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The
middle-aged man (life expectancy in modern day England being 65 for men, 68 for
women) listened, nodding his head, writing carefully in a small notebook.

“You listen very well,” one of
his fellow passengers said, “and yet you have nothing to say. What are you
writing in that book of yours? Are you a spy, looking for secrets to take to
Londonstan?”

The man smiled. “No, I am not a
spy, although I have spoken to three. I am, rather, a census-taker.”

There was little uproar in the
carriage following this announcement. Most of the other passengers continued
with their earlier conversations. One young woman, a neat girl with hair cut
short in the fashion of the day, continued to watch him. She was of the
innocent breed - the adults who never fully become adults. They could do a day’s
job without complaint and so were tolerated.

“I never met a Census-Taker,” she
said. “I met farmers and builders and once I met a man who worked at the
Council.”

“We have just over a hundred
thousand council workers by last count. You’ll probably meet a few in your day.
Especially if you’re going to Canterbury.”

The girl’s mother looked him up
and down.

“She’s not staying in Canterbury,
so lift your mind out of the bedroom. She’s stopping off to get the train down
to Dover. They need seamstresses down in Dover.” The woman sniffed. “Don’t meet
many Census-Takers.”

“There are 53 of us working in
this country. I can’t answer for elsewhere.”

“Elsewhere!” The woman snorted at
the thought of such a place. Most people didn’t travel far from where they were
born. Only the drunks moved a lot, because they were not welcome in their
homes.

“Not too many of us are happy
elsewhere. I see a lot of that in my work,” the Census-Taker said. “My name is
Romulus Remus Jones. My father read history at Oxford and was sure I would be
one of the founders of the new England. He thought the weight of the future
rested happily with me.” The man smiled. Cleared his throat. “I do a lot more
listening than telling. People give me their stories. Even as a child, I always
listened. I remember more about my parents’ childhood than my own. My mother’s
first memory is of sitting in her push chair, surrounded by her aunties and
uncles. She says her mother put her there on purpose, to keep her quiet. The
aunties and uncles were all dead with the plague, and here’s this little girl
with all the hopes and dreams, sitting amongst them.”

“Are you the only Census-Taker?
Are you married?” the young girl asked.

He laughed. “You think I can
count five million people plus ghosts myself? I am no Santa Claus.”

“Have you seen a lot of houses?
How other people live?”

“People live in similar ways. You’d
be surprised. Bottles are precious everywhere, filled and refilled and filled
again. Many houses are built out of rubbish, gaps plugged with more rubbish,
glass houses. I went to one home with forty rooms, so many rooms I didn’t know
where to sit and there was a ghost in every room. This was the home of the
Banker. I heard his son’s story. The son was the guard at the bank, but he fell
asleep, drunk. The money was stolen and the son was hung.”

The man nodded his head at each
of the travelers, counting them. He said, “I was married once, but my wife was
not what she was supposed to be. She did not support a head of household. We
need rule in the house, while we have no strong rule of law outside. I followed
the way of Londonstan; I simple said, ‘I divorce you,’ three times. I have not
married since. I am married to my job, I always say. Can’t have a father who’s
never home. You’ll end up with drunkards for children.”

“I know a woman doesn’t remember
how many husbands she’s had,” the girl’s mother said.

“Records are lost. Not everyone
remembers all the spouses.”

The Builder’s Labourer, whose
tale had drawn the women of the carriage to him in horror, said, “So you’ll
tell us a story then, Number Man? A story of counting sheep, perhaps.”

The rest of the carriage laughed,
but the Census-Taker did not seem bothered by the mockery.

“I am more of a listener than a
teller, but I will do my best. I could tell you plenty of stories which have
happened to other people; love gone wrong ending in bloodshed, love too strong,
love unrequited. Murder and betrayal, lust and magic; these things all happened
to other people. I am not an investigator. I ask the same questions of
everyone. It is the answers which make all the difference. I like people who
can’t read or write because I write their answers. Otherwise I’m not supposed
to know.

“The story I will tell you is a
frightening one and I hope it won’t upset you too much.”

He was rewarded with a slight
opening of lips from the ladies, a shifting in the seats.

“My parents are both what is
known as plague babies. Babies born during the plague years who never fell
sick, but who prospered and flourished. Most who survived those years are thin,
unhealthy beings, exhausted from a short walk out for milk and bread. They
managed to have children; some of you are that issue - and the children are
weakfish, too.

“Not my parents. They grew up
pink-cheeked and bouncy, on opposite sides of England.

“The doctors noticed them early
on, and the few others like them. Twenty, perhaps, around the country, standing
out from their fellows.

“There came a time when somebody,
a doctor who studied and read the past, thought perhaps that the blood of these
children, taken as a dose, could cure, or at least protect from the plague.

“So this is how my parents met.
All the Plague Babies brought to Eastbridge Hospital, here in Canterbury.

“My mother still talks about the
arrival. They had been taken from what remained of their families and transported
by carriage. They were treated well. My mother saw many families along the way,
some walking, the children dragged on wheeled carts when they needed to sleep.
Others crammed into old carriages, babies hung out the windows on improvised
hammocks. It made my mother tired to watch, and she slept a lot on her journey.

“She said she wasn’t worried
about where she was going. It was an adventure to her, something different. The
small village she lived in bored her. The only thing she found interesting were
the ghosts which clung to the village like the dags on a sheep.”

The ladies sat forward again.
They liked a ghost story.

“My mother could hear the ghosts
when the rest of them were deaf and blind to it. She found out all about the
villagers, especially the ones who would prefer their secrets kept.

“The schoolteacher, an ignorant,
angry woman who taught only as much as she knew, which was very little indeed,
always stood on her step and screamed at passersby. ‘Look at your wife, her
body hanging out,’ or ‘Some learning wouldn’t go astray, Mr. Plod.’ Yet my
mother knew, through the radiant ghost of a baby which crawled the streets
crying for her, that the schoolteacher had more than one child and she had
drowned them all. These are the things my mother learned from the ghosts in her
village.

“Meanwhile, my father grew up on
a farm, where three uncles not much older than he ran the cattle in a very
efficient way. None of them had book learning, but they were smart in the ways
of animals and the sun and were rarely surprised. My father swears there were
no ghosts, though my mother says she has seen plenty there. That everyone has
secrets.”

‘“Not these men,’ my father says.
‘They were too busy with their cattle for secrets. Too busy Feeding the Nation.’

“Whenever I heard ‘Feeding the
Nation’ I knew it was time to make myself scarce. A full-blown argument was
brewing, wherein they would insult each other’s families. Deride each other’s
knowledge, mock each other’s perceived ailments and then move to the next
phase; violent love-making. If I was still there at this point one of them
would have the presence of mind to thrust a coin at me, tell me to go to the
village for a puppet show. Mostly I took the coin for myself before it got to
that point. If I was lucky there would be something other than Punch and Judy.
If I saw Punch and Judy, I expected to come home and find one of my parents
murdered with a rolling pin.

“So my parents, from different
sides of the country and with different lives, came together at Eastbridge
Hospital.”

“I went knocking there one time,”
one of the passengers said. “When I broke my arm falling out of a tree. They
said they couldn’t do me unless I paid. Nine hundred years they’ve been there,
and they can’t fix one measly arm?”

“They were not set up as a
medical facility when my parents arrived. It was a home for old, wealthy
citizens. And for travellers and pilgrims. It surprises me they turned you
away, sir. They have never been known to turn a needy person away. In my
opinion that hospital is one of the reasons Canterbury was chosen as the new
capital. Its spirit of giving and helping is one we would all do well to adhere
to.”

“Well, all I know is they turned
me away. I had to go to a local man and my arm’s never sat right since.”

It was true; the man’s arm sat at
an odd angle.

The Census-Taker nodded. “We all
take impressions differently. That’s why numbers are important. Numbers are
what they are and cannot be argued with. We have this many men, that many
women, this many children. That is why I count. To have something to rely on.
Why, did you know that of our population, there are …” Here, the Census-Taker
drifted into number talk, little realizing that his audience was not
interested.

“Tell us about the ghosts,” the
young girl interrupted.

“Hear, hear,” the others agreed.

“The twenty plague babies, the
children, were treated very well. Each had their own room, but they were lonely
and often ended up sleeping three or four to a bed. My mother was the only one
to see the ghosts and she kept everyone awake repeating the stories they told.
Can you imagine? 900 years of the sick and the people who cared for them. There
was no end to the stories.

“It was a time of adventure. They
had a small amount of schooling, but mostly they were subjected to one medical
test and examination after another, until they felt like museum specimens.
Apart from that, they were free to explore.”

“I’ve been to the museum. Smelly,
dusty place it is. I wouldn’t go there again,” the girl’s mother said. “What’s
the point in all that history, anyway? Doesn’t mean a thing.”

“I agree with you there, Good
Lady,” the Census-Taker said, smiling. “In all my questionnaires, the one about
the level of historical education draws the most confusion. What is history, indeed?
It is opinion, nothing more. Ask any two people about the fall of London and
you will get two different stories. Ask ten and you will get ten stories.

“My parents and their friends
thrived and grew. My mother in particular was never bored. She had the other
children, but she also had the ghosts, who told her all kinds of wondrous
things. She tried to teach the others how to see the ghosts and, after five
years passed and they were sent back to their ordinary lives of struggle, some
of them could indeed discern movement. They could not hear the voices though.

“The tests became more invasive
as time went on. There was an air of desperation. This was in 2058 when my
mother was five and my father eight. An air of desperation as the plague
continued to kill.

“Finally, one morning the
children were given a particularly fine breakfast of bacon and eggs and herded
into what was once the kitchen. It was vast and still full of the items of the
past. Rusting machines, the use of which the children could not imagine. They
were gathered in the corner and told, “We have a very special man coming to see
us. Who has heard of Prince Charles?”

There was a clamour in the
carriage. “What year was this again?”

“2058.”

“Fifteen years before he became
king, then.”

“Yes. He was just a young man.
But with great vision, even then.”

“You say he’s got vision? What
about the workers? What’s he ever done for us?” the Builder’s Labourer said.

The Census-Taker shook his head. “He
has done more than you know. He was reading medicine at Oxford at the time. I
think they held the school open for him, or near enough. Anyway, he came to the
hospital to talk to my parents and their friends. My father never forgot the
speech, being old enough to listen. Whereas my mother was more interested in
his formal mode of dress and in contemplating what would be for lunch.

‘“Now is the time for sacrifice,’
the Prince told them. ‘The future of all of England lies in your veins. You are
the strong. The fit. You are unaffected by the plague which is slowly but
surely destroying us. I ask of you a sacrifice, but this sacrifice will not
kill you. And you will be compensated, both with money and with fame. Your
names will be known now and forever.’”

“What are their names?” the
Builder’s Labourer said.

The Census-Taker named his
parents and some of their friends. The passengers all shook their heads.

“You see? History is bunk. The
great sacrifices are forgotten.”

“What sacrifice was it?” the
young girl asked. “Did your parents die?”

The passengers spluttered into
laughter. “If they’d died, they couldn’t have had him, right?”

Tears came to her eyes and the
other passengers consoled her. Disabled children were always treated very well,
because they were considered to be a punishment for bad behaviour and, as a
message from God, very worthy.

There were not many disabled in
modern England. The weak died early, premature or ill babies were not kept
alive. There were more miscarriages, called a blessing from God. God taking the
punishment.

“No, they didn’t die. Three of
their friends did through miscalculation. Are any of you old enough to remember
the medicine taking of 2060?”

An older gentleman nodded.

“That serum, given to every man,
woman and child of Great Britain, was made from the blood of the Plague Babies.
It is because of my parents, their blood, and King Charles V, that we’re here
today at all. She still makes me my lozenges, Mum does, with drops of her
blood, to suck on. Keep me healthy.”

“The plague simply died out.
Everyone knows that. You can’t claim hero status,” the Builder’s Labourer said.

“Not me, no. But my parents and
the other children spent five years in that hospital, giving their blood to the
cause. They were not unhappy; any cache of toys or books found was allocated to
them, over and above the Royal family. They got used to a rich diet, unlike
anything we know. And the doctors worked to use the inoculation. There is still
a stock somewhere, of the blood. Kept underground, I believe, somewhere in
Scotland, where the ice rarely melts.

“My parents and the other
children disliked being back at home. They felt displaced, as if the world had
shifted slightly while they were in the sky-high world of Eastbridge Hospital
and their feet had landed in an unfamiliar place. Things were the same; in fact
life had gone on without them all quite well. They were different, but not in a
good way. People walked around with their inoculation scars, little realizing
it was my parent’s blood which had saved them. My parents didn’t really realize
this themselves until later when they read together at Oxford.

“For yes, they did meet again, as
young adults. The others fared both well and ill; some went to an early death
(though none through the plague) and others had turned to a life of crime,
seeking the riches they had known as children. My parents both accepted their
lives in a way which meant they would change it at the first opportunity. The
Prince made sure they were all looked after, but it was not enough.

“They kept in contact through
long, increasingly personal letters. One of their members (she is a writer for
the newspapers, has been for 30 years. King Charles is not always pleased with
what she has to say, but that is by the by) built them a newsletter, a very
private sheet only ever seen by the Plague Babies. In this way those capable
amongst them plotted to meet up at Oxford, where they would learn enough to
save the world. Rule the world. Change the world. Again.”

“Who are these people?” demanded
the mother. “More names. You say they changed the world yet we know nothing of
them.” She gave the Census-Taker a good look and seemed to decide he might be
good material after all. With the new morality, the rewritten religions, sex
for procreation was good in and out of marriage. “You should sit up straight.
Strong men don’t slump.”

He shrugged his shoulders back. “I
always carry forms with me. They’re heavy.” He gave them more names, of a
writer, an architect, a historian, people whose names were in the newspaper. He
unrolled a roti with curry and was looked on with suspicion by the others. “It’s
tasty and handy food. It doesn’t mean I am Indian.”

“None of us care what you eat,
mate. It’s the fact you’re eating. Dead people out there. Ghosts in here. Most
of us couldn’t manage it,” the Builder’s Labourer said.

The Census-Taker ate his roti.

“My parents were quieter in their
achievements. And, before too long passed, they gave birth to me. Well, my
mother did. She said that around the birthing bed clustered all the women who
had died in childbirth. They didn’t want to see her die. Shift this way, now
that, they told her. They knew the best way to get a baby out. I was fine, they
knew. Strong and healthy, ready to claw my way out. ‘Slow him down,’ they told
my mother. ‘Not too fast.’

“I was one of 40 babies born in
England that day. I can give you the statistics on the others. All of the
Plague Babies expect great things of their own children. Hard work, no illness,
no foolish thoughts. My parents expected great things of me. They taught me to
respect difference and risk. They expected me to be perfect, a great creator. I
am neither of those things. I believe in a complete count, and that my numbers
matter, but I don’t believe I am the one they think I am. They even opened me
up to see if I would be a priest.” Here, he lifted his shirt to show his belly;
a jagged scar, angry and red, across the front. “Priests have a small, hard
stone in their stomach, to remind them to think of God at all times. I’ve known
men to swallow a stone in order to be chosen as a priest.

“My mother became a faith healer.
She sucks up the poison in a person’s soul. She always smells awful. Oh, the
stink of her after a day at work. She comes home, dusty, dirty, wanting to
squeeze me tight to help her forget about death and disease. But I can’t stand
the sour-sweet smell of her.

“I tell you all of this so you
will understand how very accepting I was when I entered the village of
Beddington and found everyone dead.

“There are some who say that
people like me, children of Plague Babies, attract death. Or can sense death in
large numbers.”

The Builder’s Labourer said, “You
people, people like you, you got everything.”

“If I have everything it is
because my parents gave everything. Don’t you understand that?” He took a lozenge
from a small bag and sucked on it.

“From the start, my mother was
determined to teach me to see ghosts. She said that ghosts took advantage of
the ignorant, that they stole thoughts away and memories, too. It’s happening
to my father. Most days he knows where his hat is, but others he’ll spend an
hour searching and there it is on his head all along.”

“That happens to all people as
they get old,” the older gentleman said.

“Not my mother. She snarls at
those ghosts if they come reaching for her. She thought she had failed in her
lessons because for a long time I couldn’t see what sat right in front of my
face. I could hear them, though, small voices telling me if someone was lying
or not. It was only once I started work I could see them. If people left out information,
the ghosts would laugh. They like liars. They like people who leave information
out of their census answers which would help the country. That makes me very
unhappy.”

Here he stared at the Builder’s
Labourer, who had, perhaps embellished his tale just a little.

“I have been working as a
Census-Taker since I left school fifteen years ago. In that time I have spoken
to people of many walks of life. I have seen fresh-born babies and noted their
birth defects. I have watched people say goodbye to their loved ones as the
priest calls last rites. These things bring ghosts, chattering creatures that
fill me with their own important nonsense. My awareness grew stronger, to my
mother’s delight. The ghosts began to appear as a shimmering apparition then,
as I learned to focus, as formed humans, albeit unstable ones. They sit with us
now, in this carriage.”

The young, slow girl squealed in
horror and leapt to her feet. “Where? Where do they sit?”

“There, there and there. They are
raggedy creatures and bloody. Victims, I would say, of the terrible accident
which has caused our delay. And you,” he said to the mother, “You have a
radiant boy by your side, watching over you. We only see radiant boys who have
been killed by their mothers.”

“You act as though this was
ordinary.”

“It is to me. I’m not telling the
story very well if you don’t understand that. Seeing and hearing these things
was ordinary in my household. You know that some evolution seems damaging to
the creature, but it takes that creature forward. Hyenas give birth through a
pseudo penis. Peacocks’ tails, nightingales’ songs, cardinals’ plumage; all
this attracts the mate, but the predator as well. I think ghosts are evolving
like that. They are damaging themselves, but evolving. Most ghosts will stay at
home, except for the men who like the travel, looking for a host body. They
move further from home, seeking purchase, but they weaken as they do so you can
tell them by their foot fall. Heavy, slow steps. They might be body-less, but
they have all the weight of the world on their shoulders.”

They heard this noise soon after
and there was panic in the cabin. “He wants to take my body,” the young girl
screamed. So she had understood that much. But it was an old woman walking to
the lavatory.

“I had been asked to take the
census on the road from Canterbury to Brighton, taking in Ashford, Rye,
Hastings …” This time he did notice the bored shuffling. “Some of the
villages I stopped at had no numbers recorded there for 30 years. Partly this
was due to the isolation of the countryside in this direction; it was three
days journey to get there from the nearest major road and I needed to take all
my own supplies. There were no shops along the way. Not even a roadside stall.
There was barely a roadside. Lack of travel meant the cowslips and grass had
grown, the rocks and pebbles washed over by the rain were not cleared, the pot
holes were not filled. More than once I felt despair. I pulled a small cart
behind my bicycle with few comforts in it, and I peddled hard to get to my
destination. I believe the future of Great Britain belongs in the counting, and
that the first civilized nation to account for its people will be the one to
hold sway over the rest.

“After close to four days travel
and thousands of questions, a great downpour forced me to shelter for close to
eight hours inside a derelict cow shed. I would guess the abandonment occurred
during the heat wave of 2078, because there were old newspapers lining the
windows dated around this time. People tried to keep the heat out in such ways
but these cows died like so many of them at the time. There was bone here;
nothing but. Well, nothing until evening fell and with the storm still raging
outside, I settled in for the night.

“As I warmed some beans over a
Bunsen flame and sorted through my forms to ensure none were damp, I heard a
whispering in the corner.

“One of the things we learn
before we go on the road is how to defend ourselves, but from a sitting
position this was not easy. Still, I shifted carefully, as if I were preparing
for sleep, in order to catch a glimpse of who I was up against.

“The glow told me it was nothing
alive. Ghosts can affect you at a spiritual and emotional level, if you let
your guard down, but not at a physical level, so I stood up cautiously.

“These children were very, very
clear. I assumed they had died in the shed along with the cattle, because the
closer the place of death, the clearer the apparition. Your boy,” the
Census-Taker said to the mother, “is very blurry, so I would say he died a long
way from here.”

The mother began to cry quietly.
Her daughter didn’t seem to fathom what was happening, and no one chose to tell
her about her dead brother.

“The radiant children crouched in
the corner over a small pile of coins, playing some simple game. They were not
yet aware of my presence. Like all children, they were too thoroughly absorbed
in themselves to be observant, but I didn’t want them to discover me as I
slept, so I walked over to them.

“Radiant children rarely speak. I
think it is because they do not want to talk about their mothers. There is
great shame and sorrow in such a death; I think by not speaking they avoid the
subject.

‘“I am the Census-Taker,’ I said.
‘I would like to record your details for the files.’

“So we did just that. Using sign
language, and fingers, and pointing, we filled out a form for their barn as
place of residence. I was cold, but they were not. Ghosts don’t feel the cold.
When I asked them if this was their place of birth, they flapped their hands
about, shook their heads until I produced a map of the region.

“They pointed to a small village
some ten kilometres from our position. On the map it was dominated by an
Anglican Church. My map was quite a new one, but I knew it had not been updated
in all these regions for many years. The church could well be long gone and the
road impassable.

“My final question on the Census
for the dead is cause of death. I understand the many causes of death. One I
hear often is the loss of sanity. The inability to feed oneself. The loss of
desire to survive. The lack of intention to work.

“No one admits to suicide in the
family. It is considered the worst sin after infanticide. I know the suicides,
though. They have a reddish glow, and they smell of wet dog. They wander,
causing havoc. Sucking the will to live from others.

“The children didn’t want to
answer this question, but as we communicated, their stomachs glowed blue and I
checked ‘poisoning’.

“I knew that a visit to their village
could well lead to my loss of employment. My supervisor frowns on sidetracks,
prefers us to stick to the job at hand. He doesn’t understand just how many
sidetracks there are. He moves from his neat, clean home in Canterbury to his
neat, large office in Canterbury, wearing a sheltering hat and barely noticing
the world passing him by. He knows how many steps take him from place to place
and he knows, according to the figures, how many people should pass him by. But
he doesn’t care to look any of them in the face.

“It seemed important to me to
count this village. I would not be back this way again; my route was a
circuitous one, moving up past Croydon on my return to Canterbury. Yet here was
a whole brood of children, killed by their mothers far from home. I needed to
know their number.

“So in the morning I orientated
myself and, trying to avoid the thickest puddles of mud, I set off on my
detour.

“As I approached the village,
just on lunchtime, I heard a low hum. I rode into the village mud-spattered and
hair awry. I must have looked quite a sight.

“I called out as I walked, wary
to be a stranger in a place which hadn’t seen such a thing in a long time. I
heard women’s voices, no men’s. This is not uncommon. Whole villages,
sometimes, all the men gone. Those women are old, though, old widows. These
voices sounded younger.

“The voices of young mothers.

“I found them clustered around
the communal cooking pot. I called again and didn’t realize until I was close
that they glowed. Every one of the six women glowed.”

He stopped and closed his eyes. “Go
on,” the mother said. “Tell us about the ghosts.”

“I admit to being a little
shocked to find them all dead. The radiant children hadn’t warned me about
this. Perhaps they didn’t realize. It was not surprising to find the women
around the cooking pot, though. Ghosts like to be in the place they were
happiest, most cohesive. I wished my mother was with me, to help me speak to
them, take their count. But she had taught me well.

“I took out my forms and began to
ask my questions. They told me their children had turned into fire-breathing
monsters who burned all they touched. They said they had lured the children to
the barn, telling them a puppet show was there, and that they had given them
poison in sweet, cold drinks.

“It was all they could do, in
order to put out the fire, they said.

“I don’t think it was the only
place this happened. I think villages lost sense like that all over the
country. The children are often the first to go.”

“So what did you do? What will
you do?” the older gentleman asked.

“I will enter my census forms. I
will account for each and every village left. I will note ages and I will note
cause of death. I will add ‘abandoned’ for the domicile question.

“Did none survive?”

“None in this village. I can’t
speak for the other places. The church no longer existed. It burned down, with
all the remaining villagers in it. Caused by the children, the mothers said.

“I noted cause of death as
insanity brought on by the heat, the weather.”

The Census-Taker took a sip of
water without offering any around.

“So that is my tale,” he said.

“English people don’t treat each
other that way. It must have been the Indians. Or the Pakis. It was the
Chinese. The Bangladeshis. They’re like that.”

“When it comes to survival, we
are no different to anyone else.

There was silence in the
carriage. Outside, the land was green and pleasant as it ever had been. The
young girl took his hand.

“Anyone going to the Olympics? I
would if it wasn’t in Birmingham. That place is a fucken hole,” the Builder’s
Labourer said, and they spoke of sport, and competition, and tried not to think
about villages of dead children around the countryside.

   *
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