more flesh. Pain shot through him. The cat
hissed again, low and menacing. Then it hunched forwards and
yowled, spitting saliva onto his cheeks. It bore its weight upon
him. The duvet became a snare, binding him helplessly to the
mattress. The cat’s mouth snapped shut, whiskers vibrating. It
turned its head to one side and menaced him with a satanic eye. It
considered him for some time. Evidently satisfied by his
immobility, it lowered its head once more and bared its teeth, lips
moving awkwardly.


“Mmowwssy?”

Toby gaped, rigid
with terror and pain. The cat regarded him some moments more. It
tried another hiss, with an experimental air. Toby’s body sprang
back to life. His shoulders wormed at the bed, legs and arms
kicking and wriggling, but he had nowhere to go. The cat’s horrible
weight held him at bay as it regarded him. Toby had no choice but
to regard it right back, but with nothing like its equanimity. He
was on the verge of panic. He could clearly feel a trickle of blood
starting to run down his arm and dampness spreading into the
sheets. He wanted to cry, to scream, to fight. He did nothing. The
cat opened its mouth again.


“Mmoussey?”

Confusion. The
sound had been almost human. Toby tried to remember how to speak,
but could not force the words out. The cat watched him for a little
while as he goggled. Then it apparently lost patience. It hunched
lower, claws flexing, mere millimetres from entering his flesh once
more. It was difficult to breathe. Beyond the cat’s huge furry
haunches a stripy tail lashed. The cat’s lips moved in a low purr.
It grinned hungrily.


“Mmousey!”

He could make it
easy: curl up, let go and hope for a quick ending. It might even be
painless. He closed his eyes and breathed quietly, closing himself
off. But something within him kicked obstinately and a door cracked
open. He shoved back against it but it had already spilled out
fresh air, vital and tangy. Toby opened his eyes. The cat was still
hesitating, not quite knowing what to make of his maybe-prey. Toby
noted that he had (obviously) not yet been eaten. And it seemed
that - however unlikely it may be - the ghastly cat was trying to
speak English. These were almost certainly good signs, especially
the former, but he probably needed to do something, and quite
quickly, concerning the large carnivore that was currently
squatting on his chest. Toby took control of his mouth. He wet his
lips…
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	The Life and
Times of a Graveyard Bear (2011)
'The Life and Times of a Graveyard Bear' is a short story by Tom
North, author of 'Puttypaw'.

A child's teddy bear sits against a stone in a graveyard.This is
the story of his life: of the rain, the sun and the snow, the
grieving family and the ever present rooks.

Winner of the Spring 2008 JBWB short story competition.

'The Life and Times of a Graveyard Bear' is available for
free...and always will be. If you enjoyed it please check out some
of my other stories - you might like them. Well, one of them.
Maybe.



	


Vivian
(2011)
Vivian is a short story by Tom North, author of 'Puttypaw'

Henry has a promise to keep, both to his wife, Diana, and to
their first car, Vivian. Vivian has been sitting, broken, in the
garage for most of their marriage. But now Diana is ill and things
have changed, and Henry has begun the task of repairing their car -
just as he promised, many years ago.



	


Seashells
(2011)
Pick up a seashell. Hold it to your ear. What will you hear?
Will it be a beginning or an ending or something in between?
'Seashells' is a new short story by Tom North, author of
'Puttypaw'.
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