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Events moved on in Fordhamton in much the same way as the rest of the country. People died, babies were born; shops closed and new owners with ambitious aspirations opened for business. Full time employment continued to drop but petty crime rose slightly and no resident from the town embarrassed themselves by appearing on a reality TV show.

So it was very much normal to find Dave Edmunds behind the bar of California Dreamin’ with a big grin on his full, rounded face. He stabbed a pork sausage sized finger on an opened page of the Rutherford Echo (Fordhamton Edition).

“And good riddance to that too.”

“To what Dave?” His audience was Jeremy Hawkins a teacher at Geno Washington County.

“They’ve sold Oates Hall.”

“Who have?”

“CCS, my old employers. Well, not quite right. I used to work for the Hues Corporation but they went tits up some years back and were swallowed up by CCS. This was one of their branches you know.”

Dave was an oversized, full figured middle aged man. No one ever called Dave ‘fat’. ‘Dave used to work at the Bank and now he runs a bar It’s called Dave’s Place’. That’s how Dave was usually described by people in the town. Every now and then someone would make a humorous but good natured remark on his choice of short sleeved shirt. Today it was a colourful Hawaiian scene full of dolphins and surfers and if you looked closely enough a well disguised shark fin piercing the blue sea.

“I always thought that from the outside it looked like it had housed some sort of financial institution.”

“Institution being the right word. Hospitals for the totally insane like Bedlam were called institutions. Who wants to live in an institution eh?”

“Try teaching Dave.”

“No way José. Banking was bad enough. This was my old branch. Then one day a wonderful woman walked in to this very office and my life was changed.”

“You’re a happily married man then Dave?”

“Oh no, we’re not married. No reason to spoil things. You haven’t been here long and it would take a while to explain it all.

“Marion Walker was a customer. We met and chatted over a bottle of Californian Cabernet Sauvignon. The rest is history.”

“That accounts for the name of this place.”

“I left the Bank and when my ship came in Marion and me and a few friends bought this place.”

“An American themed wine bar?”

“But it wasn’t California Dreamin’ then. It was still the empty shell of a bank after they had successfully managed their staff resources.”

“Pardon Dave.”

“Made thousands of staff redundant. So we took it on.”

“And you converted it?”

“Better than a franchised coffee bar or unisex hairdressers which the rest of them turned out to be.”

“About this place in the paper?”

“Oates Hall? It was the jewel in the crown of the Hues Corporation Empire. It was one of the few bits of real estate retained by CCS. It is an old country house with big halls and lots of rooms and acres of grounds. They sent management trainees there to learn about bonding and team building. No better than a concentration camp in my view. There were no papers allowed, nor TV, no internet, no sex, no laughing, no nothing. At the end of one course they sent some poor sod out on an initiative test and he never came back.”

“What happened to him?”

“Tim Rose? He ended up in town with a fever. When he recovered we put him up at Kingdom Hall as Project Manager for the study of bats and everything else. The gryphon bat in particular.”

“There’s bats in town?”

“Oh plenty of them. Fordhamton’s about the only place you can find the Gryphon bat though. So we installed cameras which are always on. Environmental groups all over the world pay to watch.

“That’s the big place at the top end of town?”

“That’s the one. Arthur Brown used to live there until he died. Then they found out he was streaming sex shows to a discreet membership so Renaissance, that’s the property investment arm of CCS, had to sell that off as well. Something to do with maintaining a sound ethical management style within corporate parameters.”

“To Tim Rose?”

“No, to me. Not just to me. To the partners in The Crazy World Trust, trading as Crazy World Wildlife Films.

“Not just the bats of course. Wild life is a huge umbrella that also things you needn’t know about. Besides it’s for just OAP’s. You are far too young. That is also a very lucrative revenue stream.

“That’s the ‘we’ you keep going on about. You seem to have a finger in a lot of pies Dave.”

“Sleeping partner really. There’s a few of us and our shared business interests keep us interested in the town and the world in general. I wonder what they’re going to do up at Oates Hall now.”

“Doesn’t it say in the paper?”

“It says here it’s been bought by an American Insurance company. No name but that’s the Yanks for you. Another drink?”

“No, sorry Dave. I have to go to a Town Council meeting.” Jeremy finished his glass of wine even though Dave offered a free refill.

“No one goes to them. Not even Town Councillors.”

“Maybe, but I’ve been invited. No, not invited. I’ve been asked by my Head Teacher if I would attend as a favour to the Mayor. I’ve got no idea why but if the top man says go, you go.”

Fordhamton Town Council met once a month in the boardroom of West, Bruce and Laing, Chartered Accountants which had their office almost in the centre of the High Street. The first Mayor of Fordhamton was Leslie Overton West and he added a paragraph in his will that the Town Council had everlasting rights to meet in his boardroom whilst the partnership was still solvent and offering sound financial advise to the residents of Fordhamton.

As ever the part time Town Clerk had arranged the table and set out the agenda. Alice Cooper who was approaching her mid-forties, bespectacled and not the largest of women placed the minutes of the last meeting along with a glass at each of the ten seats around the oval table. 

There were also a number of chairs placed along the two longer walls for the general public to sit on placed between the portraits of partners down the years. Any resident could attend if they so wished in the pursuant of local democracy. No one could remember any constituent ever turning up to listen to any of the pressing political issues that so absorbed the ten sitting members.

Keith West who was no relation at all to the long past Mayor of the same name had already arrived and was sitting absorbed in his own thoughts. Despite being the owner of a Health Food shop in town and actually selling such products he remained a slightly consumptive looking man of average height and thin, pale voice.

“Have you seen this?” Next to arrive was the Mayor. He waved the latest copy of the Rutherford Echo at Alice Cooper.

His Honour the Mayor, Councillor Michael Jackson was the only remaining Conservative Party member. He was a large, red-faced man in dark blue Fordhamton Cricket Club blazer and white shirt. He ran the local Post Office. 

“Yes,” sighed the slight but very self-possessed part time Town Clerk.

“I suppose everybody’s read it by now,” said Michael and slumped in the large chair at the head of the table. “I could do with a drink.”

“There’s water provided,” replied Alice.

“Have you noticed that the bottled water our hosts provide is French? What’s wrong with British bottled water?”

“I don’t think we ought to question the choice of our hosts Councillor. It is provided free.”

Michael was not listening. “I mean a drink Alice. A real drink.”

“They’ll be plenty of time afterwards.” Alice was right. The councillors usually concluded business as soon as possible to get out of the meeting and argue whatever had to be discussed in the last remaining public house, The Horse With No Name commonly called the ‘Horse’.

Next to arrive were the two Labour councillors, Peter Noone and Val Masters. Had he taken time to look at them Michael might have noticed the flush of excitement still slowly fading from the cheeks of Val Masters as a result of her regular pre-meeting assignation with Peter Noone at the Greenwich Hotel.

They sat down side by side. The echo of a footfall on the wooden staircase grew louder and Roger Miller entered.

“Evening all,” was all Roger said. He had a clean and well pressed shirt and complementary tie and of his hair, not one strand was out of place. He sat down opposite Val and Peter to determine that he was not of any political persuasion. Keith West sat on the same side but there was one chair between them.

“Let’s start then,” boomed Michael. “No one else is going to turn up or I’m a proverbial Dutchman.”

There were no dissenting voices.

“First,” said Alice Cooper in her low but very commanding voice. “Apologies. Alex Harvey sends his apologies but a recording has overrun and he will be unable to make it back from London in time. He asks if it might be possible to schedule meetings for weekends when he is usually home or later in the evenings.”

“No,” said Michael.

“Scott Walker sends his apologies,” continued Alice. “His post graduate studies in California make it very difficult for him to return to the UK as often as he might like so ...”

“So?” asked Michael.

“He says nothing more.” Alice re-read the email notification. “No it tails off, he doesn’t say anything else.”

“What else can you expect from a left wing student who stands for election as an anarchist? Who is the more daft? Him or the people round here that voted for him.”

“Paul Simon sends his apologies and regrets that since his operation the doctors feel he should refrain from any movement for the time being.”

“He said that last month,” said Michael. “No moral fibre, that’s his problem.”

“Why do we bother?” asked Roger. “I accept that we were always going to be a bit short what with Arthur Brown resigning. I mean, he could have done the decent thing and resigned before the election.”

“I would not use the word ‘decent’ about Arthur Brown,” remarked Val. “Lots of adjectives come to mind but a man who streams images of pensioners being entertained by scantily dressed and sometimes naked nurses both male and female into millions of homes can not in any shape or form be called ‘decent’.”

“Point taken,” agreed Roger, and Keith West nodded. An unusual event as other than being ‘Independents’ there was not much else the two could agree on. “Same with Joan Regan.”

“Mad as a fruit cake,” stated Peter.

“I would prefer we do not mention her name again. Thank you.” Michael Jackson had almost put the events of the Regan years behind him.

“So why do we bother?”

“We bother because this is a democracy and it would be undemocratic not to bother.”

“There is some logic in that Alice but if I can turn up then why can’t the other three.”

“Why do you turn up Roger? All you ever do is moan about other Councillors not turning up.”

“Why I moan Keith is that when the next election comes round I can say ‘I turned up’, the moment I stand down.”

“You’re not standing again?”

“No Michael I am not. This place is a circus. Most of you are just a bunch of clowns. Talk, talk, talk. That’s all you do.”

“The reason is Councillor Miller that unless we have a quorum which is determined as at least six Councillors present we are unable to call a vote on any measure or take any decisions that could be binding on the Council. The alternative might be to call an election to replace Arthur Brown and Joan Regan as councillors who have been removed by death and virtual insanity respectively or possibly both.” Alice Cooper looked at each councillor in turn.

A chorus of ‘no, no, no’ reverberated around the board room.

“Good,” said Michael instantly rejuvenated. “There are two things that I need to place before the meeting this evening. Neither of which require a vote. First I would like you to meet the new Conservative member who has just ‘crossed the floor’. Councillor Keith West.”

“What happened to your fierce independent views on local issues?”

“I’m sorry Councillor Masters but I have begun to feel over the last couple of years that much more can be achieved by becoming part of a wider community.”

“The Conservative Party is not a community.”

“No it is not Councillor Noone, but it has a much broader base and I think that within such an organisation I can fulfil my beliefs.”

“Makes no matter to me,” shrugged Roger.

“Nor me,” agreed Val, supplemented by Peter. They usually agreed on most things. A fact not unnoticed by Alice Cooper who was quietly jealous of the way Peter had retained his youth with his black hair and lack of middle age spread. “As far as I can see there’s not much any one of us can really do until the next election. And who knows what might happen then.”

Michael smiled. His previous gloom was lifting. He couldn’t think of a reason but small things were going his way. Of course he had known about Keith West’s defection and now that Roger Miller had confirmed he would not be standing again it made the possibility of a Conservative majority after the next election a greater possibility. 

“Have you read this,” he repeated for the benefit of anyone who might not have read last week’s local paper.

“Yes, Michael we’ve all read it,” said Peter and Val almost together. A fact missed by everyone other than Alice who if they had been paying attention over the last couple of years might have noticed the initial blossoming that slowly grew into a solid permanence of their affair.

“Who is Joe South? And who the hell do Nice Radio think they are? What kind of name is that for a radio station and why organise such a survey?” The Mayor carried on regardless.

“They are popular amongst progressive rock audiences. Joe South is their guru. I know these things. I’ve got a teenage daughter,” added Roger.

“So that makes it OK to say these sort of things.”

“That we’re the most boring town in Great Britain?” stated Roger.

“No Roger, the third most boring town in Great Britain. We couldn’t even make our mark as the first.”

“Thank you Peter. Have the nationals gotten hold of this yet?”

“Give them time.”

“Who has time to reply to these surveys? What’s wrong with kids in this town that they can turn us all into a laughing stock? What makes us so boring anyway?”

“We haven’t got a cinema,” replied Peter.

“Lots of towns haven’t got a cinema.”

“We haven’t even got a darts team anymore,” continued Peter.

“Or a darts board,” added Val.

“Is it my fault the Albatross has shut down?” said Michael remonstrating.

“There’s no McDonalds, or any other burger bar where the young can meet over a cardboard envelope of French fries and glass of coke.” chimed Roger

“I find that a distinct advantage,” said Keith.

“I did enjoy the comments though.” Roger reached for the paper from the centre of the table. 

“Listen to this. ‘They had to build a bypass to save people from driving through the town, parking and being bored to death’ and ‘Stuffing an aubergine with a bent fork would be more interesting than a night out in Fordhamton’ and ‘The only people to pass through Fordhamton are those on the way to the crematorium’.”

“You think that’s funny,” asked Michael.

“It will blow over Mr Mayor.” Alice Cooper rarely spoke at meetings as her prime role was to ensure meetings complied with all proper procedures; and to write down the minutes. 

“These things do. In my personal opinion anyone who has lived in this town for the last two or three years would never call the place boring. Strange, odd, eccentric, mad, crazy perhaps but never boring. It just goes to show that no one takes much notice of what happens under their nose.”

“Thank you Alice.” Michael actually smiled.

“We can go now then can we?” asked Roger. “You’ve had your moan.”

“No, no. Far from it. I have no intention of having this town labelled with the epithet ‘boring’. I have a plan.”

The councillors shuffled back into their seats. 

“I think we should inaugurate the first Fordhamton Arts Festival.”

“With what?”

“With the money that we voted into a separate pot four years ago for such an event.”

“Did we?”

“We did; and if I’m not mistaken here comes our saviour.”

Downstairs they heard a late working accountant open the large wooden front door and a muffled voice give instructions. The sound of someone’s uncertain footsteps were suddenly louder until there was a knock on the door.

Michael got up and let the stranger. “Great. Right on cue. Come in.”

Jeremy Hawkins was led to the table and sat by Michael’s left hand a few seats away from Keith West and opposite Val Masters. He was in his late thirties; he could have been anything from late twenties to early forties but a face unshaven for three days hid any more clues. Unlike Roger there was no co-ordination about his clothing. A faded pink shirt and paisley patterned tie with a loosened knot was not helped by an olive green jacket that fell loosely about his upper frame. The never pressed light brown corduroy trousers fell all about his blue trainers. He was as Val whispered to Peter, a very unusual sort of saviour.

“This is Jeremy Hawkins; he’s a teacher at Geno Washington County. I had a word with John Williams the Head and he said Jeremy was the man to organise this festival. I wanted you all to meet him.”

“Hi,” said Jeremy. “Call me J please. Everyone does. I hate Jeremy. It was my parents’ choice. Blame them.”

“So whilst my dinner is burning in the oven could you explain what this is all about?”

“Yes Roger,” boomed the Mayor and Chairman, Mchael Jackson.

“ A few years ago this chap called Bloomfield was elected. He was a decent sort of bloke in a strange sort of modern way. He proposed that we pedestrianise the High Street after nine o’clock in the morning. 

“Obviously way out there with others on the lunatic fringe but another of his ideas was town twinning which seemed at the time a pretty good idea. Never came to anything of course. These oddball suggestions never do. Anyway a sum of money was placed in a separate account to fund travel and the odd civic event, that sort of thing. I checked with the Treasurer and the Bank and its still there under something called ‘Community Matters’. Open to interpretation obviously but what better way to spend it than on an Arts Festival. Over to you J.”

The sartorially challenged teacher turned out to be a well-educated man with a penchant for gushing speech often delivered at a breathtaking pace. He obviously had a passion for his work if only others could fully comprehend what he was saying.

“Of course I haven’t had much time to completely get to grips with the project but there are some wonderful advantages already in place. When the Albatross closed it meant many of the town societies had nowhere to meet as the upper rooms went with it.

“So we offered them space at the school. Where else for community activities? We’ve got the Camera Club who use our Apple Macs and printers and they pay for the extra resources like ink and paper. Then there’s the Scottish Country Dancing Club; they use the school hall and the Art Group, well they have full run of the er ... the er ... Art Rooms.

“So it’s all in place really. However it is not quite the best time. When is? The festival is planned for about the same time as exams, and that takes up most of the time of the senior school so I’ll have to arrange something with the Music Groups and ...”

“What do you do?” asked Roger as J paused for breath.

“I’m Drama. Drama and a bit of Media Studies.”

“Thought so.”

J seemed quite undisturbed by this interruption. “Of course there’s still some venues around town. The Horse and the wine bars could host some music and then there’s the old Scout hut of course; and shop windows for displays.”

“And none of this will cost a penny?” Keith West looked over at Michael Jackson.

“Not a penny. As I said, it’s all been paid for.”

“What do you expect is going to come of this Festival?” asked Val.

“Visitors, people, art lovers, art critics, that sort of people. It should help to stop newspapers calling us ‘boring’ and put us on the map.”

None of the other Councillors were quite so sure of that but followed Michael as they always did to The Horse With No Name and had a drink at his expense.

“We seem to have been here before,” said Peter to Val. “It’s got déjà vu written all over it.”

“I sincerely hope not,” replied Val, but knew he was right.
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