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            IN THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Tell me of your pain Charles.’ said the White Witch gently.

      Tears streamed down the man’s face as he convulsed in great uncontrollable sobs. The White Witch waited patiently for the convulsions to subside. Eventually they did and taking several breaths to steady himself and using every ounce of his self-control for composure, Charles, when he felt ready, opened his mouth to speak, ‘It’s all my fault.’ he half whispered.

      The White Witch looked pitifully at him, ‘It’s all your fault?’

      ‘Yes.’ said Charles, ‘I made the world.’

      ‘You made the world?’

      ‘Yes. As it is now.’

      The White Witch nodded but said nothing.

      Charles continued, ‘I created the Bubble and the Outlands: the heaven and the hell. And my own limbo.’

      ‘Your own limbo?’

      Charles took a deep ragged breath, ‘It’s my punishment, for so creating the world. I belong to neither heaven, nor hell and so I reside in limbo.’

      ‘I see.’ said The White Witch, ‘And what is it that you want?’

      There was fire in Charles’ eyes now, a bleak determination and a deep bottomless despair, ‘I want to destroy it.’ he stated coldly.

      ‘Destroy it?’

      ‘I want to bring it crashing down, along with its master. I will expose and depose him: thoroughly.’

      The White Witch studied Charles’ ashen face of which its lines that she previously believed only to be creased into existence from broad grins and pleasant laughter were now deepened and hewn into jagged crevices of his grief, the tears forming into miniature waterfalls disappearing into their black abysses. She thought to herself, ‘You want the world!’ and then spoke out loud, ‘Anything else?’

      Charles looked out at the Bubble, looming up into the sky before them, ‘And I want… I want, that which I lost.’

      ‘The girl?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But that was a long time ago.’

      ‘A lifetime.’

      ‘She’s moved on.’

      ‘I know.’

      The White Witch sighed, ‘Do you not think that you ask for the impossible?’

      ‘No.’ Charles said simply, ‘Nothing is impossible.’
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            RESTRAINT & PERSECUTION

          

        

      

    

    
      We always used to joke about how certain dishes were highly undesirable or foolish to attempt eating during a first date. Spaghetti, well for non-Italiens, for example. Clumsy attempts at trying to place mouthfuls of devilishly ill-behaved strings of pasta into the mouth without the stray strands slapping against the cheeks, leaving behind unnoticed red sauce stains for the potential future mate to try to avoid staring at during the meal.

      Mexicarnish Fajitas, hand assembled with its runny sauces that tended to ooze out and coat both fingers and face in equal measure. Dönler Kebabs also producing a similar result; although it has to be said that if this was the choice of meal for a first romantic date then perhaps a prediction of a very short love story played out inside the Grand Internal Imaginatory Cinema could be easily foreseen.

      The jokes we made now a distant memory in the story of our relationship echoing fondly into the present, but at times, mostly in the aftermath of the oft repeated and tiresome repeating sketch that we played out like an uninspiring annual and obligatory junior school festivity play, somehow seemed to mock me gently for being some sort of fool for allowing something of a lost opportunity at the very budding of our longstanding relationship.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love Marjorie. Well, most of the time. What can I say? She’s my companion, for life. Always there, always Marjorie, familiar, comfortable, sometimes a little haranguing in her well-meaning but slightly irritating way. I’m happy, I am. It’s just, well, sometimes, and I hate myself for physically mouthing the words, but sometimes I just wish we’d had Mexicarnish Fajitas on our first date.

      So what is this repeating sketch, (apparently called a callback in sitcoms) you may well ask? This situation that has obviously made enough of a lasting mark, building up through the years like some persistent patina in a well looked after frying pan, to give rise to a smouldering resentment or possibly musings on the practical use of a heavy hammer and a shovel, yet not drastic enough to have halted our partnership dead in its tracks years earlier.

      Imagine observing a couple sitting in a restaurant enjoying an evening meal out together. Relaxed and in pleasant spirits they order drinks, a starter and main course. The conversation flows naturally as they wait, a little laughter or privately shared smiles punctuating their discourse here and there. The drinks arrive, everything seems perfectly normal; nothing out of place and everything as you would expect. Then the starter is set down before them: two bowls of soup.

      If you weren’t actively observing the pair with such a focused intensity you would probably not pick up on the very slight change of atmosphere, or at least the change in the male at the table. It’s so subtle you’re not sure if you imagined it, but somehow it seems something about the man has changed. He still smiles and partakes of their conversation, but somehow, he seems a little stiffer, just very slightly apprehensive. You wonder what it is, glancing around the restaurant to see if anything out of the ordinary has appeared, but everything seems to be in order. Your attention returns to the observed pair. Is it the soup? It seems like a very ordinary sort of soup, there are no lobster heads or fingers bobbing around on the surface.

      The man reaches for his napkin and tucks it into his collar. His partner, without touching her napkin, elegantly begins the evacuation of soup from bowl, spoon expertly, yet not too hurriedly, traversing the distance to the mouth and back, a civilised pause before repeating the procedure.

      The man momentarily pauses before reaching for the spoon, again it’s almost imperceptible, but it’s almost as if he, in the briefest of moments, takes stock and prepares himself. For what though you wonder? For eating soup?

      The couple continue with their starters, the conversation slowed, yet not stunted by the added task of consumption. Still however, the man seems very slightly tensed, not completely relaxed. It’s almost as if he bears an additional task, something unseen, something going on under the hood. It’s like he’s concentrating on something else.

      Then it happens. A minute drizzle of soup drops from the man’s spoon as it almost reaches its destination and falls to land on his shirt, leaving a faint discolouration. He throws a worried glance towards his partner to see if she has noticed. To his relief her gaze at this precise moment was focused upon her soup bowl. This seems a little strange. The couple seem too relaxed to be on a first or indeed second date. They are obviously relaxed in each other’s company: albeit one member ever so slightly less relaxed than the other. Why would the man be so concerned about a little stain of soup?

      The starters are soon finished, the spoons laid to rest in the bowls.

      The woman says something to the man that sparks a reaction difficult to judge. Is it embarrassment, annoyance, confusion? Or perhaps a mixture of these? The woman leans forward with her unused napkin now in hand and proceeds to wipe at the right-hand side of the man’s mouth whilst the man glances around furtively to check if anyone is following this performance. He doesn’t notice you of course, because this is just an imaginary situation. You are a fly on the restaurant wall.

      Finally the main course arrives and the couple proceed, the man displaying a similar behaviour as with the starters. As the meal continues it starts to become clear that there are little indiscretions being made by the man that dog the whole affair. Indiscretions in the realm of perfect table etiquette. A splash of gravy here, the dropping of a morsel there and the application of various sauces, condiments and dish constituents to a wide spectrum of areas - namely skin, clothing and his immediate surroundings (tablecloth, wine glass, floor). And throughout this farce his partner reacts on various levels, pointing, rebuking, leaning across and wiping, rolling her eyes and making suggestions of improvement.

      Suddenly it all makes sense. The man is a messy eater and is doing his best to disguise this gastronomic disability and straitjacket, or corset himself into an acceptable character more able to toe the lines dictated by the impeccably high standards of this distinguished culinary establishment.

      You may have guessed that the man is myself and the woman, my partner, Marjorie. This scenario happened every time we went out for dinner. It also happened at home, whether just the two of us or when entertaining guests. What may also surprise you is that we are both food critics, each with a regular column in the “Guarded Bubble”, which as any refined Bubbler will know is one of the better e-Broadsheets available across the Great Bubble. So, we are both something of celebrities ourselves. It’s just that nobody knows what we look like. Which of course is convenient when visiting restaurants to make a review. And this repeating table play seems to be the secret ingredient to the long running success of our undercover critique gastronomique. No one would ever guess that this slightly socially awkward dining pair could possibly be a team working for big papers and magazines. Of course, gone are the days of print on paper, everything now being read upon a screen; mostly anyways. And reviewing establishments that don’t realise what you’re up to makes it a more pleasurable and relaxed experience and of course gives us a more authentic impression. Being treated like any other punter rather than being fawned over like some rock star food critic deity is the order of the day. And we like it like that.

      Well at least I do.

      Sometimes I do wonder whether Marjorie would prefer to blow cover in a bid to perhaps attract the attention of the celebrity chefs that she reviews, for if I’m honest, her column tends to focus more on the beautiful hair, or elegant cut of the kitchen apron of the said celebrity chef rather than anything they present to us on the plate.

      And regarding the plate I’m generally always enthusiastic about what arrives on it. I like to eat, you can probably see the evidence in my body shape. Not overly overweight, but certainly not trim. I appear a slightly swollen and aged version of the lanky slim awkward teen that I used to be. Eating is for me an experience. The mixture of flavours, textures and aromas all playing their role in my own personal gastronomical theatre. Perhaps this is a reason why I am a naturally messy eater. I get wrapped up in the ecstasy, the sublime flavours that lead one into sometimes complex yet irresistible lines of intrigue and suspense for the taste buds. I forget myself, and with that, my table manners.

      Or perhaps I am just a messy eater.

      It was not so long ago, one stormy night following an evening with Marjorie where we were reviewing a new restaurant that had opened near the West Bubble edge in Hillingdon that I found myself alone on the reflective wet pavements, umbrella clutched in my hand, aimlessly walking nowhere in particular.

      We live more centrally in the Great Bubble and don’t often venture to the edges. Marjory had always avoided these areas. She’d never really articulated exactly what it was, but I can relate to it on some level. Like all Bubblers, I have a great mistrust for the Outlands and prefer to live happily somewhere I feel at home. Somewhere I know.

      She’d never even been to an Oblivion Eve celebration, only ever watched the Bubble Edge parties on TVtube, the revellers counting down the minutes until it all came to an apocalyptic close.

      Thousands upon thousands of rockets reigning jubilant terror down on the Outlands. Well, it’s tradition, a bit of fun. At least for those of us safe in the Bubble. This year it will be a really big event, they say the Oblivion will really happen this year for sure.

      But it’s not for Marjorie. Her idea of a proper evening out is indulging her passion for good food, so she says. Or perhaps it’s the celebrity chefs.

      We’d been to many celebrity chef owned restaurants all over the Bubble and as soon as she got wind of a new restaurant opening belonging to Kaur Ahmid, star of “Jumping Chappatis” a popular cooking programme, she literally whipped out her =phone mid-passing of said wind, to find the details online, only to her dismay to discover that the restaurant was situated precariously close to the edge. Following this it only took her a mere four-and-thirty days and six and a half hours to pull herself together and book a table online in order for us to write our articles.

      A case of a desire for great food, overcoming “edge-fear”. Or perhaps a desire to see in the flesh, that charming smile of Mr. Ahmid’s to be seen beaming off every cover of all four of his bestselling cookery books and his surprisingly large tome “Me, my chappati and I: memoirs of Kaur Ahmid” that Marjorie has in her “Celebrity Chef” e-book library is what actually gave her the courage and motivation. She has quite the collection of such cookbooks, the front covers set as a rotating screen saver and background on her =phone and annoyingly also linked to a huge wall mounted screen in the dining room. One may also note that the celebrity chefs are strictly male only.

      And regarding my suspicions on her desires on the owner of such a smile I know what’s good for me on the subject. I keep my mouth shut.

      The food had been sensational. Of course, as always, I had gone with the unofficial but rather pricy “under-the-counter” menu, invoking the predictable tuts and disapproving looks from my better half. But the experience was marred once again by the almost constant corrective behaviour and rebuking aura of my long-time partner. It was an even more than usually irritative aura, enhanced no doubt by the news given by the waiter the moment he approached our table and was asked by my other half, that Kaur Ahmid himself was not on the premises this particular evening, he was at GBB (Great Bubble Broadcasting) House filming for his new series coming later in the year.

      After paying a hefty, but well deserved bill, we left, both of us in a foul mood. And it wasn’t due to the large amount we’d just left at Bubble & Shriek.

      As we made our way to the underground we started to row about something. I can’t really recall what it was, something silly and petty no doubt and in a huff Marjorie left me standing, scowling after her as she hurried off alone to catch the tube home.

      It wasn’t like me to leave Marjorie running off to travel home alone, especially at night, but something in me wanted desperately at that moment to be alone and with my thoughts. I was angry and I needed time to calm down.

      As if the Great Bubble God thought a soaking would snap me out of my sour state, she obligingly opened the heavens and down came a torrent of rain. Luckily, as always, I had my umbrella with me. Another point that Marjorie often remarked upon in an irritated sort of way. ‘Why do you always have to carry that thing around? It’s so Outlandish.’ she might say.

      But who was laughing now? Well actually not me, despite my own forethought for being prepared. My scowl was still in place as I unfurled my trusty anti-rain device and set off in a random direction towards the centre.

      I don’t know how long I walked for and mostly I stared at my rain soaked shoes treading on slabs tinged with reflections of the colourful and varied high street lights and neon displays.

      I don’t know what made me look up, but suddenly I found myself standing in front of the large glass window of a posh looking restaurant. My gaze wandered through into the lavish interior where couples or groups sat in the warm, comfortable and dry. They all seemed to be enjoying themselves. Fully enjoying themselves, without fetter or handicap. I made a half smile, half up in solidarity at their pleasure and half down out of a resigned longing to be able to dine with such abandon without fear of peers making judgements on any lack of polite table repose.

      But then I noticed a man sitting a little removed from the other guests at a table where it seemed he was completely alone. At first, I thought his companion must have popped to the toilet, or for a vape, or perhaps was delayed. But there were no vapers out on the street, he was already eating and as I waited for some time it became apparent that he was indeed alone at dinner.

      He looked completely at ease enjoying his meal and drink without any sign of feeling uncomfortable or out of place in such a social environment.

      Alone. Eating alone. Without any running commentary on how well he was performing the task of dining in public.

      Suddenly I saw myself in his place, sitting completely solitary and enjoying my meal in total blissful, undisturbed peace. No rebukes, no wiping of the jowls. I could finally really let my hair down at table. Oblivit! I could even let the whole dish down my front if I wanted to. At least I could if I was situated in a secluded corner out of view of the other diners.

      Lost in my imaginary and happy meanderings, as I stared into nothing whilst the rain danced its hypnotic rhythm on my brolly, I almost didn’t notice the sound of the restaurant door opening and closing and the sound of footsteps, the rustle and spring of an umbrella being opened.

      Suddenly I was transported back to reality by a voice to my right.

      ‘Strange isn’t it.’ the voice said. It wasn’t really a question.

      I started and glanced across to see a man dressed in what looked like an expensive designer suit, but the style and cut of the suit certainly didn’t seem to conform to regular Bubbler fashion, if indeed there was anything you could call Bubbler fashion. Bubblers were such a vibrant mish mash of people wearing all manner of styles of clothing that it was difficult to describe any overarching characteristic.

      But there was something about this man’s clothes that was out of place, even as elegant as he looked in his obviously well-tailored attire.

      The man turned to look into the window of the restaurant before he spoke again. ‘You were watching that gentleman dining alone.’ He paused to glance over at me, easing my anxiety almost magically with a very honest, friendly and broad white smile, ‘At least… that was my impression.’

      On my current child-friendly rollercoaster ride of tepid emotions, I now experienced the sensation of a little nakedness, like the feeling of being intruded upon by a stranger that was somehow able to read my inner thoughts. ‘I… er I...’ I began, lost for words.

      ‘You looked happy.’ The man stated kindly.

      I looked again through the window towards the solitary diner. Some of my anxiety was eased by this quite obviously charismatic man that seemed to have an ability to put people at ease.

      ‘Yes,’ I replied, submitting to letting my guard down a little. ‘I was...’ I paused to find the right way of expressing it. ‘...in a happy place.’ was the best I could do.

      The man made a single truncated laugh-like sound of approval. ‘Yes, you certainly looked it.’

      ‘You said it was strange?’ I hesitantly queried, turning back to him, recalling the opening thrust of our conversation.

      ‘Well, perhaps I should have said that it’s unusual that this gentleman is dining alone. Everyone else in the restaurant is in company.’

      Turning once more to observe the scene I pondered upon this before replying, ‘Well, I have seen people eating alone from time to time.’

      ‘Yes, but it’s certainly not “the norm”.’ the man riposted.

      It was at this point that I noticed one lady sitting at a table with a friend glance repeatedly across at the lone diner before leaning in to apparently say something in hushed tones to the friend sitting opposite, who in response turned briefly to glance over her shoulder at the man.

      This well-spoken man, this umbrella comrade, sharing the restaurant scene with me in the pouring rain, had a point. I thought of Marjorie and something she might remark upon this “unusual” dining customer. ‘Probably a weirdo.’ she might say, or, ‘He’s bound to be a loser.’ if she was feeling particularly ungenerous. ‘Well to the Outlands with whatever Marjorie thinks!’ I thought to myself. I at once felt a strangely close bond to this unknown lone diner, purely on the basis of the rebellious nature of going against convention and daring to dine alone in public. A rebel with or without a main course.

      For the third time in the presence of this charismatic stranger, I forgot myself through my sudden welling up of emotion and passion and before I could stop it,  the sentence ‘Well I think it’s wonderful.’ came forth, in so unprepared a form for reality that it was almost an incomprehensible mumble. My own understated outburst startled even myself. My eyes darted towards the stranger in shame at such a gush and I felt my cheeks start to redden.

      The stranger looked at me with eyes that seemed to hold and support me in my moment of weakness. A look that silently said, ‘It’s okay, I understand.’ before he spoke the words with an almost disguised passion, ‘I agree.’ He smiled again, although I couldn’t help feeling there was also something of sadness mixed into his charming smile this time, something flickering just at the corners.

      The stranger in a flash switched back to his bright charismatic self and extended a hand in my direction, ‘Charles.’ he said simply.

      Before I had time to overthink, my hand was shaking his. It was a firm and brisk shake that reminded me of an almost forgotten time, a bonding action between two men showing mutual respect. I gave my name in return, ‘Arthur Schwarzkoenig’ not knowing why I had given my first and last name.

      ‘Ah, the Black King!’ laughed Charles.

      I laughed a little also, more ice had been chipped away between us and was melting rapidly, ‘Yes, that’s right. It’s Allemanic, my great grandfather came over from Barbaria before the Great War.’

      ‘For love?’

      ‘No. For food. Well, you might say for the love of food.’

      Charles’ face froze mid emotion for a second before he replied, ‘He must have been an interesting character. I’d like to have met him.’

      ‘Yes. So would I.’ I said

      ‘And Barbaria is such a lovely part of the world.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know, I’ve never been.’ It was true, any family connections to my great grandfather’s ancestral home had been severed.

      ‘You should visit sometime, I would recommend it.’ Charles said and reaching into his inside jacket pocket he pulled out a small card and extended it to me. ‘And while I’m on the subject of recommendations, at the risk of seeming immodest, perhaps I can suggest this establishment? You seem to me just the right sort of gentleman that would feel at home.’

      I took the card as Charles continued, ‘Yes, I think you would fit right in.’

      The card, obviously of high print quality with raised lettering simply read:

      
        
        The Lone Dining Society

        We reserve the right to dine alone.

      

      

      ‘You’d be most welcome Arthur. Alone of course.’ Charles said with a slight wink. He extended his hand once more, a farewell handshake which I took. A welcome ritual of a bygone age that could have almost brought a tear of something lost to my eye.

      Then he was gone.

      I stood there, umbrella in one hand, his card in the other as the rain continued its not altogether unpleasant concerto.

      ‘The Lone Dining Society.’ I mouthed the words and without my conscious permission a smile crept upon my face.
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            THE CHILD CATCHER

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles always started his day in what he thought to be the most civilised and genteel fashion.

      One shouldn’t rush into a new day, one should ease oneself in gently, as one lets the body adjust to cool water before taking the plunge when bathing in the wild. Of course, there are always those that would advocate diving straight in and foregoing any beating about the bush, or pussy footing. These may also be the same people that don’t know how to eat chocolate, simply putting it into the mouth and chewing, rather than the correct and more refined technique of laying a little on the tongue and letting it melt, suffusing the taste buds with its intoxicating flavour and substances.

      No, a cup of tea taken in bed was the correct way to start the day, perhaps with a little light reading. And if one was not in a hurry then perhaps a second cup of tea accompanied by a little breakfast. All taken in bed of course.

      Charles, propped up comfortably on exquisite satin cushions, book open in his lap, waited for his tea to arrive.

      His bedroom, one of many in the house, was of a generous size, a large mirror hung above an ornate, yet not overly gaudish morning table where a jug and large bowl sat in waiting for its first morning wash duty. The walls were liberally adorned with tastefully framed artworks of a remarkably diverse nature from a variety of periods and styles, classical, baroque, rococo, expressionist, avant garde through to modern contemporary offerings.

      Charles' eyes flicked from his book to one of the paintings next to the door, a Kaufmarn Huego in oil depicting a serving girl bringing refreshments to a table of rustic workers or hunters, taking a well-earned break at their local tavern, before moving across to watch the door as the muffled sound of footsteps gently crescendoed.

      The door opened and a large man in immaculate dark suit and white bow tie, bearing a small tray entered the room. His well-trained muscular form was discernible even beneath his formal and well-fitting dress. He crossed the room, maintaining his neutral expression and laid the tray, supported by small legs onto the awaiting silken bed sheet covered lap of Charles.

      Charles touched the expensive envelope of a single letter, complete with red wax seal, that lay on the tray next to his bone crocka cup and saucer of steaming tea.

      ‘Just one this morning James?’ he asked studying the elegant envelope and running his finger gently across the embossed surface of the seal. It was from Her Majesty Queen Lillibet. They wrote to each other regularly. Both Her Majesty and her consort Robert (affectionately known as Poppy) were big fans of Charles’ board games, which were hugely popular across the Outlands. The Queen and Charles were actually quite good friends, although as protocol demanded kept at a formal distance. It wasn’t the sort of friendship that Charles had seen in the Outland pubs, where often “taking the mickey” was seen as a sign of affection and their trials and tribulations in life brought them close together, sharing an ale or two, talking about embarrassing incidents they would only share with someone they trusted. No, it wasn’t that sort of friendship, even though Charles had never really experienced or even understood “that sort of friendship” himself.

      ‘I believe there is another unenclosed correspondence hiding beneath sir,’ James replied. ‘Will sir be requiring a little light breakfast?’

      ‘Really?’ Charles' interest was piqued and he turned over the weighty envelope to reveal a small dirty torn piece of paper folded in two. It looked like it had already spent a few days residing in a public bin. He picked it up and brought it to his nose at the same time becoming aware that James was still standing over him awaiting an answer. ‘Oh, no, thank you James. I have a lot to do today. I’ll grab something on the fly.’

      ‘Very good sir,’ James replied and left the room discreetly.

      Charles sniffed the paper, oh yes, he could smell the decomposed sweet overtones of typical public refuse container that he recognised and knew only too well from practised experience.

      He unfolded it. It looked like very untidy children’s writing in pencil. It read:

      
        
        Dear Charly me an me sister want to

      

      

      and then a g crossed out and followed by,

      
        
        be part of the klub we promis not to sit togever

      

      

      and then underneath squeezed in and added as if an afterthought,

      
        
        we sleep by klub orl - Tom

      

      

      All the S’s were inverted.

      Charles sat pondering for a moment and took a sip of his tea. He silently mouthed the last two words ‘klub orl’ a few times before with a jolt into excited realisation he said aloud with a broad white smile, ‘Of course! Club Hall!’

      He quickly put the tray aside and sprang out of bed and to the door almost in one movement. He stood naked in the doorway and shouted, ‘James?!’

      A face appeared from out of a doorway further down the long passageway. ‘Yes sir?’

      ‘I’ll be needing me comfies.’

      

      Within half an hour Charles was thanking the driver of the black cab that had just dropped him off, as he sprang out of the vehicle almost immediately into a brisk walk.

      Charles’ pace of urgency conflicted with the appearance of his attire. He wore clothing that looked like it had once belonged to someone of wealth: top hat, shirt, waistcoat, checked wool trousers, long elegant jacket and leather boots. Albeit each article not really matching with the next. It was all faded, stained and tattered, giving the impression of someone who had long ago fallen far from the ladder of privilege, or, more likely due to the patchwork mismatch of the styling, someone down on luck in life who had made several lucky finds, their attire slowly developing like some fashion art sculpture over the years, each garment trophy adding to the work alongside it’s distant aged cousins.

      It was a beautiful day, clear blue sky with only the giant form of the Bubble obscuring it, rising up impossibly high, a half globe of translucent grey, like a dome, that covered the entirety of the Old Town that nowadays was referred to as “The Great Bubble”.

      He was walking through the Ghost Ring. This urban environment was bleak and apocalyptic looking. The Ghost ring was something of a no man’s land that ran the entirety of the Bubble’s circumference. It was a buffer zone. An area to keep the two worlds apart: The Bubble and the Outlands. Outlanders of sound mind avoided it like some zombie plague.

      As he walked along the pavement down this deserted road, full of potholes and cracks, he noticed a figure in a green jacket approaching him from the other direction. It was a man that probably looked older than he was with his long hair, beard and tatty clothes. He limped along slowly with bags in both his hands.

      As Charles approached the man he raised his tatty umbrella in greeting, ‘Good morning!’ he said brightly, smiling.

      The man looked up in alarm, seemingly noticing Charles for the first time. He grunted and as quickly as he could limp, crossed to the other side of the street.

      Shortly, Charles stood inside a large deserted and derelict factory. It was a beautiful red brick building from the early twentieth century, the high arched roof now open to the elements in places here and there. And at one time (long ago) it looked like there must have been some renovation work planned, as there was old rusty scaffolding on one side.

      A black rook, perched on one of the mammoth iron girder trusses high up in the open expanse, watched Charles with tepid interest. Great iron chains hung from the girder.

      In the centre of the factory floor stood a large long wooden table decked with a hessian cloth, it was discoloured and stained all over and a broken wine glass stood alone on the bleak pale tabletop landscape, punctured by a tinge of blood red remaining at the bottom of the glass. It brought visions of vampire films and stories momentarily to Charles’ internal cinema screen.

      He walked over and picked up the glass, the broken piece lying inside the bowl shifted and tinkled, deafening in contrast to the still silence permeating the factory ruin. The rook shifted along the girder to gain a better perspective. Charles stood still for a moment, mouth slightly open, listening and glancing around the hall. Then he walked to the far-right end, depositing the glass into a metal barrel and disappearing through a doorless opening that led to a narrow passage running left and right. He followed it to the left, turned the corner that led to something of an uneven courtyard, a large puddle at one side giving the old decomposing and forgotten architecture a means to observe its slow decay. A cruel jest lain by fate.

      Charles looked up to a window at the highest point of a building on the other side of the yard, its panes either broken or missing entirely and he could just make out a shape that looked like it could be a face and shoulders. It was too far away to see clearly, but it seemed as if the face was watching him, frozen like stone, as Charles himself was.

      ‘Charles the child catcher.’ he thought with an ironic smile. Images of a stringy, spiky, dark lank haired, pale faced, long hook-nosed man all in black (replete with top hat) with a large net on a long pole flickered on his inner screen.

      He started to move towards the building, at which point the face suddenly disappeared into the darkness of the interior. He broke into a sudden dash and ran around the building to the left until he was on the opposite side where he quickly hid behind an old burnt-out van standing nearby. He was breathing heavily from the exertion but willed his body to discipline itself to assume a measured control of predatory silence worthy of a seasoned hunter.

      He waited patiently, wondering if he had guessed correctly, turning over in his mind the other possibilities and trying to gauge the time and therefore the distance possibly covered and in which direction his quarry might flee. He couldn’t wait too long if he had misjudged their move as he might lose them altogether.

      Then to his relief and in response allowing himself a smidgeon of an indulgent smug smile, verging on a crocodile grin, the door slowly opened and a face peered around nervously looking to see if the coast was clear. The face disappeared. There was a brief pause and then the door flew open and out shot two small children, a boy and a girl, running and keeping to the rear edge of the building.

      Charles stepped out from behind the van and projected loudly but in as friendly a manner as possible, ‘Good morning!’

      The children froze and spun around, the girl sheltering behind the boy, whose face was white, obviously from shock.

      ‘It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you.’ Charles assured, quickly holding up his hands to show he had nothing in them other than his umbrella.

      The children neither moved nor spoke a word. They just watched him, both with very pale white faces.

      ‘You want to join the club.’ he continued and adding as an afterthought, ‘So I heard.’

      Still no reaction.

      ‘I’m Charlie. I got your message.’

      At this, the boy seemed to thaw a little from his frozen state. ‘You’re Charlie?’ the boy asked disbelievingly.

      The girl cowering behind him whispered something and shook her head violently.

      ‘My sister says you ain’t Charlie.’ the boy said stonily, ‘You don’t look like a Charlie.’

      Charles made a short chuckle but suppressed it almost immediately, although he maintained his warm smile. ‘Well, what does a Charlie look like?’

      The boy appeared to think on this for a moment, turned to his sister, who whispered something else before turning his head back to voice his reply, ‘Not like you. You look more like a child catcher!’

      Charles could tell that the boy had immediately regretted saying this out loud, as if it was something he realised only after he had mouthed the words, was something a little too rude to say to an adult. At least to their face.

      ‘Oh,’ Charles fingered the rim of his top hat, ‘It’s the hat, isn’t it? The child catcher, from Chitty Bang Chitty Bang.’

      Suddenly the girl seemed to forget her fright and smiled excitedly, ‘Yes, the child catcher from Chitch...chish..ch,’ she broke off, giving up on the pronunciation and proceeding to the, ‘...Bang.’ She studied Charles for a moment before adding, ‘But you look fatter than the one in the film.’

      ‘Mary!’ the boy intoned with an expression of embarrassment on behalf of his sister and an apologetic look that perhaps was an attempt to make up for any rudeness earlier.

      ‘Chitty Bang Chitty Bang, that’s quite an old film isn’t it?’ Charles remarked, finding the whole conversation rather charming. These children were quite cute. ‘I’m surprised you young whippersnappers know it.’

      ‘Oh, it’s a film our parents showed us. They’re really old.’ the boy said matter-of-factly.

      It was Mary’s turn to be indignant, ‘Thomas!’ she mock scolded, copying the tone used earlier by her brother.

      ‘Well, they are!’ Thomas retorted before turning back to Charles, ‘Although I think Dad is the oldest. He’s almost as old as you!’

      Charles laughed out loud, ‘Thanks!’ The children didn’t seem to get the joke and just watched him.

      ‘At least now they don’t seem to be ready to bolt.’ thought Charles, then said, ‘I promise, I am Charlie. Founder of the Lone Dining Society. I got your note this morning and came straight down. How would I know all this if I weren’t Charlie?’

      The two children took some time to digest this and let it filter through their developing truth engine, although they were at the age balancing on the cusp between believing everything an adult said, and questioning and experimenting with suspicion.

      After a little while they appeared ready to answer.

      ‘What’s a founder?’ asked Thomas.

      ‘It means I found it.’ replied Charles.

      The children thought about this and smiling because Mary suspected he was teasing, asked, ‘You found it?’

      ‘Yes. Somebody had thrown it in a skip, and I just happened to be passing and spotted it. And you know what they say.’ Charles paused for dramatic effect, both children were mesmerised by the story, truth or no. ‘Finder’s keepers!’ He straightened up fully at this with hands clutching both lapels of his jacket in his “proud of meself” stance, grinning from ear to ear.

      Mary giggled, ‘Not really?!’

      Charles let out a chortle, ‘No, not really, I’m pulling your leg. I didn’t really find it. I started the whole thing. It was my idea. That’s what being a “founder” is, when you start something.’

      ‘So you’re really Charlie then?’ Mary queried in a tone that betrayed that she almost believed it already.

      ‘Cross my heart, hope to die. And if you’ve watched Chitty Bang Chitty Bang I know you’ll understand that I don’t really hope to die. Or was that in Mary Popkins?…’ Charles tapped his lip as he tried to recall.

      ‘Mary Popkins is my heroine!’ exclaimed Mary.

      Thomas had been won over, ‘So can we come part of the club then?’

      Mary added enthusiastically, ‘Can we join the lowdown-sigh-ity?’

      Charles threw both hands up in a theatrical welcome, ‘You're already both distinguished members!’

      Both children smiled and then started to giggle a little in relief and they jumped up and down clutching each other like a pair of excited marmosets.

      Charles smiled. His mission this morning was complete.

      He watched them for a few seconds before Mary stopped mid jiggle-jump and asked in a very serious tone of voice, ‘Does that mean we can join then?’
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      ‘So how did you find out about the society?’ Charles asked as they all three sat in the back of a black taxi making its way across the Ghost Ring and towards Charles’ estate, which lay in another outer ring called “The Greatcar Park”.

      ‘The Low-down Sciety?’ Mary asked.

      Thomas turned to his sister, ‘It’s The Lone Dining Society, Mary.’

      ‘Oh!’ came the reply. She giggled a little.

      ‘Someone at school gave me an old tatty card.’ said Thomas.

      ‘A card? With the name on it?’ asked Charles, intrigued.

      ‘Yeah,’ replied Thomas.

      ‘And your school is, I take it, in the Bubble?’

      ‘Yeah.’ replied Thomas.

      ‘Mouldy Marm gave Thomas the card. And the map. He’s a bit strange, but he’s okay.’ said Mary.

      ‘Marmaduke.’ Thomas clarified, ‘Mouldy Marm is what the other kids call him.’

      ‘So, the other kids don’t like him?’ Charles surmised.

      Thomas’ face gave the answer before his words, ‘They give him a hard time.’

      ‘He’s a weirdo.’ said Mary, ‘That’s what they say. Say we shouldn’t hang out with him.’

      Charles smiled, ‘A weirdo ay? Some people say that about me.’

      Charles' words seemed to encourage Thomas who was starting to feel some bond with this man, ‘They call us weirdos too.’

      ‘But we’re not weird like Marm, Thomas.’ said Mary.

      ‘He’s alright.’ Thomas paused, throwing a protective yet saddened look across his sister, ‘The other kids, they don’t really like us. But Marmaduke gets it worse.’

      ‘Can I see the map, Thomas?’ Charles asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Thomas said, rummaging in his canvas side bag. After a little search he drew out a folded piece of paper and handed it to Charles.

      ‘Thank you.’ Charles said opening and then studying the sheet. It was quite intricately hand drawn in ink, but quite obviously by a child, ‘Strange that your friend uses paper and pen.’ he threw in casually whilst continuing to look over the map.

      ‘Well, we do like to draw and write on paper.’ Thomas said.

      ‘You can write, with a pen?’ Charles asked.

      ‘Or pencil.’ threw in Mary smiling, ‘I like pencils, especially coloured ones.’

      ‘I didn’t think you could get that sort of thing in the Bubble?’ Charles asked, seemingly taken aback.

      Mary and Thomas looked at each other and Charles thought he could see some secret look between them, Thomas, somehow with a facial expression, forbidding his sister to say any more.

      Charles avoided the situation by turning his attention back to the map.,  ‘Ah, that must be your home, “221c Asmuck Common”.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Mary, ‘That’s where we live.’

      ‘And,’ Charles carried on, tracing his finger across the map, ‘This map leads you to the Bubble edge,’  he looked up at the children, ‘And out into the Outlands.’

      They both nodded.

      ‘That’s quite a long way. Did you take the tube?’ asked Charles, although he didn’t see any tube station marked on the map.

      ‘Can’t.’ replied Mary

      ‘We came by bike.’ said Thomas.

      ‘By bike? Where are your bikes?’ asked Charles.

      ‘Thomas! Our bikes! We left them behind!’ Mary said, a little shocked.

      ‘Don’t worry, we’ll pick them up later.’ Charles reassured her.

      ‘What if someone pinches them?’ Thomas asked, also concerned.

      ‘I don’t think anyone will. And if they do, we’ll track them down and give them a jolly good hiding.’

      ‘Jolly good hiding? What do you mean?’ asked Mary.

      Charles explained.

      ‘How can that be good?’ asked Mary.

      ‘Actually, I’ve no idea.’ replied Charles. ‘Have you ever been into the Outlands before?’ He actually wouldn’t be surprised, based on what he’d seen of the pair so far.

      ‘No.’ said Thomas.

      ‘Weren’t you a little scared?’

      ‘A bit.’ Thomas replied, ‘But we really wanted to join the club.... I mean society,’

      ‘Can I ask why you wanted to join the society so much?’ Charles said.

      ‘We heard it was a special place. Where it didn’t matter if you were a bit...’ Thomas paused, trying to find the appropriate word.

      ‘...weird?’ Charles suggested.

      Mary broke out into a fit of giggles, followed closely by both boys, big and small.

      ‘Well maybe you heard right.’ Charles laughed.

      All three sat in silence for a few moments as the cab entered The Greatcar Park, leaving the Ghost Ring behind. Both children stared out of the window in amazement. They hadn’t been expecting this.

      The contrast was stark. The Ghost Ring was a barren post-apocalyptic looking wasteland of concrete: empty streets, old disused buildings, factories, and tarmacked areas. Because it had been left to the whim of nature, there were plants, trees and vegetation springing up where it could break through the white and grey human constructions, but the nature there was a drop in the ocean compared to the Greatcar Park, which was by comparison a rich tropical jungle, or at least as tropical as was possible on an island that was grey and rainy most of the year round. At the very least it was very green. Of course, this “protected” park, which was now something of a nature reserve, used to be, pre-bubble days, a motorway that encircled the Old Town. It was the old M-five-and-twenty.

      The cab bucked, tossed and rattled along on what was now more like off road tracks rather than any flat tarmacked surface.

      Charles was the first to break the silence, ‘I suppose it must have been quite scary when you left the edge and discovered your =phone’s no longer had connection.’

      ‘Oh, we don’t have =phones.’ said Mary.

      ‘Our parents don’t let us have them.’ explained Thomas.

      Charles just looked at them for a while. Eventually he simply said, ‘Remarkable.’

      The cab pulled up to two very large and ornate iron gates set into a wall that ran out of sight in both directions.

      ‘Thanks, Bill,’ Charles said to the driver, ‘you can drop us here.’

      Bill turned to Charles, ‘You don’t want me to drive you up to the house?’

      ‘No, I think we’ll walk.’ Charles said. ‘Send my regards to Sybill and the kids.’ he paused, ‘How many is it now?’

      ‘Fifth bundle is on the way, due in the Spring.’ Bill said.

      The look on Thomas’ and Mary’s face was priceless. The perfect picture of surprise and bewilderment.

      ‘Oh. Congratulations!’ beamed Charles, extending his hand to shake Bill’s, awkwardly as he twisted in his seat.

      Mary mouthed the word ‘Five?!’ to Thomas.

      ‘Come on you two!’ Charles said, jumping out of the taxi.

      As they started their walk up the long avenue to Charles’ grand mansion, Charles said, ‘I want to know, how you managed to get a letter to me. Especially without an envelope, address or postage stamp?’

      Both Thomas and Mary only understood the first sentence. Thomas answered, ‘Well, we had some help.’

      ‘It was The White Witch that told us.’ Mary said, ‘She’s got white hair and looks like a witch.’

      ‘She does you know.’ Thomas added, ‘We found the club, after ages riding round. It had gone dark and we thought we’d never find it. But then we came to this big building and snuck inside. We saw they was eatin’ and drinkin’. We was hungry, but too scared to go up to them. She caught us watchin’. She grabbed me arm and said “Yous ‘ungry me poor dongs”.’

      ‘Not “poor dongs” Thomas!’ Mary jumped in, ‘She said “darlings”!’ then she repeated the word “dongs”! comically and giggled.

      Thomas continued, ‘An’ she said if we was hungry, we should ask to join the society.’

      ‘So, we wrote you a letter.’ Mary said, ‘She said we could give it to her.’

      Thomas chimed in, ‘She said she would make sure you got it.’

      ‘And I did.’ Charles gave a silent blessing to The White Witch for her remarkable powers of perception.

      Before long they stood before Charles’ mansion. Both children stood open mouthed looking up at its impressive grandness.

      ‘You live ‘ere?’ Thomas asked.

      ‘Yes.’ Charles replied.

      Mary turned smiling to Charles, ‘It’s bloomin’ nice!’

      Charles laughed, ‘Bloomin’ nice? High praise indeed!’ he gestured towards the main double doors, ‘Shall we?’

      In the reception hall, a grand staircase rose up left and right, there were beautiful carved double doors directly ahead, flanked left and right by two full suited knights in armour. A couple of classical white busks stood on the periphery of the substantial chamber, a large chandelier dominated the central space of the high ceiling and various paintings, again from various eras and styles hung around the walls, a couple of more vivid modern works somehow clashing with the otherwise antique old world impression of the decor and building.

      The sound of footsteps announced the appearance of James. As he approached, Charles noted the slightly alarmed expressions of the children as they saw his face, his hair and large imposing frame bearing down on them. They visibly moved backwards and coiled like two springs ready for flight.

      ‘It’s okay Thomas, Mary.’ Charles nodded to James as he came to a halt, towering unsmiling over the children. ‘He’s a friend of mine. Aren’t you James?’

      ‘If sir says so.’ James replied, throwing a glance to Charles with a sparkle in his eye, unnoticed by the children.

      ‘James, I think, Thomas, and Mary,’ he said gesturing at each of them in turn, ‘need a good feed.’

      ‘Very good sir.’ James turned to look down at the children in very formal mode. ‘Would you care to peruse the mid-week menu? I can recommend the lamb shank tagine, beef tartar or the roast pheasant with potatoes au gratin.’

      The children just stared at James.

      Charles broke the silence with a slight chuckle, ‘James! Come on, look at them. They’re not like our distinguished regulars.’

      ‘But you said we were ‘stinguished!’ Thomas protested.

      ‘Of course, you are distinguished members.’ Charles said, ‘So, what would you like? Pizza, chips, fish fingers?’

      Mary and Joseph shouted almost immediately in unison

      ‘Pizza!’ shouted Thomas.

      ‘Fish fingers!’ shouted Mary.

      James rolled his eyes and looked over at Charles, ‘Perhaps a little antipasta as a side with the pizza and seasonal roast veg to accompany the ……fish fingers.’ James said the last two words as if it physically repulsed him.

      ‘James, just the pizza, and perhaps a little baked beans and mash with the fish fingers?’

      ‘Very good sir.’ James replied and turned to leave.

      ‘Oh and bring a bottle of ketchup too please James.’ Charles added to the retreating James, whose shoulders rose with a shiver as he disappeared along the corridor. ‘You’ll be wanting some, I expect?’ he said turning his head with a wink to Mary, who nodded enthusiastically.

      

      Twenty minutes later about a quarter of a ravaged stone baked pizza lay across a plate before Thomas: it looked thoroughly mauled. Expensive cutlery were clutched and vertical on the table in both his hands as he took some restorative breaths. His shoulders peaked as he leaned on his eating implements. His mouth was smeared liberally around with red sauce.

      As his body began to relax and the hunger that he hadn’t acknowledged was so great until he had started to wolf down his meal started to diminish; he gradually became more aware of his surroundings. He looked down the long wooden table that was set against the wall. The table extended for a couple or three metres, hugging the wall and then followed a corner at ninety degrees to the right, around which the other half of the L shaped room he was in, was hidden from view.

      ‘Mary?’ Thomas said raising his voice.

      A voice from around the corner replied, ‘Yes Thomas?’

      ‘Just checking.’

      ‘Just checking what?’

      ‘Just checking you were still there. ‘ow’s your fish fingers?’

      ‘Nice. ‘ow’s your pizza?’

      ‘Nice.’ Thomas then began to resume his devouring of said pizza.

      Mary brought another fish finger up to her mouth and took a bite. Chewing slowly, she looked along the long narrow table she was sitting at, staring at the part where the table followed the corner round to the left and disappeared from view.

      ‘Funny table isn’t it?’ Mary commented, pausing mid chew.

      Thomas made a reply that sounded like it might have been a “Yes” but it was obscured by a mouth stuffed with pizza.

      The door in the opposite corner opened and in came Charles. He’d showered and shaved and was now wearing clean, expensive and elegantly matching clothes, flannel trousers, shirt and waistcoat, from which in a small front pocket a gold chain was visible. The top hat was gone.

      Both children, although they couldn’t see each other, could see Charles. He held up two metallic spheres about the size of tennis balls.

      ‘I forgot these!’ he proclaimed to the children as he waved the two silver objects in the air. ‘Salt,’ he said lifting the left ball, ‘and pepper!’ lifting the right.

      ‘I’m alright thanks.’ Mary replied, but she kept her eyes on the strange metallic balls. They looked strange and interesting.

      Charles held the balls towards Thomas, ‘Salt and pepper Thomas?’

      ‘No thanks.’ he replied, his pizza was almost all gone anyway. He took a sip of water from his glass. He was also intrigued by the balls, and his gaze was caught upon them as he chewed autonomously after the fashion of a common cow.

      ‘Come on Thomas. A little seasoning surely?’ Charles cajoled, bounding over to the boy wearing a huge grin. Mary leaned up out of her chair to try and see what was going on, it not occurring to her to get up out of her seat and walk around the corner.

      ‘Sneeze-nin?’ Thomas tried to repeat the strange word.

      Charles giggled, ‘Well, you might if you sniff the pepper.’

      ‘Ay?’ Thomas managed.

      Charles set both spheres in front of Thomas and stood back a little. Thomas just looked at them suspiciously for a moment. Closer up he could see the details. They were fashioned from some silver polished metal and there was what looked like possibly a sliding section or a hatch and there were lots of small indentations in both of the curious ball-like objects, as if they’d been clumsily dropped many times.

      ‘These are salt and pepper?’ Thomas asked in disbelief, not taking his eyes off the spheres.

      ‘No. These are salt and pepper cellars. The salt and pepper are inside them.’ Charles replied.

      Mary’s excited voice emanated from around the corner, ‘What is it, Tom?! What’s it doing?!’

      Charles looked down at Thomas with feigned disapproval, ‘What? No seasoning for your last mouthful of pizza?’

      Thomas was utterly confused and was beginning to wonder if he did understand this world that up until this point he’d thought he was starting to get to grips with. He always thought grown-ups were a little strange. They did some strange inexplicable things and much of what they said to each other in adult-speak went right over his head. He’d met a few peculiar adults in his short time, but this Charlie, he was a right one.

      ‘Perhaps Mary requires seasoning?’ Charles raised his voice in an indication of the question being for Mary’s benefit.

      ‘No thank you.’ Mary’s voice answered simply. ‘No sneeze-nin for me!’ Mary was beginning to sense there was some sort of game unfolding and was getting excited. What for though, she had absolutely no idea; but that was at least three-quarters of the excitement. She strained in vain to try and stretch her head in order to peer around the corner. Of course, an impossible task. But she scored a fat ten out of ten for the attempt. She wriggled excitedly in anticipation.

      ‘Or perhaps some seasoning for your fish fingers then?’ Charles was definitely feeling in a progressively increasing mood of silliness, and he was noticeably excited about something and hopped around a little in the style of one particular incredibly talented but sometimes aggressive celebrity chef, Gin d’Ramsi. Charles was definitely ready for a large portion of silliness to go!

      In three loud giggled spurts of syllable came Mary’s reply dancing on the air around the corner, ‘No-Sneeze-Nin!’

      ‘Come on Mary,’ Charles lowered his voice to build some tension in the game that he was enjoying enormously, ‘You’d like some seasoning, wouldn’t you?!’ It was more of a demand, or instruction than a question. Mary couldn’t see Charles from her viewpoint, but she could hear the wink in the tone of his voice.

      ‘Would I?’ she played along.

      ‘Yes. You definitely would!’

      ‘Okay, I effinetly would!’ with Mary’s reply, the game proper had begun. ‘Thomas?’

      ‘Yes Mary?’

      ‘Can you please pass the salt and pepper.’ and then just for good polite measure she added another, ‘Please.’

      Thomas made to get up out of his seat, but Charles held up a hand. ‘No no. No need to get up Thomas.’

      ‘But how can I pass the salt and pepper to Mary. She’s sitting round the corner!’ Thomas hadn’t quite latched on that this was a game yet.

      ‘Hmmm. That’s a good point Thomas. How can you possibly pass the salt and pepper to Mary from your position? Let’s see.’ Charles leaned with both hands on the table and came a little closer to Thomas, ‘You’re both sitting at the same table, yet you cannot see each other.’

      For Mary the tension and drawing out of the process was almost uncontainable, ‘Pass the salt Thomas, please!’ she almost shrieked in utter glee.

      Thomas became a little angry, ‘I can’t pass the salt and pepper Mary! I can’t see you!’

      ‘It’s okay Thomas, calm down.’ Charles placated, laying a fatherly hand on Thomas’ shoulder, ‘Perhaps you’ll be needing…’ Charles moved over to the corner opposite end of the table, giving Mary a wink and a warm smile as she came into view before leaning under the table and giving a lever, or pulley a swift yank, ‘...this!’ there was a clunk, tap and what sounded like a whizz of cogged machinery and two wooden board sidings slid up to clonk together to form an ingenious corner addition to the table, they were about a foot high and extended in the directions of both children but only for about five or six feet before in hand crafted elegance petering out to leave the rest of the eight or nine feet of table open at the side. The other side of course walled off.

      By the wall.

      Mary clapped her hands in delight.

      Thomas stared in frowned concentration and bewilderment at the strange corner addition to the table. They were beautifully carved pieces, and he could even see from his seat at the other end of the table, the scuff marks and battered surface of each of the two pieces that sat so snugly together, it seemed as if they’d been there all the time.

      Slowly the cogs of his little grey machine ticked around, as a dawning understanding of the game formed in his mind. His mouth started to stretch into a cheeky smile and he glanced down at the two strange silver spheres and then up at the almost madly grinning and nodding Charles.

      ‘Yes, yes!’ was all Charles managed through his excitement.

      Thomas smiled back at Charles, his momentary anger at his confusion lost to the unmemorable mists of time. He looked back down at the two strange silver spheres sitting patiently before him. Now not such a mystery. They were salt and pepper, “…somethings”. He couldn’t quite remember the word. But they had now transformed, and much more interestingly so, into two pieces of a game.

      He picked them up one at a time, ‘Salt.’ he said for the one, ‘And pepper!’ for the other.

      ‘Actually it’s the other way round. But it doesn’t matter.’ Charles stated, still waiting in anticipation of the silliness to come.

      ‘Oh, pepper and salt.’ Thomas corrected himself. ‘Mary?!’ Thomas directed to his sister in the poshest tone of voice he could muster.

      ‘Yes Thomas?’ Mary also inflected her voice to her very best posh imitation.

      ‘Would you like the salt and pepper?’

      ‘Yes please Tom!’ Mary exclaimed in a giggle.

      ‘Right then.’ Thomas moved one of the spheres backwards and forwards in an action of “taking aim” before, ‘Here you go!’ he launched it along the table towards the corner piece. It was a good aim. It hit the left corner piece almost in the middle of its length, rebounded beautifully against its partner piece and then hurtled along Mary’s half of the table towards her. It came a little too fast for Mary to stop and it whizzed past her to land and roll to the edge of the room. She ran excitedly to retrieve it.

      ‘Wait, wait Tom!’ she shrieked, jumping from her chair and running to collect the strange silver ball, walking slowly back to the table as she examined this curious object. ‘Which one’s this?’ she asked looking up at Charles, who was laughing and clapping his hands, tears forming in the corners of his eyes through his bouts of infectious giggling, that infected Mary with an equal fit of mirth.

      ‘That’s the…’ he tried to control his laughter, ‘…the salt cellar.’

      ‘Oh.’ giggled Mary, ‘The salt cellar.’ she tried to imitate Charles’ voice.

      She climbed back into her chair and started to fumble with the object in order to try and work out how to get the salt out of the cellar.

      ‘Ready Mary?!’ Thomas shouted impatiently, already taking aim with the pepper cellar.

      ‘No, wait, wait, I don’t know how to...’ Mary’s frantic attempts to open the salt cellar were cut off as Thomas launched the pepper cellar headlong the table with another well aimed bowl sending the sphere ricocheting off the corner panels and bounding straight towards Mary.

      ‘Look out Mary, grab it!’ Charles shouted in his role as sports spectator.

      This time Mary’s one time previous experience paid off and she managed to stop the silver ball that was rattling along the wooden surface, mainly because it flew straight into her body, but she expertly grasped the ball in both hands as it struck home.

      ‘I got it! I got it!’ Mary exclaimed in joy, and at this point had completely forgotten about the task of extracting either salt or pepper from the balls. All she wanted now was to return the salt and pepper cellars to her brother.

      Her first attempt, the pepper cellar still clutched in her hands was launched without any preparation and it flew off the table to the side and rolled over to Charles, who scooped it up and threw it back to Mary. She didn’t manage to catch it and had to climb off her chair once more to retrieve it, but she didn’t mind, she was having fun. Her second attempt, with a little more preparation was a success. The pepper cellar sped along the table and with a double thonk, thonk, it rolled and bounced towards Thomas.

      What followed was a spectacle to be seen. Both children flinging, bowling and throwing the spherical salt and pepper cellars to each other, via the ingenious corner piece of the table, whilst Charles roared with laughter and slapped his bent legs, as if through his unstoppable laughter, he was almost unable to stand up.

      It was at this precise moment that the spectacle was indeed seen, as the door flew open and in came, running in a sheer panic: both children’s parents, followed closely but in total contrasting calmness: James.

      Two things happened simultaneously: 1) The mother ran over towards her daughter, tears streaming from her eyes, after an almost comically looking moment as she did a little wobble in her split second decision of which child to rush to first, both children forgetting the strange but hilarious game in a moment, dropping the spheres and running into her arms, there were shouts of joy and tears of relief from all three as their emotions spiralled around uncontrollably in the act of reunion. 2) The father stopped dead in his tracks, somewhat in shock at the bizarre spectacle that remained for a couple of seconds imprinted on his mind’s eye, Charles spinning around, still laughing but suddenly halted as though he’d been caught with his trousers down. The father stared with open mouth and then looked at Charles, ‘What the….?’ he managed, but then fell to a complete loss of words.

      Charles pulled an offertory smile in order to placate the father, raising his shoulders and hands into a shrug and stated in question form, ‘A little fun. Ay?’

      Behind them all, standing absolutely straight and in complete calmness, James merely rolled his eyes.
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      The ticking of the clock took centre stage in the small front room, illuminated by sunlight squeezing in through the white mesh of decorative lace curtains, the audience of one sitting quietly in her worn and faded armchair, not actively listening to the monotonous performance, rather letting the repetitive straightjacketed rhythm wash over her as her mind stared into open nothingness.

      Buddhisht monks would have been proud of her relatively blank state of mind, the attainment of which she had refined during many hundreds of hours, having years ago being presented with the unwanted gift of unbearably long and undisturbed opportunities for such practise.

      Mary found that it gave her some respite, a pause to her monotony, soothing her nerves, a sort of spiritual haven in comparison to the other state of mind she was in for the rest of her waking hours. Even so, as she had not, as yet mastered this trance, there was always the hint or tinge of darkness, the foreboding, as she named him “The Worry Monster” lurking at the periphery.

      She sighed gently and reached across to take her cup and saucer. Taking a sip of her lukewarm, sweet tea. She broke the void of her inner vacant stillness with the thought, ‘So, lots to do today.’ She was not in the habit of talking to herself, oh no, that, they said was the first sign of madness. She returned to her void for a handful of half blissful moments more, before her mind wandered into a feeble thought pondering on who “they” might be and were “they” in any way an authority on the subject of the oncoming of madness?

      She finished her tea before returning to the kitchen where she washed and dried the cup, saucer and spoon, returned them to their correct places before wiping over the draining board and tabletop surfaces. She then stood for a moment at the sink before returning to the cups cupboard, where she reached up to the recently returned vessel and gently rotated it until the angle of the handle perfectly matched its brothers’ and sisters’, standing regimentally and with precision handle measured spacing around it.

      Standing back to admire her work, she frowned a little as she noticed something, sending her tutting to a draw to fish out a dusting cloth, which she then proceeded to use, taking one after another of the sister/brother cups down from the cupboard to wipe, followed up with a wipe of the surface beneath it, before carefully placing and positioning each cup in its proper place with its handle pointing out at the correct angle. She continued with all the cups she could safely reach in the first row.

      A satisfied sigh concluded the closing of the cupboard door, followed immediately by another frown and a wiping of part of the door’s surface. After shaking out the duster and folding and placing it neatly back in the drawer she returned to her living room chair, where
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