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‘Where is it? I
know I put it somewhere here,’ Harry Chambers muttered to himself
as he dashed round his living room. ‘I need that report for the
meeting this morning’.

He whipped past
a cabinet and cursed as he banged his arm on it, causing a loud
crash. He glanced back and noticed that he’d knocked the photo of
his Aunt Geraldine into his briefcase, which was open on the floor.
I don’t have time to sort it now, he thought, as he saw the papers
he’d been looking for. Time to run, he was getting late, and he was
never late.

Sitting at his
desk at the end of the day, Harry Chambers put his head in his
hands and groaned. His reflection in the computer screen showed his
hair sticking up wildly where he had run his hand through it all
afternoon.

He had to get
the new office directory ready for the printers by mid- January,
but everyone he needed to speak to was away because it was so near
Christmas, so he couldn't get the book complete with essential
up-to-date information by the deadline.

Look on the
bright side, he thought. They were going out for a meal and a show
that evening after work, so perhaps he could try to wind down and
put his troubles aside. He sat up straight in his chair in
anticipation, but then saw all the papers on his desk.

‘No, I’m
staying here to get the book finished. I need to get this done
now,’ he told the computer.

He opened his
briefcase and saw the photo he’d knocked into it that morning. On
impulse, he took it out and placed it next to his computer. It
might buck me up, he thought with a wry smile. Aunt Geraldine was
always one for telling you to put your best foot forward and get
your act together.

Then something
weird happened. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the photo
sparkle purple, like an amethyst. Now where had the thought of an
amethyst come from?

He looked at
it, startled. It was definitely glowing purple.

The next
minute, he almost jumped from his chair as a voice asked him,
‘What’s wrong, Harry dear?’

‘Who said
that?’ he asked, looking around the room.

‘Me,’ said the
image of his aunt in the photo.

Harry took a
good long look and saw that it was his aunt speaking. Her mouth was
moving up and down, anyway.

‘Maybe I’ve
worked too much and now I’m hallucinating.’

‘No, you’re not
hallucinating, but I agree that you have worked too much. Why
aren’t you out having fun with your colleagues?’

‘This book
needs to be completed and sent to the printers in January. I have
to stay to finish it.’

‘Do you really
have to? Oh heck, I can’t do my job properly stuck in here.’

Harry did jump
out of his chair then, when a purple glow lit up his office, and he
was suddenly facing his aunt. The purple had appeared with her,
glowing around her white trousers and lilac jumper.

‘How did you do
that?’ he blurted out, slumping back down. ‘You’re meant to
be...’

‘Dead. I know.
But I’ve done a special deal with the powers in Heaven, which is
why I’m here. I know I didn’t see you that much when I was alive,
so I decided to rectify that and come to the aid of any relatives
who might need me. And I feel that you need me. From what I
remember, you’re a perfectionist in your work. Am I right?’

Harry nodded.
He couldn’t believe that he was talking to his dead aunt.

‘Now, you know
what they say, Harry. A trouble shared is a trouble halved. You
have an assistant, why don’t you ask her to help you?’

‘She has her
own work to do.’

‘OK. Then how
about someone else in the department? Ask around, see if someone
hasn’t got much work on and can help you out. In fact, I know that
Carol could help you, and she’s still in the office, waiting for
you so you can go to this meal. Do you really want to miss out on
fun at this time of year?’

Harry shook his
head. ‘But this directory…’

‘Blow the
directory. How far have you got with it?’

‘No one’s
around to help me get the information I need,’ he complained.

‘And why?
Because they’re either having fun or on holiday. You know what they
say, all work and no play make Jack a dull boy. And in your case,
Harry’s a very dull boy.’

Harry
smiled.

‘Good. You
smiled. That’s a start. Apart from you and Carol, the rest of your
staff are out having a good time. Do you really want to be here and
not there?’

Harry could
tell that his aunt was getting excited. Her jumper began shining
like that amethyst, sparkling in the light.

He shook his
head.

‘Go on, then,
there’s still time,’ she told him. ‘Save your work, switch that
computer off and let’s go and party! There’s nothing you can do
here so why bother? And Carol is waiting.’

As he switched
off the computer, he did wonder why he’d been bothering.

‘Have a good
time.’ Geraldine said. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow to find out how you
got on.’

Harry watched
as his aunt disappeared in a flash of purple, like she’d vanished
into the amethyst.

He grabbed his
coat off the hook and left the office.

Aunt Geraldine
had been right. There was Carol, sitting in one of the chairs in
the main office, waiting for him.

‘Are we going
to join the others?’ she asked.

‘Yes. Let’s
go.’

As Carol led
the way, he couldn’t help noticing her long dark hair swinging to
and fro as she walked, and a tantalising glimpse of her curves.

* * *

As they entered
the restaurant a waiter approached with a welcoming smile.

‘We’re here to
join that group over there,’ Harry said, pointing to his
colleagues.

‘Follow me,
sir.’

When they got
to the table all eyes turned to him, then to Carol, and a few
eyebrows were raised.

‘Didn’t think
you’d leave the office,’ Harry’s mate, Rob teased, ‘Not with your
masterpiece undone.’

Harry smiled.
‘Even a genius needs a break now and then.’


But sitting at
the table, waiting for their meals to be served, Harry found it
wasn't that easy to get his mind off work even though he joined in
the conversation when the occasion arose, making ‘umms’ and ‘ahs’
whenever anyone looked his way.

When the food
was finally served, he tried to enjoy his meal, but found it hard.
He was forking mouthfuls in like a robot. After a while, the food
started to taste of nothing and stick in his throat. He could feel
a lump building up inside.

He tried to
smile and listen to what everyone was saying, but his heart just
wasn't in it. Whenever there was a gap in the conversation, his
mind would start wandering, and always back to his work. And once
the thought took hold, it simply wouldn't let go, and all other
thoughts went out of his head.

Try as he
could, he couldn't think of a way to solve his dilemma and meet his
deadline for the directory.

Before he knew
it, he was groaning aloud, unaware that everyone at the table had
heard.

And then he
felt his cheeks were wet - he was actually crying!

He was so
absorbed in self-pity, that he didn't notice everyone looking at
each other awkwardly. Then he heard chairs being scraped back.

And then there
was silence.

He thought that
everyone had left, until he felt a presence next to him.


He turned his
head and saw Carol sitting beside him. The rest of the table in the
restaurant was empty.

‘I can’t stop
thinking that I’m going to miss the deadline and I can’t let that
happen. I’ve never missed one in my life,’ he told her.

She delved into
her handbag and took out a handkerchief, then gently dabbed away
the tears on his face.

‘Oh, Harry,’
she said. ‘There, that’s better.’

Harry looked at
her then and saw how concerned she was about him. Her blue eyes had
taken on a dark hue, like a choppy sea at twilight.

‘No one will be
around to give me the information I need until the new year’ he
muttered. ‘So there really is nothing I can do. Perhaps it can wait
until after Christmas, then.’

‘Of course it
can,’ she said, ‘you’ve done your best.’

When he felt a
light touch on his hand, Harry gazed into Carol’s face. She was
smiling at him, and now he noticed her blue eyes shine, like a
sparkling sapphire.

Wow! he
thought. She’s smiling at me.

He smiled
back.

Maybe things
weren’t that bad, after all.

When they left
the restaurant, and went to go their separate ways at the train
station, Harry said, ‘Thank you for tonight.’

‘Pleasure,
Harry. If you need to talk, you know I’m in the office.’

‘OK. I’ll see
you tomorrow.’

As he watched
her walk away, he sighed. Maybe his aunt was right. A trouble
shared is a trouble halved. He certainly felt lighter having told
Carol his dilemma. His shoulders didn’t feel so heavy, like they
had back in the office. It was as though the burden of it all had
eased a bit.

When he got
back to his flat and went to bed, he found he couldn't get to
sleep. But it wasn't just because of work. Images of Carol jostled
in his mind with thoughts of his deadline.

* * *

He was in the
office first thing the next morning.

As soon as he
sat down in his chair, a lilac glow lit up the room.

He closed his
eyes, then opened them again. Then when the glow dimmed to a very
pale lilac, he saw the figure of his aunt Geraldine.

‘Good morning,
Harry,’ she greeted him.

‘Good morning,
Aunt Geraldine,’ he replied.

‘That’s a
chipper response. I take it last night went well, then?’

‘Not to start
with, but then something happened to make it better.’

Geraldine saw
the shine in his eyes. ‘Go on. Tell me.’

‘After you
disappeared last night, we went to the restaurant and joined the
rest of the department.’

‘And? What
happened?’

‘I thought that
being with others and chatting with them would help me take my mind
off work, but it didn’t.’

‘Go on.’

Harry looked at
his aunt. He saw the genuine concern in her eyes He felt his mouth
start smiling. He didn’t recall his aunt ever being so nice to him
when she was alive. But now she was dead, she’d realised her
mistake and decided to make amends.

‘What’s that
mouth twitching at?’ she asked.

‘You. You
certainly are trying to help your relatives this time, aren’t you?
And I’m so grateful.’

‘Thank you. So,
carry on with how it went last night.’

‘There I was,
eating slowly and automatically, not enjoying it one bit, when I
felt a touch on my hand. Carol had seen how I was feeling and
wanted to help.’

‘Ah,’ Geraldine
said.

‘Anyway, we
talked. And like you said, a trouble shared is a trouble halved,
and by the end of the night I felt that things might not be so bad,
after all. It does help to talk things over with someone else
rather than bottle it up.’

‘I see. I’ll be
back tonight for an update. See
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