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A short ghost story in 4,800 words.

by

Brendan Gerad O’Brien

Jennifer Marshall stormed up the steps at the back of St John’s Church and pushed the ancient oak door open with a mighty crash. Her high heel boots echoed on the terracotta tiles as she charged through the tiny lobby and marched aggressively down the corridor towards the main hall.

She was furious. It was Friday afternoon and she had to traipse all the way across town to find her mother just so she could get into the house when she got home from school.

And all because her parents were too old fashioned and boring to give her a key of her own.

Well, actually, it was because she once brought some friends home after school. OK, they were boys, but it was totally innocent. She was fourteen, after all. And it certainly wasn’t her fault if her mother came home early and completely misread the situation.

They’d been sitting on the sofa quietly watching a cartoon on TV when Liam leant over to get some crisps from the dish on the coffee table. As Jennifer moved out of his way she knocked Paul’s can of coke out of his hand. Paul grabbed at the can, Jennifer fell on top of him, and Liam lost his balance and fell on top of the both of them.

All Jennifer’s mother saw was her precious daughter

in a tangle of arms and legs with two young thugs. 

Nothing would convince her otherwise. Jennifer could never be trusted again. She was grounded for a whole month. And from that moment on her mother was waiting by the front door to make sure that she came home alone from school, every day of the week.

Except on Fridays, of course. Friday was her mother’s afternoon for doing the flowers in the church. However, Jennifer’s father finished work early on Friday so he was usually home to meet her instead.

For some strange reason, though, her father wasn’t there today. Jennifer waited for ages. Eventually she decided enough was enough. She was hungry and she was tired and she was going to miss her programmes. So she decided to go down to the church and have words with her mother. Things had to be said. And now she was mad enough to say them!

She pushed open the door to the hall and charged in. But there was no one there.

Her angry groan echoed back at her. Where was everyone? She stamped her foot and turned to go when she caught sight of herself in the long mirror behind the door.  She gave a wide, satisfied smile.

At least her parents couldn’t stop her wearing makeup.  They did have a problem with her strange haircut, but the boys loved it. And they loved her deep red lipstick that contrasted nicely with her naturally long dark eyelashes.

The girls thought she was just a tart, of course. But she was hard and they wouldn’t say anything to her face anyway. So it didn’t matter, did it?

Jennifer had a sudden thought - her mother was probably over at the school.  She’d been summoned yet again by Mother Superior to explain why her daughter was coming to school in a skirt that was no wider than a belt.

Jennifer chuckled out loud. So what? She had the legs for it. She gave a wiggle in the mirror and brushed her hair with her hand.

‘Yes!’ She gave a satisfied pout and strutted back out into the corridor just as the elderly priest came shuffling past. He looked her up and down and raised a quizzical eyebrow.

‘Jennifer?’ He gave a gentle smile. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Hi, Father Stone. I’m looking for my mother. She’s supposed to be here today. It’s her flower day but there’s nobody in the hall.’

He looked over her shoulder to see for himself.

‘Well?’ Jennifer glared at him.

‘What?’

‘My mother! Have you seen her? Is she here?’

‘Well, I don’t ... I think ...’

Jennifer inhaled sharply. She hated this. All she wanted was the stupid door key. She wanted to go home, have a bath, something to eat, and flop down in front of the television. She didn’t want to hear the ramblings of a doddery old man.

‘Oh, never mind.’ She pushed past him and headed for the door.

‘Jennifer.’ His voice was soft and gentle. ‘Where are you going?’

‘What’s it got to with you?’ Jennifer’s voice was not soft and gentle. It reeked of annoyance. ‘Are you my mother?’

But as soon as she’d said it she was sorry. She buried her face in her hands and wished she could suck it all back.

This had become a habit now, being rude to people. She did it for the shock effect. It gave her a tremendous buzz to see the stupid look on their faces whenever she spat out her tirade of insults. She’d sneer as their brains tumbled into neutral while they struggled to find a response.

They never could, though. They’d just stand there and splutter, their eyes exploding with distress as she laughed back at them before strutting away off down the street. It was awesome!

But she never meant to be rude to Father Stone. She was very fond of the gentle old priest. She’d known him all her life. He’d baptised her, he’d conducted her First Communion, and he was there for her Confirmation.

She liked his kind face and the soft eyes that looked at the world with a wise understanding. He had a wonderful way of making her feel special, too. He made her feel like a person in her own right and not just another face in the sea of children that passed his way every day of the week.

Even when the flack was coming at her from all directions, when everyone tutted and said how she used to be such a pretty little girl and how could she have turned into such an obnoxious thug, Father Stone would smile at her with the same soft smile. He seemed to understand the turmoil that was raging in her head.

So when Jennifer Marshall looked up at him now she gave a meek shrug. ‘I’m sorry, Father’.

He looked back at her with vague eyes and Jennifer felt a strange twang of sadness. Of course she knew what people were saying about him lately. He didn’t look at all well, they’d mumble as he passed by. He was getting very old and very tired. And he seemed to be in a daze most of the time. They kept finding him in the garden talking to the flowers. And they wouldn’t let him say Mass anymore, either. Not since the day he sat on the top step of the altar with the bottle of Communion wine and called cheers to the congregation.

‘Are those cigarettes I see in your hand?’ The old priest pulled a face.

Jennifer looked sheepishly at the packet and went to say something.

‘Well, now, you can’t smoke in here, you know!’ Father Stone wagged a bony finger as he shuffled towards her. ‘So we’d better go outside. We’ll go around the corner and I’ll have one with you.’ He flashed her one of his knowing smiles.

They sat on the low wall by the beautifully manicured lawn that sloped down to the small row of ancient headstones. The wall was rough and cold and Jennifer wished for once she was wearing a longer skirt.

She took a cigarette out with her teeth and handed the packet to Father Stone. He put one in his mouth and took a long, slow drag as Jennifer held the match to it. She lit her own and flicked the match into the wild roses that bordered the lawn.

‘I’d kill for a can of lager right now.’ Jennifer blew out a stream of smoke.

Father Stone gave a chuckle and shook his head.

‘What?’ Jennifer couldn’t resist smiling too.

‘You young people.’ He was still chuckling. ‘You’re all the same, so you are. You think you invented this ... wild child thing.’

‘What wild child thing?’ Jennifer spat out a flake of tobacco. ‘And what would you know about this wild child thing anyway, Father?’

‘Well,’ he squinted as he turned his face to the late summer sun. ‘As they say these days, I’ve been there, done that, and got the T-shirt.’

Jennifer laughed out loud this time.

‘You’ve been there, done that? But you ... you’re a priest!’

‘And what does that mean?’ His reply was unusually curt. ‘Do you think I was born with this dog collar around my neck? Do you think I was weaned on Holy Water?’

Jennifer frowned. The old eyes had taken on a strange intensity she’d never seen before.

‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘It’s not ... it’s just that, well, you’re just too nice. I can’t imagine you ever being a wild child.’

He gave a long sigh. ‘Oh, yes. Sure doesn’t everyone on God’s earth go through times like that? When we reach the puberty stage and the hormones are rampant and they go straight to the brain. They cause all sorts of confusion. Black moods, and all sorts of pain - real and imagined.’

He wiped a bit of ash from his sleeve.

‘Everyone goes through it,’ he continued. ‘But for some strange reason we seem to forget about it, blank it from our memory. We erase it completely then we can’t understand what’s happening to our own children when they’re going through it. So no one ever prepares you for it. No one warns you that when you’re approaching that delicate stage you could suddenly come crashing off the rails and create all kinds of distress to those around you.’

Jennifer contemplated this as she took another drag on her cigarette. ‘I know exactly what you mean,’ she nodded eventually.

‘Do you?’ Father Stone studied her for a moment, his eyebrows arched. ‘The thing is, Jennifer, at your age you’re not aware that every single thing you do or say has some effect on those around you. You don’t comprehend that if you drop a stone into someone’s pond it actually causes a ripple that goes on and on and on. It can take an awfully long time for that ripple to die down. And the pond is never, ever the same again.’

Jennifer wrinkled up her nose and gave a sullen shrug behind a haze of smoke. ‘So what? I couldn’t care less about other peoples’ ripples!’

‘No,’ Father Stone answered softly. ‘Sure no one does when they’re that age. I certainly didn’t.’

It was a few moments before Jennifer realised what the old priest had said. ‘What do you mean?’ She was curious now. ‘So whose pond did you throw stones into?’

‘Well,’ Father Stone sucked in a long, slow breath through his nose as if he was considering whether to elaborate or not. He straightened up as he breathed out.

‘The thing is, all I ever wanted to do when I was a lad was carry on with the farming, like all my family did before me. We had a good spread out near Camp, you know, overlooking the bay. We were totally self-sufficient, cattle, sheep, our own hay, wheat, barley. We grew our own vegetables and fruit. We made our own bread, butter, even the jam. I really believed that’s what life was all about.’

He took a deeper breath and Jennifer thought there was a shudder in it.

‘Then one day,’ his voice dropped to almost
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