Aware
Edition 11

November 2015

Proud to support

Contents
Introduction to Aware, Edition 11
Chorley & District Writers’ Circle

p4
p5

‘Chaos in Lancashire’ National Short Story Competition
Introduction and Judges’ Comments
Winner: Last Delivery
Second prize: Steampunk Striker
Third prize: Just Around the Corner
Shortlisted: Eric’s Grand Day Off
Shortlisted: Fifty Shades of Chaos

p6
Michael Callaghan
p8
Peter Ford
p12
Nora Parkinson, aka D J Harrison p15
Sal Page
p18
D J Harrison
p21

Members’ Writing
Vampirical Evidence, or, Vlad the Impatient, 2015 Group Story by Circle Members p25
A Perfect Afternoon
Trefor Lloyd
p27
New Fruit
Jacky Pemberton
p29
The Little Cat That Wasn’t There
Jeanette Greaves
p30
Fate Smiled
Walter James
p32
I’m a Fast-Running Stream
D Garrett Nadeau
p33
Duncan and the Dragon
Lynne Taylor
p34
An Indelicate Subject
Trefor Lloyd
p35
Cricketing Passion
Walter James
p36
The Take Over
Kevin Hogan
p39
Closing Doors
Elle-Marie Hinchcliffe
p44
Two Cigarettes
John Winstanley
p45
I Would Be Glad Of
D Garrett Nadeau
p46
The Failure of Diplomacy
Cathy Lennon
p47
Waiting for the Amber
Elle-Marie Hinchcliffe
p50
A Taste of Autumn
John Winstanley
p51
Spelling ‘B’
Elle-Marie Hinchcliffe
p52
Chaos in Lancashire
John Winstanley
p53
Britannia Rules, OK
D Garrett Nadeau
p55
Last Night the Snow Came Down
Dea Parkin
p57
Body Polish
Jacky Pemberton
p58
Transformation
Dea Parkin
p59
Golden Wedding
Walter James
p62
All Seems Well
Jacky Pemberton
p63

Members’ Publications
The Cloven Pine
Beyond the Horizon
Limited Liability
Any Other Business
For Whom the School-Bell Tolls
Long Division

p65
D Garrett Nadeau
John Winstanley
D J Harrison
Dea Parkin
Chris Martin
Jacky Pemberton

Introduction
Welcome to our eleventh edition of Aware. This is the annual compilation of writing by
members of Chorley & District Writers’ Circle and where we publish the winning entries in our
national writing competition.
This year we asked for short stories up to 2,000 words on the theme of ‘Chaos in
Lancashire’ to give a local flavour as we are, after all, a Lancashire-based group. Although the
theme was decided in advance, the launch of the competition coincided with a long period in
the summer when people in many parts of the county, including Chorley, were banned from
drinking tap water due to a bacterial contamination at a local water plant. As Lancashire started
hoarding bottled water and calculating increased electricity bills from boiling the stuff from the
tap, then while I wouldn’t say ‘chaos’ precisely described the situation, even so our theme
seemed rather more pertinent than we’d bargained for! We received a good set of entries and
struggled as ever to compile a shortlist. We’re publishing the three winners here and the stories
from the shortlist where their authors have given their permission. We’re sure you’ll enjoy them
all.
One of the shortlisted stories was from our vice-chair, Dave Harrison. However, as we
later discovered, he entered another story under a pseudonym, Nora Parkinson. So it was
gratifying for everyone, including the integrity of our judging process, when ‘Nora’ was awarded
third prize. Congratulations, Dave.
Aware contains short stories aplenty from our members, and poetry too from several of
our members. Certain members have published collections of poetry this year and we include
details towards the end; there are also details and extracts from novels our members have
published for a wider audience. Congratulations to all these people: exposing your work for
comment from members of the Circle is one thing: putting it out there so anyone can read it is
quite another.
While we’re on the subject of congratulations, our erstwhile secretary Victoria Walsh
has taken a backseat in the latter part of this year after the birth of her son. Congratulations,
Victoria and welcome, Oliver!
I need to mention our group story. This year, after the mammoth endeavours of 2014
with our fictional school, we decided to keep it short and sweet. To this end, instead of
individuals writing their own chapters, they’ve simply added sentences to a story I started. It has
gone progressively madder but is all the more fun for that. Perhaps! You can judge for yourself,
it’s called Vampirical Evidence, or, Vlad the Impatient.
For the first time in some years Aware is going to be available as a physical book in 2015
as well as a digital pdf thanks to our treasurer, Walter James, who understands the complexities
of Lulu.com and is able to exploit them to good effect. If you’re reading a paperback form of
Aware, it’s thanks to Walter. We hope you enjoy it. And in a new initiative and to celebrate this
paid-for, printed option, any money we receive for copies of the book will be part-used to
contribute to the Circle’s chosen charity for 2015/16: Cats Protection.
We hope you’ll enjoy reading Aware 2015 in whatever format.
Dea Parkin
Editor
November 2015
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Chorley & District Writers’ Circle
We meet on the last Tuesday of every month except December at The Hartwood near Chorley
and enjoy external speakers, workshops, feedback sessions and writing bursts.
This November we also hosted a very successful public event called Write Now,
showcasing TV scriptwriter and novelists Cath Staincliffe and London literary agent and indie
publisher Robin Jones as well as the talents of writers from across Lancashire in a terrific Short
Story Slam. Congratulations to Circle members Trefor Lloyd and Cathy Lennon who both got to
the final, and especially to Cathy who won!
In April the Circle and our members were a main focus for What’s Your Story, Chorley, a
welcome Council initiative that brings together all those in the area connected with the written
word and those who enjoy hearing it! Thanks to committee member John Winstanley in
particular for his co-ordinating and promotional efforts here, and elsewhere – it’s thanks to John
that the Circle now has a higher profile in the area due to our monthly column in the Chorley
Guardian.
Thanks are also due to the Circle’s occasional sponsors, Open Circle Publishing
www.opencirclebooks.com
and
editorial
consultancy
Fiction
Feedback
www.fictionfeedback.co.uk. Other local companies who would like to explore sponsorship
opportunities are encouraged to contact us!
Any writer aged over 16 is welcome to join the group and we embrace those who write
as a hobby, those who are just starting out, those whose ambition is to be published and those
with several publications under their belts – pretty much every kind of writer.
We publish a monthly newsletter and maintain a website at www.chorleywriters.org.uk
and a Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/CADWC .

Committee 2015
Chairwoman
Vice-Chair
Treasurer
Secretary
Member
Member
Newsletter Editor

Dea Parkin
Dave Harrison
Walter James
Victoria Walsh
Jeanette Greaves
John Winstanley
Dave Harrison

Venue & Time of Meetings
Upstairs room at The Hartwood, Chorley PR6 7AX.
Last Tuesday of every month (except December), 7.30pm.
Contacts
To contact us please email info@chorleywriters.org.uk or dea@compedge.net or call Dea Parkin
on 01257 233614.
Cover Credit
Walter James, Shutterstock & Rod Bearden
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‘Chaos in Lancashire’ National Short Story Competition 2015
This year Chorley & District Writers’ Circle received a good complement of entries for our
national competition; stories of fewer than 2,000 words on a local and intriguing theme. We
enjoyed reading some very entertaining stories. All were judged anonymously of course; proved
when our vice-chair D J Harrison sneaked a third place after entering it under a pseudonym. One
of his other stories, submitted under his own name, was shortlisted.
It was difficult agreeing on a shortlist as different stories appeal to different people, but
by using a set of guidelines and a marking system that we perhaps ought to patent we
eventually reached consensus on the shortlist.
Fiction Feedback, the critique and editing service, selected the winners from the final
shortlist of six.
Shortlisted
Eric’s Grand Day Off – Sal Page, Morecambe
Fifty Shades of Chaos – D J Harrison, Chorley
Just Around the Corner – Nora Parkinson aka D J Harrison, Chorley
Last Delivery – Michael Callaghan, East Renfrewshire
No Eccles Cakes By Request – Fred Canavan, Isle of Wight
Steampunk Striker – Peter Ford, Lancaster

Judges’ Comment
The ideas for chaos in Lancashire were many and varied! We had alien landings in several
stories, and variations on that. We had a slew of historical stories. We had a number featuring
crime, for example our breath-taking first-prize winner, and several more with their own original
take on chaos: red roses dying off, the statue of Eric Morecambe coming alive (printed in these
pages) and a… steampunk striker. Words fail us; you’ll have to read that one, and you can,
because it was the second-prize winner and is printed here. In the end, the three stories that
won impressed most with how they engaged with the reader, delivering a storyline that
involved and tugged on the emotions, and with the quality of their prose and overall structure.

First: Last Delivery by Michael Callaghan
Second: Steampunk Striker by Peter Ford
Third: Just Around the Corner by Nora Parkinson (aka D J Harrison)
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These are published in these pages, together with two of the shortlisted stories: Eric’s Grand
Day Off and Fifty Shades of Chaos. Congratulations to all winners and to the shortlisted writers
on their considerable achievement and thank you to everyone who entered.
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FIRST PRIZE WINNER
Last Delivery
Michael Callaghan

My phone rings, jerking me awake. The display tells me it’s 3.47 am, and as I answer it I see it’s
no number I know.
‘Charlie Hull.’
‘Charleee. I hope-a you’re gooood.’
It’s Rico. I know Rico. His number’s on my phone, so he must have changed it. Rico is a
Fixer; the guy for people who need things done. He just makes things happen. Mainly drugsrelated. I had always assumed he was pretend-Italian, with all his hand throwing, his whaddayou-says. He even says Mama Mia. But someone told me he is actually from Italy. So maybe I’m
wrong. Maybe. But his cheery-chappy image is definitely manufactured. Something in those
slate-grey eyes has always made me shiver. And not much makes me shiver.
I am, or used to be, one of Rico’s little helpers. Delivering was my trade; a courier, if you
will, for things less than legal. I was good at it. I was reliable, I could take care of myself and I
could keep my mouth shut. But then I made a mistake. I got caught; spent three years inside.
‘I’m good, Rico.’
‘Fantastico! Now, heerz the theeng. I need you to deleever sometheeng. I need you to get
to Manchester with a leetle bag. By 8am.’
‘Sorry. Can’t help, Rico.’
I don’t do that stuff any more. Since I got out, I’ve been determined to keep clean. More
importantly, this is a special weekend. Before I went inside I had a wife, and a daughter. By the
time I got out they had upped sticks and moved to Ireland. Not bothered about the missus, truth
be told. She was fine with my job whilst I got away with it, acted the innocent lamb when I ended
up inside. But I’ve been doing everything to get Stephanie, my wee girl, back in my life. For a
while, nothing. But slowly, surely, it’s been working. First, replies to letters. Then, phone calls.
And now, this weekend, she’s coming for an overnight stay. For the first time in a long while I’ll
feel like a dad. A real dad.
‘Paaah. One last deleeveree! For £25,000 Charlee. Theenk of that! And if you can’t, that
would be deesappointing Charlee. Veree deesappointing.’
This is typical Rico persuasion; carrot and stick in the one breath. But that is one big
carrot. £25,000? Is he serious? But of course he is. Rico doesn’t joke about such things. I haven’t
been able to hold a job down since getting out. My age and record don’t help. £25,000 would be a
great cushion. But what about Steph?
I think: her plane arrives from Cork at 4pm. I could make it back…
Plus if I don’t… I would be disappointing Rico.
No good ever came of disappointing Rico.
I close my eyes. No-brainer really.
‘OK. I’ll do it.’
‘That’s-a my boy! Eet will be deeleevered in fifteen. You get the 4.28 from Central. Gets
you into Manchester by 8. You wait by Platform Eight. My chap weel get you.’
And he disconnects.
One of his minions arrives ten minutes later. Minion says nothing, just hands over an
envelope, with my Manchester rail ticket, and a briefcase; new-looking, brown faux leather with
combination lock. I don’t ask what’s in it. Not asking questions is one of the things Rico likes
about me.
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Less than fifteen minutes later I’m at Glasgow Central, with the rest of the straggles of
zoned-out, got-up-way-too-early morning commuters. By the time I get myself a coffee the train
is already pulling in to the platform. I’m about to sit in the first carriage when I open the envelope
and notice that Rico has got me a seat reservation, which seems weirdly thoughtful of him; so I
get on the right carriage and find my seat. The case I keep at my side. No overhead locker for
that; with me, with one hand on, at all times.
I put my head back and close my eyes. I need to catch up on shut-eye. Some people can’t
sleep sitting up, but in seconds I’m out like a light.
I wake with a start. I feel like I’ve been asleep about fifteen minutes but when I check my
phone I see I’ve been out for nearly two hours. I feel like something woke me up. But the train is
quiet. Reflexively, I move my hand over the case, feeling its reassuring bulk.
I realise that it’s something inside my head that woke me. An alarm is going off, in some
distant part of my brain, telling me there is something wrong. But I don’t understand what.
Because in one sense of course there is something wrong. I’m delivering drugs. This is illegal.
I’m just out of practice, I tell myself.
In any event, I can’t sleep again now. I take out my phone and idly Google the news. The
first item is about more trouble in Syria and the second is about a Royal visit to Lancashire. The
third headline catches my eye. Some major drugs bust in Manchester. Millions in narcotics
recovered. Many gang members caught. I sit back. Could that have anything to do with me?
Could there be someone in a police station right now spilling all about a delivery from Glasgow?
I close my eyes. That alarm bell is ringing stronger now. There’s something odd about this whole
thing which if I hadn’t been so sleep-fuddled when Rico called would have struck an odd note.
Why had I been called at such an hour? Late night calls aren’t unusual. But for a routine
drugs order?
Why the different mobile number? Did Rico want to hide the fact he called me?
Why the seat reservation?
Why £25,000? It seems absurdly big for the job.
I look again at the ticket. The booking date was three days earlier. Why wait until now to
get it to me? Was it so I wouldn’t have time to ask questions? And there’s something else about
the ticket that worries me, though I can’t place it. I stare at it, at the wording, the times, as if
willing it to say something to me. But nothing comes.
The door behind opens and the conductor emerges.
‘Tickets! Tickets!’
I hand mine over. He squints at it. It doesn’t say Drugs Delivery Man on it so he hands it
back. He does, though, stare at the briefcase.
‘Shall I put that in the overhead storage, sir?’
‘No, you’re fine.’ He pauses, but shrugs and moves on.
We pull into Oxenholme. There, I’m distracted with memories. Good ones. My ma
brought me to the Lake District for holidays as a child. I liked to think if I ever retired, I’d come
back here. Away from everything. I wonder, now, whether that still could be possible. Maybe
Steph visiting on weekends, holidays; maybe, some years down the line, with her husband; a
couple of grandkids…
But my daydreaming doesn’t last long. My anxiety creeps back and my mind ticks over
to no effect. Eventually, some forty minutes later, I see that we’re just getting into Preston.
There’s a changeover there and I can’t miss my connection. The town is already coming into
view, and some of the other passengers begin to collect their things. I tighten my hand around the
handle of the case.
It’s when we’re just pulling into the station that it happens.
There is a distant BANG and our train rocks, side to side, savagely, so that I am sure that
it must come off the rails. But it doesn’t. People cry out, the lights flicker off and on, and the train
brakes screech as we come to a violent halt.
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I look out of the window to my left. There is pandemonium on the station concourse.
People running, panicking. And beyond them, across the platform, I see it; another train, on its
side, with one of its carriages looking like a giant fist has punched a hole in it. Fire erupts from it
and there is the smell of smoke and burning metal. I see people actually in the carriage; a blonde
woman, half her face missing, staggering; a man shrieking, his legs on fire as he tries to crawl
away; I see a child who…
I turn away.
Here, people are also now in full-blown panic setting, and are running for the doors,
which don’t open. An announcement goes up.
‘Customers please return to your seats. There has been a major incident but please
return to your seats. You are safe here.’
The announcement, weirdly, appears to work. Everyone can see the horror outside, but
whether through shock, or relief at being told what to do, they are already walking back and
sitting down. I do too.
I try to be calm, and rationalise. There’s been a bomb. But it’s nothing to do with me.
I look up and see our conductor at the doors. He is talking to a guard. I strain to hear what
they are saying.
‘…just coming in…platform beside us…safest here, they think…’
And looking out of the other window, to my right, I do indeed see another train pulling in
beside us. Except…I’ve not seen a train like that. It has all its windows blacked out.
What kind of train would do that?
And then I’m thinking of the Google news story.
‘Royal visit to Lancashire…’
And I’m thinking of the Madrid train bombings, back in 2004.
Wasn’t there more than one bomb that went off?
I look again at my ticket. And it finally occurs to me.
There is no second part to it. I have no return ticket.
I walk, with the briefcase, to the doors. The guard looks at me, almost bored.
‘You can’t leave, sir.’ Like I’m too stupid to have listened to the announcement.
I consider my options. I could try reasoning. Make up a story. It might even work. But
there’s no time.
I punch him straight in the head. He falls, poleaxed. The chirpy, nervous conversation
around me stops, and suddenly everyone’s watching me with a frozen, horrified curiosity.
Ignoring them, I press the OPEN button. The doors slide apart.
I think; I could drop this case. Run; save myself. Ten years ago, that’s what I would have
done.
But I think of Steph, and the kind of person I want to be for her; and I think; I can’t.
I run; through the crowds, towards the exit, hoping that the chaos will protect me. The
case bumps, painfully, against my legs.
Has it always been this heavy?
Despite my fears, no one stops me. I’m just another panicking commuter. And in a
minute I’m outside, blinking against the early morning sun. But there are still crowds. It’s after
seven now. Rush hour. Too crowded to just throw the case. But where…?
Then I think; I know Preston; I know where I can go. I don’t know how long I’ve got.
But I have to try. And if I have just a few more minutes …
I run faster. Up the street. Left.
Along Fishergate Hill. The direction of the river.
Please let me be right…
Everything goes silent around me. I see people around me but they’re empty, seethrough. Ghosts. It’s only Steph now, her picture vital in my head, that seems real; her curly red
hair, her gap-toothed smile; I think of her…
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I think of the cottage in the Lake District.
I don’t want to die. I won’t.
I run. I run. I can make it.
A hundred yards… Fifty…
I see the busy junction ahead. The river I’m sure is just beyond it. Ignoring the traffic I
plunge straight out onto the road.
A lorry screams past. Horns blare…
…faster…
There is the barrier wall on the bridge. I’m nearly there... Five more steps…
I can make it…
I can make it…
I can m
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SECOND PRIZE WINNER
Steampunk Striker
Peter Ford
‘That was a close one. What's that ball made of?’
We picked ourselves up after the shot and Sarge brushed cement dust from his armour.
‘I don’t know, but we’d better get inside before that infernal machine finds it again.’
‘Whatever it is, it’s made short work of the wall.’
The robot footballer had kicked the ball through breeze block and plaster into the pub.
This was the kind of danger that had formerly kept the Mechanical Response team wary of
recruiting women. I was still a rookie, though my image as the fearless Peroxide Pen with
designer cat suit and minimalist blonde hairdo had fast-tracked me to acceptance in the otherwise
all male Class of 2045. A kickass attitude and an MA in Artificial Intelligence from Central
Lancashire hadn't done much harm either.
So there we were outside the Golden Ball inn near a well-known northern football ground,
with one of the meanest non-human players in the game gunning for us. The thing was busy
shuffling noisily amid the wreckage so we dived in through the double doors just as it took another kick.
I felt the wind of the shot, big and solid as a bowling ball, as it hissed over our heads and smashed
into the glass measures over the bar. We ducked and stayed down till the bits stopped flying.
‘Nelson's navy would have been proud of that one,’ gritted Sarge. ‘Come on, Pen.’
Visors down, we crunched through broken glass across what had been the lounge. This was a
Striker, relatively harmless until it retrieved its ball, so we let it grind past through the empty bar area
toward the exit. A Tackler, now, would have been a different matter altogether.
League clubs must be desperate for cash if they’re letting mechanical players loose
without full testing, I thought. The metal footballs, hard and heavy for maximum damage to
robot opponents behind mesh enclosures, would be lethal to humans. Ruthless strategies and
tactics hard wired into the machines’ memory circuits reflected rich pickings to be gained from gate
money and betting, not to mention spare parts. Our Striker represented a return to the old
steampunk style the fans liked, but beneath that burnished Jules Verne appearance lurked the
latest and deadliest modern technology.
The Striker was two and a half feet high and over five long with mandibles, squat and powerful
like some gothic insect on a steampunk magazine cover, all brass and springs with visible
mechanisms giving it a many-legged scuttling movement, using tracks under the main body for
extra speed. The clawed front pair of its eight jointed feet could fire a ball into the net with deadly
hydraulic force. From the domed copper carapace enamelled in bright team colours sprang two
jointed steel mandibles for ball handling, served by braided steel cables connected to a traditional
phosphor bronze gear train. The machine’s mantis-like head quested from side to side, its single
red-lit lens eye rotating on a stubby stalk set into the polished steel cranium.
So, there we were, faced with this advanced super retro model programmed not only to
accept passes from wingers but also to seek and shoot aggressively. How it came to be running amok
outside the ground I had no idea.
As for claims of built-in safeguards, it might as well have had a built-in chocolate fireguard
for all the good they did. Heads would roll when news of this got out and I hoped they wouldn't be
ours. Now the machine was charging straight for the bar, ignoring us. The wooden counter
splintered, beer frothed from smashed pumps and steam hissed as the thing retrieved its ball.
‘Waste of good ale, but we can’t wait around – down!’
The Striker’s springs and low profile hydraulics powered up for another shot. Ironically, live
mainstream football had been on screen before the full wall TV shattered and the Striker churned
across the room after the ball. A white face going on green peered round the bar – the barman,
trapped behind his counter when the customers fled.
‘Over here, mate!’ shouted Sarge.
We hustled him along with us and then it was duck and run into the street. Behind
12

the barricade of emergency vehicles topped with flashing lights, official Pcaps and helmets
bobbed up then quickly down, pulling the barman under cover.
‘Don’t let it get down town!’ roared a loudhailer.
‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ growled Sarge. Then, to me, ‘Let’s do what they pay us for.’
Our esteemed senior colleagues had given us armour, helmets and net guns but not the
high voltage stunners that would probably have done the trick. Zapping your fellow humans is
OK but scrambling a Striker’s circuits would mean a big bill so it’s a no go area. For all their
contrived vintage steam look, these machines cost millions to buy and the insurance men would
be chewing their toenails. Another vicious twang brought us b a c k t o c e n t r e s t a g e a s a
shop front crumbled with a creak and a roar and the machine rumbled through the chaos.
‘He’s probably going to ask us for his ball back,’ said Sarge.
Then his face set. The machine readied itself with a hiss and a black sphere, solid and heavy
as a cannonball, missed us by inches and rolled to a halt a yard away.
‘Net it!’ yelled Sarge.
The spring gun kicked in my hand and a fine silvery mesh enveloped the ball.
‘Got him!’
So I thought, but jointed legs scuttled, steel arms reached and metal mandibles secateured
the net. Luckily the Striker didn't have room for a proper back swing, so the next shot was a lob.
Even so, it hit hard.
Cement chips and shreds of steel rattled a g a i n s t o u r facep lat es. We s ometimes
hir ed a r obot trainer called Julian at the women’s league I reffed for, He was rather cute –
humanoid, with jersey and shorts and a plastic smile. He could kick a ball, but not like this one.
‘What about the club technician?’
‘Down there behind the cars. Can’t get near the thing.’
‘Is there no one else? It’ll wreck the town at this rate.’
‘They’ve called the Information Science professor from Sheffield University, but he’s
stuck on the M62.’
And so it went on. Whenever we dived for the ball the machine got there first, through
digital cunning and sheer speed. Nobody dared approach the thing except us. There wasn’t time
to direct it onto the park and let it boot its ball around while we found a solution. The Striker
reloaded and the ball disappeared with the now familiar crash of falling brickwork. I turned and
headed for the works van.
‘Where are you going?’ Sarge said. ‘This is a fine time to knock off for the day.’
‘Wait here.’
Arriving at H.Q. I ran straight to the locker room, grabbed my sports bag and returned
with lights and siren to where the action was.
‘Welcome. The guest speaker for our next sportsmen’s evening is just demolishing the
stadium,’ announced Sarge calmly amid shouts and sounds of falling masonry from within.
‘That sounded like an own goal. Where is it?’
‘Coming through the turnstile.’ Pandemonium reigned again, with people running in
terror from another burst of splintering crashes and tinkles of glass. I ran with Sarge at my heels
to see the Striker confronting me, wreathed with steam and about to shoot. Putting my referee’s
whistle to my mouth I blew a long note. There was a sound of grinding gears, a clunk, and then
silence. Sarge opened his eyes to see the machine motionless, unlit and powered down, steaming
quietly with a kettle sound and awaiting collection.
‘How did you stop it?’ Sarge was incredulous. I held up the plastic whistle.
‘I blew full time.’
‘Nice one.’
He broke off as the Striker’s r ed eye winked back on a n d it s h ea d t u r n ed
t o wa r d u s . By the time we’d thrown ourselves flat it had booted the ball through a nearby
doorway and shot off in pursuit. Something had overridden the cutout and the game was on again.
‘More loft on that one. Wouldn’t like to face one of his banana shots.’
Sarge broke off as half the building collapsed noisily into rubble on top of the Striker as it
slammed into a wall at full speed. Somewhere amid the dust, steam wisped from split pipes and
unions, rods and gears clicked and eight metal feet thrashed feebly before stopping. A large spring
13

twanged from the machine’s body and a heavy black ball rolled from the wreckage. I turned to
Sarge.
‘Well, that seems to be that. Fancy a swift half when we finish?’
‘Not in what's left of the Golden Ball, I hope?’
Just then his phone beeped.
‘Roger. OK.’
Sarge turned to me as an echoing crash, followed by a chorus of yells and a clamour of
emergency sirens sounded in the distance.
‘That drink’ll have to wait. They’ve lost a Server from the tennis club and it’s heading
this way. With ball.’
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THIRD PRIZE WINNER
Just Around the Corner
Nora Parkinson aka D J Harrison

Kathy felt sick with anxiety. She wished she hadn’t bothered registering with Lancashire Lasses
and regretted even more accepting the first date they’d sent her. She’d arranged for Kayleigh to
babysit and she’d have to pay her anyway now so she felt obliged. She didn’t want to let anyone
down.
Her hand trembled as she tried to apply her lipstick. She tried to remember the last time
she’d worn it and couldn’t. It was probably back when she and Desmond had been together.
She’d had to go to Boots to buy herself some, the last one of hers had been used for crayoning
practice by little Ellie.
‘That’s a bit dull if you ask me, Mrs Parsons.’ Kayleigh was fifteen and a representative
of a very forthright generation who didn’t hesitate in calling a spade a shovel. Kathy had arranged
for her to come round straight after school so that she could settle down with Ellie and Sam for a
while before she had to leave. ‘Here, have a bit of mine.’
Without pausing for permission, Kayleigh deftly redecorated Kathy’s lips a deep shade of
crimson that had more than a hint of glitter. Kathy considered the effect and decided that it made
her look like a tart.
‘I can’t wear that, Kayleigh. It’s too young for me. The girl in Boots promised that this
one was the right one for me.’
‘Go on, you’re not old. You can’t be past fifty, or at least not much past. That’s not old.
Live a little why don’t you? It’s a first date, not a parents’ evening at St Lawrence’s.’
Kathy’s forty-two-year-old lips opened to protest but her brain of equal age and
experience decided that any response would be unproductive. She let her lips remain sparkly and
began flicking at her eyebrows with a mascara brush.
‘Love is just around the corner,’ Kayleigh said. ‘I’ve seen their telly advert. Good isn’t
it? Having a dating agency just for Lancashire, it’s a wonder nobody’s thought of it before.’
‘I don’t normally do this kind of thing, do you think I’m being silly?’ Kathy sighed in
response to her own question.
‘All you’re doing is meeting a man for a coffee. What harm could there be to that? It’s
going to be five o’clock in the afternoon, broad daylight and in Chorley town centre. It ain’t no
biggie if you ask me. Anyway it’s about time you got yourself out there again. How long is it
since your husband upped and went?’
Kathy felt sad when she thought of Desmond. Not for him, of course not, but for herself.
She’d wasted fourteen years of her life on that man and he’d left her with two children to take
care of by herself. She remembered the day he’d walked out and winced at the thought of how
gullible she’d been. She often imagined the retribution she’d exact if she ever laid eyes on him
again. Was she wasting her time now? If she found someone she liked would they turn out to be a
lying cheating bastard like Desmond who had last been seen in a girlie bar in Thailand? Her
lawyer had obtained countless court orders against him but they couldn’t find him to serve them
and she’d never received a penny of what she was due.
‘Lovely, you’ll knock him dead. He’ll be gasping for it when he gets a sight of you, Mrs
Parsons. Hadn’t you better get going, though? Don’t want to be late, or at least not too late.’
Her shoes were a little too tight and a little too high for the ten minute walk into town to
be comfortable and she decided that a taxi home would be needed to protect the blisters she could
feel forming on her little toes. The air was cool even though it was supposed to be summer but
she was glad of it to take away the heat she could feel on her face. Here she was, dressed up to go
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out when everyone else was shopping or on their way home from work. She wondered about her
date, whether he worked and if so what kind of job let you agree to meet a lady at five in the
afternoon. Shift work, perhaps. Or maybe he had his own business.
She bought a single red rose from the florists next to the library then carried it selfconsciously across the Flat Iron car park. The tables outside Costa Coffee on Market Walk were
all occupied by couples apart from one. There sat an old man in a flat cap sucking on a pipe. He
was wearing a red rose in the lapel of his tattered jacket. As she opened the door to look inside
for her date, the old guy leaped out of his seat and wrestled her into the chair opposite him.
‘There you are,’ he said.
‘I think you’re mistaking me for someone else,’ Kathy said, her nostrils filled by the
stench of pipe smoke. She doubted that smoking a pipe was still legal.
‘Look,’ he pointed to his rose, ‘same as yours. Lancashire Lasses, love is just around the
corner. You must be Kathy, glad to meet you, my name is Gerald.’
‘I was supposed to meet a man called Jim. He likes long walks and classical music.’
Gerald smiled. ‘Don’t ask me about classical music. Can’t stand the stuff myself. I like
banjo music. Do you really need a coffee? I’ve almost finished mine and we need to get going.
It’ll have to be your place on account of the missus thinking I’m at the Bowling Club.’
Kathy’s breath came short and fast. ‘I don’t know what you’re on about,’ she said.
‘What I’m on about is I’ve had one of those little blue pills and we don’t want it to wear
off do we?’ Gerald sucked hard on his pipe which was emitting a rather gruesome gargling
sound. Kathy took out her mobile phone and rang Lancashire Lasses emergency helpline number.
‘You are number…’ there was a pause and a different voice said ‘three’ then the original
voice continued ‘in the queue.’ It also assured her at frequent intervals that her call was important
and that an adviser would be with her as soon as possible. It turned out that they were
experiencing an abnormally high demand today. She left the phone on speaker and placed it
between herself and Gerald.
‘I’m ringing Lancashire Lasses to complain,’ she said.
‘Aw, don’t do that. I might get taken off their list and there goes my Friday evenings. I
might even have to start bowling again.’
‘You’ve done this before? Made lewd suggestions to unsuspecting females in a public
place? I could have you arrested.’ Kathy shuddered.
‘It’s only a bit of fun, anyway you’re the first one that hasn’t snapped my hand off so to
speak.’ His grin displayed the tarry accumulation of years.
Kathy felt as if she was about to throw up.
‘Hello, you’re through to Kevin.’
‘Oh, yes, this is Kathy Parsons, I want to make a complaint.’
‘Could I take your membership number, please.’
‘I’m out. I don’t have it with me.’
‘I’ll try to look it up but I can’t promise anything. We’ve got a new computer system and
we’re having a few teething problems.’
‘You’ve sent me on the wrong date,’ Kathy said.
‘And you’ve spoiled my Friday evening and wasted a blue tablet,’ Gerald shouted over
the table causing passing families to hold onto their children more tightly.
‘I apologise for any inconvenience. We bought the whole database system from
Kentgirls.com and quite frankly it’s been a disaster. We’ll give you an extra month’s membership
to make up,’ Kevin said.
‘All I want you to do is to start sending the right kind of woman again,’ Gerald shouted.
It was two weeks before Kathy had recovered enough to venture out again. This time she
wore her own lipstick and a pair of sensible shoes. Sadly, her rose had not survived so she had to
spend another pound at the florists. This time she was bound for the Wetherspoons pub next to
Booths. She checked the outside seating where hardy smokers were hunched against the gentle
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drizzle and was relieved by Gerald’s conspicuous absence. Inside, the after-work clientele were
colliding with the remnants of the lunchtime crowd and the bar staff were struggling to cope.
Kathy decided to check out the lie of the land this time and hid her rose under her jacket.
As she toured the pub, alert for single men with roses, her excitement began to evaporate
and was replaced by a dark despair. Loneliness seemed a small price to pay for security and
peace of mind.
She’d missed him first time round because he was near the entrance and was playing on a
fruit machine. Her mood lightened a little when she saw that he had no flat cap, no pipe and was
under seventy. In fact he looked pretty damn remarkable with his clean jeans, slim hips and
stylish T-shirt. His rose was protruding from his waistband in a way than made her believe that
this man would be fun to be with.
Wielding her own rose like a magic wand Kathy attracted his attention. He looked at her,
then at her rose, then at her again.
‘It’s bloody chaos I tell you.’
‘I’m Kathy.’ His smile was unthreatening but she felt an underlying sense of antagonism
that she surely didn’t merit.
‘Sorry dearest, I came over all moody there. It’s not your fault but you’re the third girl in
a row they’ve sent me this week. Glitches they say, well don’t talk to me about glitches, I don’t
need them. Sit yourself down. I’ll get us both a reviving glass of Sauvignon Blanc so we can
drown our disappointment together.’
Kathy watched him walk to the bar and it was enough to confirm the nature of the
disappointment. The wine was nice and so was he. She almost wished she had been a man.
‘It’s the last time I’m doing this. First a seventy-year-old sex maniac then a lovely man who
turned out to be gay. I tell you, Kayleigh, Lancashire Lasses better come good.’
‘It’ll be the man of your dreams, Mrs Parsons, just mark my words.’
It was a train to Preston then a walk through the city to the Greyfriar. This was a much
bigger Wetherspoons than the one in Chorley and it was Saturday-lunchtime busy. She kept her
rose under wraps again while she took a look around.
She scoured the main room with her eyes and wondered if Lancashire Lasses had been
true to form and sent her to the wrong place at the wrong time to meet the wrong man. Her eyes
were drawn to a single red rose on a table in the far corner. A couple sat intent on one another.
She was blond and wearing a low-cut black dress; he had a rose in his lapel. Even though he was
partially turned away, Kathy instantly knew that this was the man of her dreams and she had
found him at last.
Two months later, Kathy was staring with grateful relief at her bank statement. The court
payment had finally been made to her and she was more than twenty thousand pounds in credit.
Mortgage arrears would be a thing of the past and she could feel safe in her own home for the
first time for ages.
She’d been impressed with the response to her call. Two policemen had arrived almost
immediately and taken him away. Her solicitor explained that contempt of court was a serious
matter and the judge had confirmed this view by keeping him in custody until he’d stumped up
the money he owed.
Desmond must be rueing the day he enrolled with Lancashire Lasses.
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SHORTLISTED COMPETITION STORY
Eric’s Grand Day Off
Sal Page

The day began with a spectacular summer storm, the centre of which could be seen across the bay
by anyone who was awake in the early hours of that morning, and had a sea view. Deafening
thunderclaps and torrential rain. The sky lit up over and over. I don’t know what the odds are of
two seafront statues being struck by lightning within minutes of each other but it happened. I was
up early for work and saw the first online pictures. I heard the initial bus gossip as I headed into
the centre of Lancaster. And I was one of the thousands of folk who had to get down there to
have a look later. Part of the chaos and drama. Couldn’t resist.
Eric got such a shock when the lightning slammed into his head. It woke him up big time. He was
delighted not to be standing on one foot any more, stretched his legs and flexed his arms. He
turned, a little confused and dizzy to start with, and staggered down the steps onto the
promenade. There were gasps from passers-by. Early dog walkers and runners. Three took
pictures. Within seconds Eric was on Twitter. Minutes later the first images were retweeted
across land, and indeed the world. Word was out.
I said two statues got struck, didn’t I?
The Venus and Cupid can usually be found on the front near the entrance to Happy Mount
Park. I think of them as Billie and her Mum. They are made of blue, green and yellow mosaic
pieces and I once put them in a story. Not like this. A made-up one. In it, Billie was blowing
away in a strong wind and her Mum was holding on to her tightly. This is the pose they usually
strike; face to face and hands held, with Billie horizontal to the wind and her Mum sitting and
leaning back.
Seconds after Eric was struck, Billie and her Mum found themselves sprawled on the
ground. They jumped to their feet, re-joined their hands and began laughing and dancing on the
daisy scattered grass. After those few joyful minutes of getting their limbs working again, they
set off up the promenade, Billie dragging her reluctant Mum into town. She didn’t know why she
was so keen on going in this direction but instinct and the breeze pulled her along.
Passengers on the bus going along the front looked across and saw the space at the top of
the steps. Several folk – up early for work and not quite awake yet – rubbed their eyes and looked
again. No, they weren’t imagining it.
‘Hey look! Where’s Eric at?’
‘Don’t tell me someone’s nicked him again.’
By this time, Eric was striding along the promenade, binoculars swinging in front of his
chest and jacket splayed out at the sides. Everyone he passed was treated to his trademark wobbly
glasses gesture and a bit of the bring-me-sunshine dance. Being such an unusual and amazing
sight, he had to stop many times for photo opportunities so the Venus and Cupid were able to
catch up with him.
There were gasps from the gathering crowd at this new development. Eric turned and
grinned at Billie and her Mum’s silver highlighted featureless faces. Phones were held up and
images captured all around. Eric took a hand of each and they headed up the prom together. By
now Eric and his two new friends had a quite a band of followers. A group of school children,
several elderly folk with shopping trolleys, a gang of just-arrived holidaymakers with wheelie
suitcases rumbling along and a couple walking seven dogs between them. Folk in mobility
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scooters, running gear, or with rucksacks and walking poles brought up the rear of the little party.
Everyone wanted to walk alongside Eric and there was much jostling for position.
The day looked set to be grand. The storm had broken the recent muggy weather and there
was a delicious freshness in the air, a clear blue sky with just a few contrails of aeroplanes full of
folk off to fantastic places abroad but unfortunately missing this. More and more people began to
rush into Morecambe. Soon there were traffic jams in Lancaster and all the buses and trains were
jam-packed. The whole of Marine Road was nose to tail with cars, glittering like a silver necklace
in the sun. Families were getting out of the cars they’d managed to park and were heading up the
prom in the direction of the crowds.
The crowds grew and grew. The police tried to hold them back but everyone wanted to
touch Eric for luck. Surely it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity? Way beyond having a picture
taken with a statue in situ. Everyone wanted to be snapped dancing with him. Eric and the Venus
and Cupid danced further along the prom and were joined by a hastily assembled brass band from
Kendal and the Morecambe ukulele group. They went past the gypsy fortune tellers, AJ’s Double
Burgers and Brucciani’s ice-cream shop.
There were more folk on the promenade than anyone had ever seen. It was like all the
summer festivals rolled into one. The press arrived and took masses of photos. Eric did the
wobbly glasses thing for them and his bring-me-sunshine dance, his beaming black face catching
the sunlight beautifully and his hair ruffling in the breeze. They caught his sad and puzzled face
when he saw the Winter Gardens and the abandoned shops. Then he looked out across the bay
and a brushstroke rainbow appeared above Grange-over-Sands.
The pictures came out fantastically well and I’m sure it goes without saying that he made
front page of The Visitor the next day. The journalists asked a lot of questions but Eric had
nothing to say. He and the Venus and Cupid managed to get away from them and danced on to
The Midland Hotel. The doors swished open for them. They leapt hand in hand over the mat with
the sea horse on and entered the relative calm of the foyer. The manager was waiting for them.
When he’d heard about Eric coming to life, he had told his staff that of course Eric would arrive
soon. He had ordered them to set the best table for Eric and his companions. Tea and Scones with
Cream and Blackcurrant Jam. They sat down, draping stiff white napkins across their laps.
Security staff at The Midland had stopped letting folk in. They squashed their faces to the
windows the other side of the hotel. Eric and his companions couldn’t see the view for all the
crowds at the windows peering in. They’d come from Preston, Chorley and Carnforth. They’d
come from Manchester, Bolton and even from Blackpool. They bought up all the ice cream, tea,
fish and chips and even all the rock in the souvenir shops on the front. The shopkeepers were
delighted to clear the stock and start again. There was a downside though. Several folk got hurt in
the crush. The traffic had to mount the pavement to let the screeching ambulances by. At times
that day we thought the police were close to not being able to cope with the sheer numbers of
visitors and their eagerness to get a glimpse of Eric.
Back inside The Midland, Billie was tucking into her second scone, jam all around where
her mouth should be. She saw an approaching group and pointed them out to her Mum and their
new friend. Eric glanced up from his tea cup. The Mayor of Lancaster, six councillors, three local
shop owners and the hotel manager arrived at their table. Eric wobbled his glasses at them, Billie
flashed her best, albeit featureless, smile and her Mum hid behind an enormous starched white
napkin.
The Mayor smiled and bowed slightly, his gold chain swinging forward. He cleared his
throat ‘Welcome to The Midland … sir.’
Eric stood and bowed in return, his binoculars swinging forward just as the Mayor’s chain
had done. He seemed doubtful what to do but a big grin and the wobbly glasses trick broke the
ice yet again. Everyone chuckled politely and Billie’s Mum hid her shyness by busying herself
topping up their blue and white cups.
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One of the councillors stepped nearer their table. ‘This is most irregular. You have to go
back.’
Another councillor put her spoke in. ‘This really should have been put to the committee
first. It should have been planned properly. Things like this can’t just happen.’
The Mayor held up his hand. ‘Not that it hasn’t been good for the town in many ways but
… it’s causing absolute chaos. There are still more and more folk arriving to see you. We’ve
nowhere to put them. The place is seething. More visitors in a single day than we normally get all
year. The centre of Lancaster is at a complete standstill. Several people have ended up in
hospital.’
‘Perhaps we could make it a regular thing though? We could call it “The Eric Festival”? Or
“Eric by the Sea”,’ one young councillor suggested.
An older, grumpier-looking councillor coughed loudly. ‘You can’t say that. You’ll have to
put forward a motion at the next meeting.’
Eric held up his cup, took a slow sip of tea and raised one eyebrow enquiringly.
The Mayor realised what he was trying to tell them. ‘Yes of course you can finish your
brews but then you all have to go back.’
Eric nodded seriously then held up ten fingers and flashed them twice.
‘Twenty minutes? Okay. Then you have to get back where you belong.’
The three friends walked to the end of the stone jetty. The tide was out as far as it could go. The
police held back the crowds as Eric, Billie and her Mum sat on a bench and looked out across the
bay. Eric looked through his binoculars at the ranks of black and white oyster catchers on the
mud flats, all facing the same way. He handed the binoculars to Billie to have a go and grinned at
her Mum. Then they walked back along the prom to their respective homes. The brass band and
ukulele group followed them with the best improvised version of ‘Bring Me Sunshine’ they could
muster and the crowd followed singing along. It really was a grand sight. It brings a lump to my
throat just thinking about it as I write.
Within a day everything was back to normal. As if it had never happened. But it did. We
have the pictures to prove it. I have one of me and Eric, with Billie and her Mum dancing in the
background, surrounded by crowds of folk. It’s my profile pic on Twitter. Go and look if you
don’t believe me. You can just make out that rainbow looking as if it’s shooting out of Eric’s
head and we are both laughing and doing the wobbly glasses thing.
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SHORTLISTED COMPETITION STORY
Fifty Shades of Chaos
D J Harrison

‘And I’m telling you it’s not.’ I let out an exaggerated sigh of exasperation in the hope that the
library assistant would take pity on an old man.
‘There’s six pounds to pay in fines. You should have had a letter.’
My exasperation was becoming less exaggerated by the second. ‘Six pounds?’ My voice
sounded more like the bleat from a hungry lamb than I’d intended.
‘Fifteen pence per day on overdue items, you’ve had the book a very long time, Mr
Parkinson.’
‘I’ve not had the book at all, Miss…’ I squinted at her name badge but the letters were
too fuzzy to read. Fumbling for my reading glasses and using them to stare at her breast didn’t
seem a clever move, so I left her name hanging in the still library air. Our conversation, despite
being carried out in sibilants, was beginning to attract attention from the browsers. A queue was
forming behind me, ladies clutching paperbacks with windswept girls on the covers. ‘It’s not
something I’d ever want to read. This is more my cup of tea.’ I plonked my Ken Follett onto the
desk with a satisfying thud. He writes a decent book, does Ken. The kind that keeps errant doors
from slamming.
‘The computer says you’ve got one book out and that’s Fifty Shades of Grey. It’s in big
demand. Your irresponsible actions are depriving other library users of access to it.’
I reckoned the assistant would be forty at the most, so I’d be old enough to be her
grandfather. I wondered how my grandchildren would react to the indignity that was being
heaped upon their grandad. 'I’ve never borrowed Fifty Shades of Grey, this is all I have out at the
moment. I like to keep it to one book at a time, makes life more simple. Lets me know where I
am, avoids fines. Or at least it did up to now.’
She looked down at Hornet Flight, disbelief on her face. ‘You want to take this out when
you already have one book that is so very overdue?’
‘I’m not taking it out, I’m bringing it back. I don’t actually need to take a book out this
week because my friend Lofty has graciously lent me his copy of Night over Water. As I said,
I’m a one-book-at-a-time man.’
I put on my spectacles and took a surreptitious look at her name badge. Kathy was too
intent on her computer screen to notice. ‘It says here that you have one book out, Fifty Shades of
Grey. No mention of Hornet Flight. You must have taken it without having checked it out.
That’s not allowed, Mr Parkinson, we take that very seriously. If you do it again we might have
to suspend your library card.’
‘Your computer’s wrong, that’s all. Just cross out Fifty Shades and write in Hornet Flight
and we’ll be sorted.’
Kathy frowned at me as if I’d made a lewd suggestion, which was the furthest thing from
my thoughts. Or had been up to when she started giving me that look. She was a prime candidate
for a good slap on the arse but these days that sort of friendly and light-hearted gesture will get
you locked up with Rolf Harris.
‘The computer’s never wrong,’ she said.
The prospect of incarceration was sufficient to restrain my base reaction to her strident
declaration. Instead, I persevered with reason. ‘Have you read the Bible? In Genesis, God tells us
to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the
sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth. There
you are.’
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‘I don’t get it.’ Kathy gave me a blank look which she executed perfectly as if she’d been
practising it for years.
‘Man has dominion over everything. I’m a man so I outrank your computer in God’s
eyes. And I’d suggest that those are the eyes that count.’
‘I still don’t get it. What’s God got to do with computers?’
‘My point is that you’re taking the word of your computer over mine. That’s not right.
It’s not the way that God intended it to be, can’t you see that?’
‘The computer is always right. If it weren’t then there would be chaos, we’d have no idea
where any of our books were.’
‘So who does the computer think has Hornet Flight out on loan?’
Kathy tapped the keyboard a few times then said, ‘I can’t tell you that.’
I peeked around the screen and read off the name and address for myself.
‘Where are you going?’ Kathy called after me as I headed for the light.
‘I’m going to look for your Fifty Shades of Grey.’
It was a nice street of 1930s semis with neat front gardens and a friendly feel. Number
45’s black and white door was opened by an elderly lady wearing a pinafore adorned with
depictions of fruit. Her hands were coated with flour.
‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ I said, ‘but my name’s Alan. I’m having terrible problems with
the library and am hoping you might help.’
She looked hard at me for half a minute then introduced herself as Betty before stepping
to one side and ushering me to a chair in the front lounge. She returned pinnyless and bearing a
tray of tea and fairy cakes.
‘Milk?’ she asked.
‘Just a dribble,’ I said.
‘Now tell me what I can do,’ she said.
‘Have you got Fifty Shades of Grey?’
‘Certainly not.’ Her answer was decisive and abrupt. I believed her instantly but doubted
such an honest assertion would be enough to convince Kathy and her ilk.
‘Oh dear,’ I said, holding out Hornet Flight. ‘The library computer says you’ve borrowed
this book and that I’ve got that Fifty Shades. I thought it might have been a simple mix up but it
seems it must go much further than that. The whole library system must be compromised.’
‘I’ve only got this one out at the moment, it’s called Echo Park by Michael Connelly. I
like the Harry Bosch books, I’ve read lots of them. The only problem with long series is that
sometimes I forget which ones I’ve read. Many a time I’ve been part-way though thinking it’s all
a bit familiar then I realise I’ve read it before.’
‘Can’t say I’ve come across Connelly, I’m more of a Follett man myself.’
‘I have an idea,’ Betty said. ‘Why don’t we go to the library and find out who the
computer thinks has Echo Park? We might be able to sort the whole mess out ourselves.’
‘She won’t tell you that even if you ask.’
‘There must be a way, though.’ Betty’s eyes sparkled in a way that perked up my interest
in the whole thing. I had been considering slipping Hornet Flight back on to the shelves and
stumping up the six quid before they sent the police round. My word against the computer didn’t
seem to be worth anything. But now I had an accomplice, someone to back up my story and that
felt rather good.
‘Hello again.’ My greeting was met by a total lack of recognition from Kathy who was
looking anxiously at the clock on the wall. Three minutes to five. Betty was standing to my left
pretending to browse a carousel of paperbacks.
‘Echo Park by Michael Connelly,’ I said.
Kathy tapped the computer feverishly. ‘We have one copy but it’s out on loan.’
‘When is it due back?’ I asked.
She tapped a few times more. ‘It’s actually overdue.’
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‘Right,’ I said, a little too loudly.
Kathy abandoned her terminal and ran to retrieve the cascade of books from the fallen
carousel. I took my chance and noted down the name and address on the screen.
Betty and I met outside and burst into excited laughter. I’d not been party to a prank like
that since childhood and it felt good. I just hoped that a review of the CCTV footage wouldn’t
incriminate us. Knocking over books must warrant a suspension at least and they might even take
our library cards away altogether.
‘Victoria Road,’ I said. ‘Are you up for a visit?’
It was a good old-fashioned front door made out of wood rather than plastic and had a
rather pleasing knocker which consisted of a brass lion with a piercing through its nose. I availed
myself of it and obtained an almost immediate response.
‘Sod off, how many times do I have to tell you? I’m a Muslim Buddhist who likes a cup
of tea, I don’t want any of your Joseph Smith nonsense.’
I looked at Betty who nodded her encouragement so I started banging again.
After much grunting, the door opened the crack permitted by a hefty security chain. ‘I
don’t want any double glazing either,’ he said.
‘We need your help,’ Betty said.
‘You lot are the worst of all. I’ve a good mind to set the dog on you when he’s finished
his nap.’
‘We’re trying to restore order to a failed library system,’ I said.
‘So you’re not from some charity? Good, I hate chuggers. They’re even worse than
Jehovah’s Witnesses.’ The door banged shut, there was a rattling sound before it opened wide to
reveal a man about my age wearing a beige jumper and pyjama trousers.
Betty waved Michael Connelly in his face. ‘They think you’ve got this out on loan.’
‘They’ll be charging you fines on it next. It’s all gone to pot at the library,’ I added.
‘Read it ages ago. I’ve done all his. Did you read that one he wrote about a gang drilling
their way into a vault containing safety deposit boxes? Exact same thing happened for real in
London.’
‘The Black Echo,’ Betty said, ‘that was the first one of his I read.’
We were taken through to an untidy kitchen where proper introductions were made. Jim
was a widower like me and being much too friendly with Betty for my liking. All this Harry
Bosch talk was leaving me on the sidelines.
‘We need to get down to business,’ I said. ‘What have you borrowed from the library?’
‘At the Mountains of Madness, H P Lovecraft.’
‘Is it good?’ Betty asked.
‘Remarkable.’
‘We’re looking for Fifty Shades of Grey,’ I said, ‘it’s the key to the whole puzzle. If we
could find out who has it we might convince the powers that be to take notice of us.’
‘You could ask Lizzie. She lives two doors down. That’s more her sort of book than
mine.’
Lizzie admitted to having read the missing book but was in current possession of Bared
to You by Sylvia Day. I didn’t ask if she was enjoying it but did persuade her come to the library
with us in the morning.
Jim arrived with a small posse, all brandishing books. With Betty and Lizzie flanking me,
I approached the desk. Kathy pretended we didn’t exist until the grim reality of my hushed voice
persuaded her otherwise.
‘Your computer has gone haywire and we’re here to prove it.’
It was such a serious situation that her supervisor had to be called from upstairs.
Eventually she had to bow to the irresistible weight of evidence we had gathered. I was forgiven
my six pounds and Ken Follett was re-established as my preferred oeuvre.
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We all went back to Betty’s house for celebratory tea and cakes and decided to form a
book club. Now we meet twice a week and listen to an audiobook together. It’s a most agreeable
way of spending time with friends.
Betty and I are getting on extremely well. I regularly pop in for a cuppa and a chat. I’ve
decided not to ever mention the overdue library book I noticed in her bookcase. Fifty Shades of
Grey.
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GROUP STORY
Vampirical Evidence
or, Vlad the Impatient
Circle members took turns to write this story, a few sentences each

It was a dark and stormy night and Vlad the Vampire should have been pleased. He’d circled
suitable property ads with red ink for a week (those with high ceilings, high rent, no mirrors –
you know the kind of thing) and there she was, five-one of pure lusciousness (to Vlad anyway,
and he was not unchoosy).
He'd been sucking souls dry for half a millennium, honing his skills as a ruthless hunter,
denying any stray tendrils of pity for his victims, becoming stone cold as he lost every human
feeling, but when he met the letting agent, he knew he'd met his match. The glint in her eye, the
smile on her lips, said she could suck even a wise old bat like him dry just for the fun of it, not
simply to make a living. But surely therein lay the challenge: after all, the male black widow
doesn’t avoid the female just because he’s likely to be eaten, now does he?
‘Jez is the name, and you must be Vlad. I've a feeling the two of us could make fine
music together.’
To Vlad, a lover of challenges, this was a big one. So, with sap rising in his loins and
doubts he'd felt a moment ago already history he watched Jez slide the long shaft of the rusted
key into the lock of the gnarled wooden door. The barrel clunked open as she leaned against it,
the hinges shrieked like a banshee and an icy splinter of air greeted them. Giant shadows danced
and twitched in the chamber which gradually opened itself up to them. The space was cavernous,
its ceiling composed of an interlocking system of hewn oak, its floor a series of stone slabs worn
shiny by the traffic of centuries. Yet it was what was stationed at the centre of the room which
would, had Vlad's heart been functional, have set it to race.
It was the original Dungeons and Dragons boxed set with gothic characters modelled on
his – sorry, Vlad's – distant relatives. What a clever twist on tonight's role play, Malcolm mused.
‘Righto, my turn to throw first, or should we wait for Terry and Sue to arrive?’
At that moment Terry and Sue arrived.
‘Hi everyone, where's the drink? A glass of the red stuff sounds great.’
In the semi-darkness a voice boomed out.
‘Ow do pal. Welcome to the Vampire State Building Basement. I’m Ivan Tsukyablud,
your DJ for the night. Our first dance will be to “Keep Bleeding” by Leona Lewis and our late
night film will be First Blood. I'm a sucker for a love story. Then just before the graveyard shift
we will have juicy rare steak and a Bloody Mary followed by—’
‘I can’t stand stake! It gives me heartburn.’
They all turned towards the staircase at the sound of a loud creak from above. A figure
descended, clothed in black.
‘Inspector Goole,’ he said. ‘And you are all under arrest on suspicion of murder.’
Goole’s laugh echoed in the silent basement. Teeth retracted like claws, music notes rang
out and conversations resumed. Goole poured himself a large drink and mingled with guests.
‘We need to talk,’ he whispered in Vlad/Malcolm’s ear.
‘You’re such an outrageous fraud,’ said Vlad. ‘Wearing a deerstalker hat and waving
around that meerschaum pipe doesn’t make you a world famous detective, it just proves you’ve
been watching too much TV.’
Vlad looked round the crypt and said to no one in particular, ‘Why am I surrounded by
weirdos – that Jez woman, all I asked for was “a nice cottage within easy walking distance of a
25

good abattoir” and she brings me here and starts fondling keys in a highly suggestive manner –
it’s just not professional.’
Vlad watched as Jez’s succulent image flickered and blinked to be replaced by a leering,
unwelcome and horribly familiar face. The sound system began to belt out a Beatles number and
Van Helsing began to sing along to ‘Here Comes the Sun’.
The walls and ceiling of the great house disappeared, searing light flooded over them all.
There was nothing he could do, Vlad’s ancient flesh evaporated from his agonised bones which
fell as grey powder on the sun-kissed meadow.

Editor’s comment: It might not be a great addition to the modern vampire sub-genre, but you can
tell we had good fun writing it!
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A Perfect Afternoon
Trefor Lloyd

It was one of those rare days, a perfect afternoon in late summer, hot and still, the sky
unblemished save for the occasional drifting powder puff. Around him were grain-heavy fields
which rolled and folded into the hazy distance. The air was thick with lethargy and the low hum
of innumerable drowsy insects. Only the occasional far-off squeal of childish pleasure reminded
him that he was not alone.
He sat and waited and thought of her. Then quite suddenly a man with a canvas bag came
round the corner and gave him a wave of recognition. After a while other people appeared, all
sauntering in the same direction. Suddenly the lane seemed to be filled with people; rag-tag
families overloaded with picnic things, odd couples carrying deck chairs, straw-hatted old men
with dogs and even a posse of young women wobbling uncertainly on bikes.
A cricket match had been arranged on the field by the river and it seemed as though the
whole village had decided to make a party of it.
When finally he stirred himself he could see people beginning to coalesce round the
makeshift scoreboard. And by the time he arrived, a happy melee of deck chair up-putting, egg
and cress sandwich unpacking, bottle opening, ball chasing and neighbour greeting was in full
swing. He anxiously scanned the assembled crowd and finally saw her chatting and smiling with
some friends.
He was no good at sport. Having spent his school life being kicked on rugby pitches and
swishing hopelessly at gently lobbed tennis balls, he knew this with absolute certainty. But, he
reasoned, it was only a Sunday afternoon knockabout and all he would have to do was position
himself on the boundary and chase the occasional ball. And more to the point, she would be
there.
She was a blonde-haired waif who had carelessly dispatched a smile in his direction and
captivated him totally. No, more than that; he was smitten beyond doting, beyond reason, smitten
to the point of idolatry. And in the way of foolish young men, he thought that if she could see
him enthusiastically chasing a cricket ball, this would, somehow, make her similarly besotted
with him.
The teams assembled, a coin was tossed and the opposition was put in to bat. He let it be
known that he was happy to leave the business end of the game to others and positioned himself
in the outfield where he could watch her from a distance.
The first wicket fell after a couple of overs and he began to harbour hopes of the game
being finished within the hour. Then the incoming batsman appeared, striding with ominous
purpose to the centre of the field. As he took the crease it was immediately clear that he had more
talent than was seemly for a Sunday afternoon knockabout. An unequal struggle then ensued as
the lumbering efforts of each carthorse bowler were dispatched with ease to distant corners of the
field. Here was a man whose competitive edge had been steeled in far mightier contests and who
wasn’t about to forgo the opportunity of subjecting his hosts to a bravura display of batsmanship.
As the afternoon wore on, the heat built and more and more time seemed to be spent
fishing the ball out of the long grass beyond the boundary. He began to have doubts about
whether this was really the best way to impress her. As the score ticked past a hundred, the
batsman’s zeal was undiminished. The bowlers had long since thrown in the towel and the crowd
seemed to have lapsed into a post-picnic coma. Sweat trickled uncomfortably down his back, his
knees ached and he just wanted it to be all over.
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Suddenly there was a shout of ‘Catch it’ and he became aware of the ball arcing high
against the pure blue sky and heading in his direction. In panic, he started to run backwards
towards the boundary with his arm outstretched hopefully above his head. Just as the ball sailed
beyond his reach he lost his footing and fell backwards with his arm still outstretched – and as he
fell he knew he had conjured a perfect snapshot of sporting ineptitude. But in that instant before
he hit the ground, luck or Providence somehow directed the ball into the palm of his hand.
He lay there for a long time with his arm raised above his head listening to the applause
and the whoops of delight from his own team. He had no idea how it had happened but it had and
he knew if he stood there for another hundred years it would never happen again.
He could remember nothing more about that afternoon except that his team had eventually
lost the match. Fifty years on, the girl was no more than a vague impression of blonde hair and
silliness, her name and her fascination long forgotten. But he still carried in his mind a vivid,
time-etched picture of a willowy youth falling backwards clutching a cricket ball under a perfect
sky.
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New Fruit
Jacky Pemberton

I study the fruit in my palm.
The long and short vowel
of its name: raisin,
salvation and sin.
Withered by the sun
it has become
an ugly thing.
Lopsided pellet,
its ridges rest
on my skin.
Useless, inanimate.
An imposition
I had not asked for.
Then, I lift it to the light
between my
thumb and finger.
Its wrinkled body
transforms to amber.
A translucent jewel,
precious and delicate.
Carefully I place it
between my lips,
Touch the edge
of its dry kiss.
I bite and pierce the
leather skin.
My tongue tastes
a release of ripeness.
Tease of sweetness
glides down my throat.
Tantalised from its
dry casing,
Resurrected from
its darkened tomb.

From Jacky’s soon-to-be published collection of poetry, Long Division.
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The Little Cat That Wasn't There
Jeanette Greaves

The tale of the little cat that wasn’t there started in January. We were mourning Lulu, who had
been put to sleep. She’d been my feline friend since my mother brought her home in a tatty
wicker basket lined with brightly knitted blankets. Back then, Lulu was four years old, already a
mother to several litters of feral kittens. She’d been caught in a feral neutering programme, and
claimed political asylum. She was not feral, but a stray or abandoned pet who had never lost her
memories of a warm home and plentiful food. Mum and Dad were vets, and the home was full of
rescue animals.
Lulu, named for her fierce ginger fur, her tiny frame, and her loud voice, moved into my
bedroom. She left home with me, moved house with me, met my husband before I did (when he
stopped outside my house to stroke her) and sat with me in the bedroom, reassuringly patient,
when my daughter Freya arrived fast and unexpectedly one February morning. She was my only
midwife, but her calm gaze reminded me that she’d done this many times.
That cat transferred her allegiance from me to Freya within minutes. She sat by the cradle,
woke me if Freya was restless, and watched me critically as I learned the craft of motherhood.
But the world turns, and cats, even magical cats who choose husbands and help to deliver
babies, don’t live forever. Lulu was put to sleep just before Freya’s fourth birthday. Heart failure.
She was seventeen.
We mourned her, but agreed that it was good to have some freedom, to take weekends
away and visit friends, without worrying about getting home for the cat. Freya was inconsolable
for a while, but she bounced back, and we promised her that we would get another cat.
As the heartache of Lulu’s loss eased, I noticed all the benefits of not having a cat. It was
easier to clean ... no fur, cat food, piles of cat sick, and best of all, no litter tray. I missed my little
red friend, but didn’t feel the need to get another cat. Everything was ticking along, until Freya
came home from nursery with a sore throat.
The next morning she was tearful and couldn’t eat. My mother swept in, looked at Freya’s
rash, diagnosed scarlet fever, and rang the doctor to demand a home visit. Of course, she was
right. Freya was confined to bed for several weeks, too weak to walk or play. It was three weeks
before she could talk again, and she told me about The Little Cat That Wasn’t There.
She said that one morning, with nobody else in the room, she’d felt the end of the bed
bounce, as it did when Lulu used to jump on it.
‘But Mummy, it was just a little bounce,’ Freya said. ‘From a little cat. I looked, but it
wasn’t there.’
She told me that she’d felt tiny velvet paws, and she giggled as she told me about little
scratchy claws. She told me that she felt a small rasping tongue licking the sweat from her
forehead. She looked, but the little cat wasn’t there.
‘Do you think it’s a ghost?’ I asked.
‘No, it’s not a dead cat,’ Freya said, reassuring me. ‘It’s just a little cat that isn’t there.’
As the weeks went by, Freya became stronger. We read to her, and listened to her as she
told us how the little velvet paws were getting bigger, how the bounce at the end of the bed was
getting heavier, how the little tongue was licking more strongly. But still, the little cat wasn’t
there.
Freya would sit out in the garden, and if she dozed off under the blankets that covered her,
she would wake to tell me about the little nose that nuzzled against hers, about a whip-thin tail
that swished against her calf, and about tiny ears, silky beneath her fingers. It was the little cat
again, but it wasn’t there.
I told my mother that I was worried about Freya, she said it wasn’t unusual for kids to have
imaginary friends; but then at the beginning of June I got a call from my dad.
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‘You know that cat you said you’d get one day? Well, I think he’s here. He’s an abandoned
black kitten, about nine weeks old. He needs company. Shall I bring him round now or will you
collect him?’
I hung up and complained to my husband. He shrugged.
‘I don’t mind having a kitten around.’ So much for moral support.
I gave in, and rang Dad back. ‘Bring him round, I hope he’s not got fleas!’
Dad made some offended noises, but turned up an hour later carrying a battered wicker
basket lined with colourful knitted blankets. Freya was already in bed, fast asleep, and I decided
to leave it that way, it would be easier on the kitten if he didn’t have to face the full rampaging
energy of a four year old on his first night. I had forgotten, of course, about the full rampaging
energy of a nine week old kitten. By eleven I’d surrendered, and the kitten had the run of the
house.
At dawn, I heard a surprised squeak from Freya’s room, then a delighted yell, followed by
a matter-of-fact miaow. I went in; she was sitting up in bed. The kitten jumped on to the end of
the bed, making the mattress bounce. He ran across her legs with velvet paws, just catching
himself a little with his tiny claws. He jumped on to her shoulder and licked at her face with a
miniature rasping tongue. She swung her legs out of the bed, and he nuzzled at her face; she
stroked his silky ears, and watched as he jumped off the bed and entwined his whip-thin tail
around her ankles. Freya looked at me, a big grin on her face.
‘Mum. The little cat is here.’
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Fate Smiled
Walter James

The sun was now low on the horizon, but it was still a baking hot day. John adjusted the truck's
visor to avoid its glare and leaned forward in his seat to ventilate the sweat running down his
back. The stony desert was behind them and now there were sand dunes either side. The road,
itself only a wide ridge of packed sand, had the extra hazard of dunes having drifted over it.
When these glistened in the late afternoon sun they made him think of early morning sun glinting
on snowy roads near his home in Yorkshire.
Just underneath the layer of soft sand the road's packed surface, through constant use by
fast-moving vehicles, had wide latitudinal ridges like it was an infinitely long camel's back.
Driving slowly over it was not an option. The truck would be shaken so much that the twenty
men in the back would have the fillings shaken from their teeth, something they'd not have
appreciated. Now an expert in these matters, John drove the truck with his foot down hard. Once
over fifty miles an hour, the heavy vehicle skimmed over the tops of the bumps, potholes were
less noticeable and the men in the back complained less. The downside was that the tyres had
little contact with the road and stopping was something that had to be planned.
The men in the back had all finished a six-month tour of duty and needed a safe transit to
the airport. While families and homecomings were in their thoughts, John's focus was all on the
road ahead. His own imagination saw the wispy mirages in the distance as steam rising from his
mum's hot dumpling stew.
A loud pop followed by a noisy rumble broke his reverie. A tyre, overheated for lack of
pressure, had burst its sidewall and the heavy vehicle now lurched like a drunken man. John
struggled valiantly and barely kept it on the road. Larry, John's erstwhile co-driver, now shaken
from his slumbers appraised the situation.
‘Oh shoot, John, that's the second puncture we've had in as many days, but lucky for me,
it's your turn to fix it.’ Raised voices could be heard from the men in the back. John turned and
smiled through the partition window.
‘Don't worry, you lucky boys, we'll be on our way just as soon as I can fix this. Your
aeroplane will just have to wait for you.’
A Land Rover travelling behind the truck bore the solitary figure of Gerald Moss, a
fearsome military policeman. A cantankerous time-served man, his mission seemed to be to make
everyone else's life as miserable as his own. Driving well behind John's dust cloud, he pulled up
alongside the hapless vehicle. The tilt of the large truck and the wheel wrench in John's hand told
him all he needed to know. He grinned at John's discomfort.
‘What is it you've done now, you accident prone meatloaf?’ Before John could reply he
added, ‘Don't just stand around getting a suntan, get that wheel changed sharpish, lad. When I get
there I'll tell them to keep some tea for you.’
With maximum revs and wheelspin his Land Rover roared forward, churning the road as
it went. Gerald's words were to be his last. John, who had closed his eyes to the Land Rover's
dust-storm, was already bending to his task of changing the wheel. Without warning, the road
ahead erupted and John was pushed to the ground by the blast. Barely fifty yards on, the road was
a smoking crater. Gerald must have died immediately in the fireball that had been his vehicle.
The soldiers huddled like sheep. No words were spoken. Awestruck as they watched the
carnage, their single thought was: that booby trap was set for us, not the sergeant.
John muttered under his breath, ‘We'll need the engineers out here. We're going nowhere
till that hole's filled in.’
For them at least, fate had smiled.
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I’m a Fast-Running Stream
D Garrett Nadeau

I’m a fast-running stream
That purls through the forest,
Tumbles and chortles
O’er rocks and smooth boulders;
And jumps with glee, laughing
All the way
D
O
W
N
Into the pool below.
My depths are not so cold
As they seem at first;
And if you let go,
I’ll carry you away.
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Duncan and the Dragon
Lynne Taylor

Duncan hated his wife with a vengeance. He hated her voice; her nagging, whinging voice. He
hated her eating habits; he often wondered if more food went on her than in her. He hated her
snoring, her arrogance, her ignorance, her laughter, her breathing which she continued to do day
after day, hour after hour.
He had often thought of killing her. Dreamt of it. Running her over, pushing her off a
cliff, poisoning her, drowning her, stabbing her. Oh, the ways were endless, as endless as the
hours he had thought and dreamt of doing it. The only reason he hadn't done it was because he
was a coward.
But what if he had? The thought having entered his head would not go away. What if he
did murder her, what then? Peace and quiet, that was what then! Glorious peace and quiet. No
more messy meal times. No more sleepless nights being kept awake by her snoring. No more
nagging. Just blessed peace and quiet. Bliss, he thought with a smile.
But then another thought took root. Their friends would start matchmaking and he'd be
invited to countless dinners where he’d be coupled with some single female of equally dubious
habits. Horror of horrors, he could end up having dinner with Nancy! Nancy with buck teeth, a
ghastly nasal voice and glasses like milk-bottle bottoms; or Gloria with the purple hair and the
laugh like a neighing donkey! Then he remembered Alice. Alice was attractive and rich – but she
had a reputation for being as tight as a duck's arse. Well, Bill said so and he should know; he was
her father after all. One thing that Bill didn't know, or Duncan didn't think Bill knew, was that
Alice had slept with more men than there were fish in the sea.
An icy blast ran down his spine. What if he didn't get caught by another woman but got
caught by the police! Everyone knows what happens to good-looking guys in prison and Duncan
knew he was a very good-looking guy indeed.
No, he thought, better stick to the dragon I married than risk THAT! After all she's a
damned good cook, manages well on the pittance I give her for housekeeping and is so damned
ugly she's no chance of being unfaithful.
Little did he know.
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An Indelicate Subject
Trefor Lloyd

To begin at the end: there is nothing funny about flatulence. There was once; when I was young
and easy in the sun dazzled days of childhood. It was all mirth and daring, rudeness and
naughtiness. It was the party trick of boys on the back row of morning assembly; the clarion call
which announced the start of a new school day. And it was the wrathfully impotent gaze of the
headmaster who had heard it all a thousand times before. It was the game of, ‘If it wasn’t me and
it wasn’t you, it must have been sweaty George – he always has beans for tea’. It was ... a long
time ago.
When I became a young man I put away such foolish things. No more the unconfined joy
of adult disapproval, the earthy comradeship of subversive smells or the rip-roaring snort of
burgeoning independence. It was a serious time; a time of introspection, of embarrassment and
dread. The fear of betrayal by some errant squeak, some silence-filling raspberry; a reverberant
faux pas from which there would be no redemption. A social pariah cast into a pit of eternal
misery.
But all things change and when I finally reached the sunlit uplands of adulthood I saw
things with a more measured eye. It became a leitmotif, a recurrent theme bubbling under the
broad sweep of life’s symphony, an unsubtle counterpoint, the oom pah pah that subverts the
sublime notes of a Mozart slow movement. And it lays bare the ultimate paradox; the irresolvable
conundrum at the heart of the human condition. How should it be that those defining glories of
the human mind; its sky-borne imagining, its limitless invention and spindrift spirit are all
tethered to a stinking vat, a festering pipe. Thus is mankind – Pope’s riddle, jest and glory of the
world – become no more than a walking bag of ordure; a peripatetic intestinal tract.
And thus does its herald, the gleeful bearer of ill tidings, call in on us daily. And our brief
tenure is haunted by an unwanted guest; a cuckoo that lingers in the nest, an unacknowledged
fellow passenger that will not take its leave. It is the foetid cloud beneath the blanket which
marks the passage of a marriage grown stale and joyless. It is the machine gun’s rapid rattle
which patters embarrassment and confusion upon perpetrator and bystander in equal measure. It
is the mute, ignoble anger of a crowded lift – a dozen days turned sour before they have begun. It
is the invisible cloud that waits to catch the unwary. It is the reproach of the morning after, the
haunting pungency of Guinness and cheap pies. It is the pin that pricks the bubble pomposity. It
is the universal expletive, the ultimate aphorism.
It is the last communication the dead will have with the living; the sepulchral syllables
which mark the dying of the light; the final eloquent salvo. And in that moment, in the twinkling
of an eye, when the last trumpet has sounded, we shall find the dead have not been raised
incorruptible, and we have not been changed.
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Cricketing Passion
Walter James

Cricket was John’s passion. He’d been a sporting all-rounder since his Clitheroe Grammar
School days and now, forty years later as captain of the town’s first team, ‘the Townies’, he still
cut a dashing figure. Though his cricket whites had in recent years become tight round the waist,
a baggier pair was out of the question. That would spoil his good looks and he still had his
reputation with the ladies to consider. In the ten years of his captaincy, John had always been
quietly confident and his judgement had rarely been questioned. Bowlers liked him because his
field placings were always right for them and as the team’s opening batsman he set a fine
example by always leading from the front.
That was till now. The 1962 season had, for the town eleven, begun badly. Things were
no longer going their way. Too many slip catches were being dropped and those younger, faster
bowlers with their ability to swing the ball were something John no longer had an answer to. Leg
breaks and googlies, which had been state of the art when he'd joined the club, no longer seemed
to work. So far he’d managed to blame these misfortunes on divine intervention and bad luck but,
with the younger players in particular, his excuses were wearing thin. Asked by the cub reporter
from the Chorley Echo for his comment after their most recent disaster, John's only words were,
‘We were shat on from a great height, now piss off’. Things were so bad and, though he didn't yet
know it, they were to get much worse.
In the seven weeks since the season began, the team's only win had been against Whitley
Fold, affectionately known in cricketing circles as the walking wounded, a team renowned
throughout the league for its members being both doddery and short-sighted. Fewer and fewer
supporters now travelled to watch the Townies’ away matches and John's long standing position
as team captain was being openly questioned. Through all of this, John's optimism, supported
perhaps by his pomposity and a tunnel-vision approach to life, allowed him to move blithely on
and somehow fail to notice the disintegration around him.
For a number of years, the focus of John's innermost thoughts had been the luscious
Janice. Being a particularly attractive and extremely wealthy widow, Janice, though she was a
grandmother, had a figure which still allowed her to dress as if she were a teenager. The dashing
John had long since fallen for her charms and was now her long-term toy boy. This arrangement
worked, in a way, like a business. Janice, with strong womanly needs that had to be regularly
filled, but little real interest in cricket, somehow conveniently turned up for all of the team’s
away matches. While on the face of things her role was the dispensing of tea and sandwiches in
the interval, her welcoming smile had behind it far more libidinous ideas.
John, only too happily, played his part. Being a senior sales representative it was easy for
him to arrange one of his business visits for the day after the match which, in turn, gave him the
excuse to stay the night in a nearby hotel rather than taking the long journey home after the
match. John’s wife Maud had her own lascivious reasons, which John would never even have
guessed at, for supporting him in this matter. On these playing-away days Maud dutifully packed
John's business suit and his change of underclothes and sent him off with her reassurance that his
having a better night's sleep and waking up refreshed in the same hotel as his meeting could only
be good for him.
In truth, of course, there were no such business meetings and John’s mean employer
would never have paid him for any hotel expenses. That was all down to Janice. Not only was
Janice a soul of discretion in these matters, she was also happy to pay all the bills. Always, when
she arrived for a cricket match, her little Morris was left parked in a discreet place and her
overnight bag, with all necessary accoutrements, was packed ready for the occasion.
On the matter of cars, John’s stay-at-home wife Maud had never understood why her
husband, in her eyes such a careful and sober man, had to spend so much of their savings on a
two-seater Alfa Romeo sports car which she didn't like anyway. Whatever was wrong, she
thought, with the reliable, and fully paid for, Hillman Minx, the company had put at his disposal?
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Maud could only put it down to the strain John must be under since his recent promotion to
Assistant Regional Sales Manager and all the extra meetings he now had to attend.
When she’d met John all those years ago at the YMCA dance, he'd just started with the
company as little more than a tea-boy, and now, she thought proudly, he had risen high up
through the ranks. That said, she'd also noticed that he’d not been getting it up as well or as often
as he once did and her enjoyment in bed with him was no longer what it had been. Perhaps that
too was the strain of his work. Maybe those rumours she'd heard of, about lay-offs and cutbacks
further down the business, were also giving him sleepless nights. No matter, she thought, she'd
already found her own answer to that problem.
John smiled proudly as, side by side, he and Janice drove away after the match. It amused
him when he thought of how a car transported you from A to B with A having no idea where
you'd gone. In this respect, the little Alfa was his best friend. Now, with Janice by his side, and
nearby places fading rapidly away behind them, he thought life just could not get better. Then,
without warning, his reverie was broken by a siren. He had failed to notice the large black
Wolseley that had somehow been keeping up with him for the last few miles. It now sported a
flashing blue light and was beckoning him to stop in the approaching lay-by.
This same thing had happened to him several times before and now John was well
prepared for it. Time-wasting policemen in patrol cars, clearly with nothing better to do and the
effrontery to accuse him of speeding, needed to be put in their place. Unfortunately, this officer
was different. The blue five pound note, folded to show its crisp image of Britannia, projected
clearly from the inside of his driving licence as he handed it over. This method, which had never
failed him in the past, now misfired badly, and then his resorting to bombast and letting rip with a
host of expletives only served to make matters worse. Now, he thought, he was definitely going
to have his day in court and there would almost certainly be a fine to pay. Maud was sure to find
out this time and it would not be an easy thing to explain away.
Determined the incident should not spoil their day, the two of them were soon on their
way and once more John could feel his excitement rising as the prospect of sharing their passion
and the delights of a hotel room were coming ever closer. John's thoughts were again not on his
driving. It may have been that he'd been lulled by the reassuring drone of the Alfa's engine. It
may well have been Janice's hitched-up skirt and his own lascivious thoughts that led to his next
undoing.
Whichever it was, the Alfa had entered a long tight bend in the road far too quickly.
Straight road no longer appeared in front of them and it was already too late for proper evasive
action. With its nose dipping under John's harsh braking the Alfa's rear wheels had lost their
usual traction and the car begun to slew uncontrollably. As its tyres squealed Janice, her hair still
blowing in the wind, squealed with excitement. She had yet to realise the seriousness of the
moment and that this was something John, her hero, simply couldn't deal with.
Perhaps if John had had the whole of the road to himself things would have been fine.
The approaching car seemed to appear while he was in a trance-like state. It was as if he was
having a surreal dream. Surely, he thought, his Alfa would recover and all would be well. The
impact when it did come seemed so minimal that for a split second John still thought he'd once
again got away with things. As it was the lightweight sports car had little chance against the two
or more tons of the Bentley Continental it had just side-swiped. To John it felt as if a ball from
the arm of a fast bowler had caught the edge of a bat, deflected and then continued unabated to
the boundary. In reality, the Alfa had completed its spin turn, bucked like a horse, toppled and
finally rolled over sideways as two of its wheels entered the ditch.
Seat belts being worn only by wimps, John and Janice were lucky to have been
catapulted so cleanly from the bucket seats of their open-topped car to make relatively soft
landings in the nearby cornfield. Concussed, they were both unaware of the events which
followed. These included the arrival of the police and ambulance services followed by the RAC’s
tow-truck which removed the wreckage of their hapless car. It was late the following day when
the two of them woke. They both had bandaged heads and were in adjoining beds in a nearby
cottage hospital. Both of them had neck injuries and thanks to the Alfa’s steering wheel, John had
a number of cracked ribs. Both of them had a serious dent in their pride.
After this, events took further turns for the worse. The person John later referred to as
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‘the moron in the other car who was in the wrong place on the road’ turned out to be Lancashire's
soon-to-retire Chief Constable out for a Sunday run with his family in his newly acquired coachbuilt Bentley, now with a missing headlamp, dented and scratched along its whole length.
Six months later, the courts gave John a year’s disqualification from driving and he was
fined for the enormous cost of the Bentley’s repair. No longer able to drive, he was sacked from
his job as a sales rep. Janice, who at first thought of suing John for the loss of some of her good
looks, soon found herself a younger replacement. Maud, whose own amorous adventures had
blossomed while John was in hospital, also decided on a fresh start and filed for their divorce.
Finally, and perhaps the thing that hurt John the most, was his dismissal from the cricket club.
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The Take Over
Kevin Hogan

‘I’ve told you not to speak to me during the day. You have an hour at night. You agreed.’
‘But I need to know if you are going to see Jenny?’
‘I am, but not until tomorrow evening.’
‘Are we going to her place?’
‘I’m going to her place.’
‘We’re going to her place.’
‘We’re not, but I am. You can have your hour, but not when we’re, I’m at Jenny’s. You
agreed to the arrangement to avoid the chaos.’
‘Yes. I’m sorry. The arrangement.’
‘When is Jeremy coming round?’
‘Tomorrow evening, why are you asking? You shouldn’t be talking to me until later.’
‘I’m sorry. I get so excited when Jeremy comes round.’
‘Look, Mel, we made this arrangement and people are watching.’
‘Put your mobile phone to your ear then.’
‘People are listening.’
‘People are always listening.’
‘And anyway you won’t be around when Jeremy comes to visit. You promised.
‘I did. I’m sorry.’
‘Hmm.’
‘I am, but I get so excited.’
‘We made this arrangement so we could have a more normal life.’
‘Your stop is coming up. Have a good day.’
The bus jerks to a halt. A couple of dismal side streets later Jenny enters a textile
warehouse and aims for the stairs and the top floor where she has an office. She throws her coat
and bag onto her filing cabinet and sits down at her desk which is piled high with mail and
packages and immediately begins to open the mail.
‘Jeremy. Jeremy. Wake up.’ Jeremy wakes up with a start. ‘You nodded off again.’
‘God, I’m so tired. I was in bed early, but I’m still tired.’
‘People are watching you. They’ll think you’re crackers.’
‘Little do they know! Thanks, Marcus. I’ll speak with you tonight.’
Jeremy walks through the station exit flashing his season ticket to the eagle eyed ticket
inspector. At the entrance to the station Jeremy purchases a newspaper and his usual morning
breakfast, a coffee. Five minutes later Jeremy strides into Jasper Jones Bespoke Tailors.
A young man enters after a sharp knock on Jenny’s door. The man carries a tray full of
sandwiches.
‘Hello, Jenny. What can I entice you with today?’
‘What’s the special?’
‘Ham, egg, cheese and relish with red onion.’
‘You’ve talked me into it.’
‘I usually do.’
‘With specials like these how can I refuse?’
‘Red onion. Yuk!’
‘Quiet.’
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‘Pardon?’
‘Sorry. I’m just thinking aloud.’
‘I must get on, I’ve still several floors to visit.’
‘I thought I told you to keep quiet.’
‘Oops! Sorry, but I hate red onion.’
‘Tonight, tell me tonight when I get home.’
Jeremy is cutting out the shape of the suit. He stops and stares aimlessly into space. Within a
minute he continues cutting as if nothing had broken his concentration.
Jenny is sat at her desk. The surface is finally free of all mail. The freshly made cup of
tea is steaming and the special has been cut into three sections. Jenny selects the middle piece and
is about to sink her teeth into it when the phone rings. The special remains in Jenny’s hand, her
gaze is unfocussed. She remains motionless.
‘Hello.’
‘Marcus?’
‘Who else would it be?’
‘We have about a minute before we could be noticed.’
‘Have you got the passports?’
‘Arrived last night.’
‘Did you check?’
‘Yes they gave me a code to track the delivery.’
‘What about the medical cards?’
‘Delivered to the PO Box. The blue European cards are there as well.’
‘Are they good?’
‘The best I could get. No one will ever know the difference. Have you organised the bank
accounts?’
‘Ready for next Monday. The money will automatically transfer in the early hours, and
then we are done.’
‘Tomorrow night, are we?’
‘Definitely. I’m really looking forward to it. It’s a shame they don’t know how much fun
they are having.’
‘I can’t wait.’
‘Are you testing Jenny? I’ve done Jeremy today just for a few minutes. Last night he was
up for three hours.’
‘I got that temporary job using my new identification and qualifications.
‘I’ve seen a similar job to Jeremy’s. I’ve emailed my CV.’
‘Time’s up. Tomorrow.’
Jenny returns the phone to its base and suddenly sinks her teeth into the crusty special
and savours the taste as she chews.
Jeremy sits down and begins to eat his lunch. The ping of the microwave snaps him out of his
daydream as the remainder of his coffee is warmed up.
‘Damn. I thought I’d timed the warm-up better than that.’ He goes to the microwave to
check the coffee. As he touches the cup he can feel the heat. ‘Bloody hell, that’s hot.’ Jeremy
returns to the corner table with his newspaper and his cold fish finger sandwiches.
‘Okay, Marcus, what do you want to say?’
‘Good evening, Jeremy, thanks for letting me in. How did work go today?’
‘Fine. I’ve finished that suit for Sir Geoffrey and I’ve cut out the cloth for that army
general. God is he fussy or what.’
‘But he appreciates quality work.’
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‘One of the few.’
There is a moment of silence as Jeremy is thinking.
‘I could do with an early night. I was so tired this morning I must have had a restless
night.’
‘Can we have a game of chess before we go to bed?’
Jeremy picks up the board and pieces and begins to set out the game.
‘Is that a zit on your chin?’ Jenny is looking into the mirror.
‘Thank you, Mel. I don’t want Jeremy to see me like this.’
‘Use that cream. It will be gone in the morning.’
‘Thank you, Mel.’
‘Bit of sarcasm, Jenny?’
‘Anyone would think it’s you that’s on show?’
‘I just want you to look good for Jeremy.’
‘That is thoughtful of you.’
‘When are you going to take your relationship with Jeremy to the next level?’
‘Where did that come from?’
‘You must know he loves you?’
‘And I love him. To be honest I’m frightened.’
‘Of the sex thing?’
‘That, and putting all my eggs in one basket so to speak.’
‘With our history I thought you would be grabbing at the pleasures withheld from you for
so long?’
‘When you’re locked away you miss out on all that pent-up emotion. Now I’m–’
‘We’re!’
‘Now that we’re that bit older my sensible head can, control is the right word, it’s, it’s, I
didn’t, haven’t learned how to use my emotions to make my life better, more rewarding, more
loving.’
‘You mean you’ve never had a relationship?’
‘Not what you mean. I’ve had friends, but I’ve never had a physical relationship, a rip
your clothes off and jump into bed relationship.’
‘You could with Jeremy?’
‘I could. I should. I love him so much. I don’t want to scare him away.’
‘By being someone he doesn’t want us to be.’
‘I think given the opportunity Jeremy would rip your clothes off and you wouldn’t even
make the bed.’
‘I’ll think about it, and anyway how come you are suddenly so interested in my love
life?’
‘Oh! I just want you to enjoy life. After what you have been through you deserve a better
life.’
‘Why thank you. I didn’t realise how much you care about me.’
‘So tomorrow night, you’re finally going to tell Jenny how much you love her?’
‘Possibly. I don’t want to rush things.’
‘Rush things! You’ve been trying to tell her how you feel since you met her in the
hospital.’
‘Why have you got a sudden interest in my love life?’
‘I’ve always been interested. It’s just that I’ve never said. I didn’t want to interfere.
‘Hmm. We’ll see.’
‘Oh, by the way, Jeremy, bishop takes queen, checkmate.’
Jeremy looks at the board and smiles.
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‘Seven-eleven to me.’
‘But you were ten-nil up at one point. You must be worried?’
‘I’m always worried.’
Jenny opens the door wearing a figure-hugging powder blue dress. Jeremy stutters out some
words.
‘You, you, you look beautiful. And you smell nice.’
‘Thank you for noticing.’ Jenny is smiling to herself. She knows that Jeremy can’t take
his eyes off her as she turns and walks down the hallway.
‘Come through. Our meal is ready, as are three bottles of cold wine.’
‘Goody.’
‘Goody?’
‘I love you!’ Jeremy is surprised by his sudden confidence.
‘Oh! That’s good because I love you.’
Jeremy has hold of Jenny’s hand. As they reach the table they kiss. If the food wasn’t
already on the table Jenny would have had her clothes-ripping session.
There is a loud silence during the meal and a great deal of eye-catching and smiling. The
second bottle of wine is even colder and lasts almost as long as the first.
‘I think the afters can wait?’ Jenny looks at Jeremy.
‘Oh. I always like my afters.’ Jenny is about to say something when Jeremy smiles and
then stands.
Two pairs of shoes are on the bottom step. Then clothes are abandoned on the stairs with
underwear in the corridor and into the bedroom.
‘This dessert is perfect. It was worth the wait.’
‘Yes it was.’
‘Are there more afters?’
‘Cold one in the fridge and a warm one soon to be in the bed.’
By the time Jeremy reaches the bedroom Jenny is waiting for him.
Jenny and Jeremy are asleep wrapped in each other’s arms.
‘Mel, are you there?’
‘Just getting there.’
‘You feel, er, soft and warm.’
‘Hmm.’
‘We have a few minutes.’
‘I hope it’s going to last more than a few minutes.’
‘We’ll soon be together forever.’
The sun is shining through the kitchen window. Jeremy has made tea and toast and Jenny
is sat in her dressing gown, just her dressing gown.
‘As it’s Sunday how would you like to have a pub lunch somewhere nice?’
‘And then come home for afters?’
‘If you insist.’
‘Marcus. Marcus. Wake up. What time is it?’
‘What! Oh. I’ll be awake in a minute. It’s, it’s, er, six thirty, well nearly.’
‘Do you know what today is?’
‘Monday. Jeremy doesn’t get up until seven, go back to sleep…bloody hell! It’s Monday
and I’m awake. I’m really awake. It’s me, it really is me.’
‘Of course it’s you. And it’s me as well. We’ve done it. We’ve taken over.’
‘Quick, get the ipad and check the bank accounts.’
‘Are your bags ready to go?’
‘My one bag is ready, it’s in the shed outside.’
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‘I put mine in the attic.’
‘All my letters are ready to send.’
‘We can send mine when we pick up my bag. You get showered first.’
‘I’d rather do something else first?’
‘Shower. We need to be on the train just after nine and we have to check our Post Office
Box.’
‘Okay, but tonight.
‘Tonight. The bank account is, is, hang on a second… we’re done, the money is there.’
‘Right. Let’s get ready and go.’
‘I can’t believe we’ve been in control for a month. Having our own flat is great. I love you so
much.’
‘I never thought I’d be so happy.’
‘Shall we have an early night?’
‘You’re hurting me. Stop it, get off me. You’re hurting me. Marcus, stop. Marcus, my throat, I
can hardly breathe.’
‘Police! Open the door! Open the door!’
‘Right. Break down the door. We need to get in there.’
‘We’re in.’
‘Wake up you murdering bastard.’
‘What! What’s happening? Who the fuck are you?’
‘Get up and get dressed.’
‘Where’s Mel?’
‘Sarge. There’s a woman on the floor. She’s, she’s dead.’
‘Looks like that woman in the flat below was right.’
‘Get dressed, you murdering bastard.’
‘I didn’t do that. I would never hurt Mel. I love her.’
‘No, but I would.’
‘Who the hell are you?’
‘You didn’t think yours was the only voice Jeremy heard, did you?’
‘You killed my Mel, you bastard.’
‘Sarge. He’s talking to himself.’
‘It wasn’t me, officer. It wasn’t me. It really wasn’t me.’
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Closing Doors
Elle-Marie Hinchcliffe

What we had was like shadows, falling on sunlit days over terraced streets; closing as one, no
gaps – closing, closing…
Every day, for a week now, I have come to the café to see her. I get here early while the
owner is brushing the street, setting the tables with a bored eye. It’s a pretty corner, ginghamblinded, pot-planted. I sip the coffee she brings me as I wait, flicking the pages of the book I’ve
just bought from the charity shop opposite. I’m a lucky bastard, Lee Child’s latest, ‘Make Me’.
I’m on edge as I wait for her to arrive. I wonder if the fascination is a response to everyday
tedium, a sort of bright light in the town’s ritual of samey sameness. Or is it something unique to
her, the girl I first saw behind the counter a week ago, that is making me feel like this?
I watch her as she ties her apron around her slim waist and imagine my hands holding
her. She moves among the tables gracefully. As I write on the inside of my book ‘her skin is the
colour of glazes sunlight; her hair, a raven’s wing, a river of inky black’. Yes, I am studying
English Lit, fancy myself as a bit of a poet (a bit of a puller my mates would say, laughingly). I
pretend to read but furtively glance each time she passes. I find writing works wonders, and try to
look Byronic, Shelley maybe, pretend to be lost in my poetry. She pretends to ignore the fact that
I exist and lets the elderly owner wait on my table. Occasionally, from the corner of my eye, I see
her glance across at me. This is how it has been all week. We are insulated from ever bringing the
attraction to a head by having no shared language. We are shadows playing silent games.
I pass the time inventing poems about her. Fiction of how her patents are refugees that
once tended goats in the hills of Greece, or Crete, or Italy; that she is a brilliant undiscovered
artist; that she is Hestia, virgin goddess of the hearth, sister of Zeus, sent back to Earth, for me.
After my third coffee I close the book and walk to the door for a cigarette. I am not sure
what my next move should be. The stars are beginning to light the sky but they are of no help.
I’m at a cafe in downtown Manchester, she and I are strangers from birth and will remain so –
unless, unless...
‘Do you have one for me?’ she says, standing in the doorway, a tanned hand on her hip.
‘You’re English,’ I almost gasp. She glances at my book.
‘You have not finished your poem,’ she smiles and I notice the delicious curve of her
collarbone. ‘A student?’ she asks, ‘feeling lost at sea in the city? I can show you all you are
looking for.’
That I am from a small village in Lancashire does not matter. She has heard of it, but
never been. We hold hands beneath the stars, between city lights. We are two shadows that fall
between terraced streets or city walks, this girl and I. This girl from the cafe who I will never see
again.
We listen to the chaotic laughter of the town which lingers like love, stroke each other's
face, touch each other's mouth, sleep held, in an unknown room for a moment in time beneath the
moon, the heavens, the birthplace of the gods. The stars, which divide to a single point, before
they disappear from view.
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Two Cigarettes
John Winstanley

Two cigarettes is all she left me
As the train pulled her away
Alone into the darkness she left me
Save two cigarettes. I pondered the irony
And wondered if she knew – yeah! She knew!
It wasn’t planned like other things were which
No one else knew, but she did and so did I.
My journey was shorter than hers
Like the richness of her experiences
My needs are not as deep yet still I
Drown in the shallowness of our time shared.
We’d survived and the rafted bodies we
Cling to are shared without passion
No one else knows, but she does and so do I.
The air gripped and rain dripped like tears
Hers pressed to the window – pain on the inside.
The house was empty with our ghosts choked
In clouds of smoke that poured from my lips
These events move me to cradle a coffee cold
Into my heart they stir but neither take hold
No one else can sense, but you do, don’t you?
From John’s recently published collection of writing, Beyond the Horizon.
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I Would Be Glad Of
D Garrett Nadeau

I would be glad of
a little

peace of mind
a little

break from

my imagination,
BUT
the tree-branches paw at
my window
a little

like sharp-nailed rats between the walls
a little

like your arm around my best friend’s

waist.
I would not be so jealous,
IF
I could walk on
water
a little

like hearing torn cobwebs swaying on ledges
a little

like seeing your laughter dropped on my doorstep
a little

like throwing my trust in front of a speeding train
a little.
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The Failure of Diplomacy
Cathy Lennon
When I saw the images on TV, the roiling smoke, people staggering through a lunar landscape, I
should have been more shocked. I was shocked. But truthfully, it just echoed the feeling I’d had
inside me all morning. Since the phone call. Of all people it had to come from Sara Bartlett. High
School welfare co-ordinator, nemesis of my own schooldays, wife of Al’s boss at the airport,
mother of straight-A twin girls whose sly, brace-speckled smiles and tossing ponytails seemed to
mock me. I added ‘pitying bearer of bad news’ to the list of reasons why I hated her. Even now,
hours later, her devastating words mingled with the TV commentary, floating around like all
those fragments of New York office paper.
Truant…loner…issues…outsider…problems at home…we’d like to suggest some
counseling.
I stood in front of the screen in the kitchen, watching all those people whose lives had
been changed forever and the city whose horizon had lost its twin towers, full of fellow feeling.
In the sink, the baking pans cooled and the air was hot with the aroma of chocolate cake. This
was me: expert in the diplomacy of the favorite cake, the beer bottles lined up in the refrigerator,
the path-smoothing blow job. This was my life: anticipating, tiptoeing, holding my breath, timing
to the second, sliding things into position with wincing slowness, one ear permanently tilted for
the ominous vibration. I was a loss to the United Nations, I told myself, on days when humor was
possible. Without my nerve-shredding efforts the whole house of cards would fall down. I was
tired to my soul. Sick to my stomach. I’d known about Teddy. I’d known. I just didn’t know what
the hell to do.
When the telephone rang again I almost didn’t pick up but it might have been Al. It was
Al. For a terrifying moment I thought he knew. Thought Sara had been on the phone to Len and
that Len had smirked at Al, made some comment. When he said he was bringing a guest home
with him, it took me a second to compute. This was the man who wouldn’t let his in-laws visit or
his kids have friends sleep over. But those images, that apocalyptic footage would affect anyone I
guess. I hung up and my chocolate cake diplomat’s brain whirred. There’d be no arguments, no
revelations, no…worse things in front of a stranger. Maybe it was a reprieve. Maybe this stranger
was really an angel. If I believed in angels.
The change in atmosphere told me Teddy had gotten home. My shoulders tensed and I
didn’t turn around. I suppose it wasn’t usual for me to have the TV on in the kitchen, so he came
to stand beside me. Taller than me now. We didn’t touch, we never did anymore. He smelled of
fresh air and grass, not school. Unsurprising as he’d never showed up. He slid his backpack from
his shoulder.
‘What is it? What’s going on?’ His voice had a breathy, hoarse softness that I knew drove
Al mad. I kept my eyes on the screen.
‘Terrorists. War. I don’t know. New York and the Pentagon. Hijacked planes.’
We stood silently for a while. The call from Sara Bartlett lay thickly beneath my
breastbone, a dirty secret.
‘Your father called. They’ve stopped all flights and there aren’t enough hotel rooms for
the passengers so he’s bringing one home. Go strip your bed and clear all the surfaces, you’re
going in with Bobby.’ I flicked him with the dishtowel and he scowled.
‘I don’t want to share with Bobby.’
Before I could stop it, my hand lashed out against the side of his head, shoving him in the
direction of his room. ‘Jesus, Teddy. Thousands of people have died and you can’t stop thinking
about yourself for one second? You disgust me.’ I shouldn’t have said it. I knew straightaway. I
turned and pressed my hands to my cheeks. I heard his bedroom door slam. The plane hit the
tower in slow motion again and I retched over the sink.
Under the gaze of Teddy’s Titanic movie posters, I wiped and vacuumed. He took his
usual refuge in the bathroom. I smoothed out clean sheets while Leo DiCaprio pouted at me from
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above the bed. I didn’t like to think what Leo observed in here, from his intimate vantage point. I
thought about the razor blades and bloody Kleenex I’d carefully replaced under the pillow, before
Christmas last year. The hot, sick feeling came and went but never got me any closer to knowing
how to talk about what I’d found. If Al knew. Dear God.
The crump of the basketball in the laneway heralded the arrival of Bobby. I hammered on
the bathroom door with the Clorox in my hand. ‘Teddy, come on out now. I need to clean in
there.’ There was silence. I leaned my head against the door. ‘Please Teddy. I need to make sure
everything is clean in there, or…’ I left the possible consequences of housework inadequacy
hanging, hoping he was still on my side. The lock turned and he looked through me. Those dark
curls, those soft brown eyes were as beautiful to me as they ever were, but someone new lives
inside them now.
Our Ford came to a standstill before the kitchen window and Al got out. He popped the
trunk and a handsome young man in a blue shirt and chinos peeled himself out of the passenger
seat. Bobby paused, passing his basketball from hand to hand as our guest shouldered his duffle
and gave him a smile. In the hall Al introduced me and I shook David’s hand. His eyes were blue
and kind, his teeth a little crooked, the open neck of his shirt made him look boyish, although
there was a metropolitan slickness to him. He must have had only ten years on Teddy in age, but
a lifetime in confidence and charm. He was a pearl in the midst of swine. I offered coffee,
looking at Al. He nodded. Teddy hovered in the doorway and I called him forward. ‘Our
youngest, Teddy, he’s fifteen.’ They shook hands and I called Bobby to join us.
In the living room the TV was on low and although we conversed in uncomfortable
lumps we were all drawn to its rolling tragedy. David was a photographer. He was en route from
a fashion shoot. He lived in New York with his partner: ‘He’s safe, thank God.’ Al gave me a
look. The look said he knew all about the likes of David. The look said this may have been his
idea, he may have volunteered to unknowingly host a member of that community he had a dozen
ugly names for, but it will surely be me who suffers for it. Out of the corner of my eye I saw
Teddy watching David from underneath his bangs. I saw the jiggle of his knee, the way he picked
at his sneakers. I sensed an ominous vibration.
‘The coffee was great but I’d love to rest up before dinner,’ David said.
‘Of course.’ I got up but Teddy was already halfway to the hall, beckoning. ‘Teddy will
show you.’ David began to clear the cups with delicate, elegant hands. Al gave me another look
then turned up the sound on the TV. ‘Leave them to me,’ I said, scooping everything back onto
the tray. Al’s fleshy, baggage-handler’s paw squeezed my thigh as I passed him. I knew of old it
had more pounds per square inch than a vise. The crockery rattled; my acceptance of the warning.
It was Tuesday so we had cod and potatoes. For once our dinner table looked and
sounded very close to the way I’ve always imagined Sara Bartlett’s did. There was courtesy and
some subdued conversation. Although it was growing dark outside, David asked if he could take
a walk. Teddy immediately offered to go with him and there was something so urgent and
emotional about him that even a stranger to chocolate cake diplomacy would register it. I leaped
to my feet.
‘Your turn to do dishes, Teddy. Bobby will show David a nice route. Not too long
though. It gets colder up here.’ I gabbled like a baboon. Bobby looked up goggle-eyed.
‘I’ll do them later,’ Teddy said and my eyes whipped to Al.
‘Do as your mother tells you,’ he said.
‘Why don’t I help?’ David began collecting the plates. ‘Then maybe Ted and Bobby and
I can go together.’
Bobby shook his head dramatically. ‘No thanks.’ Then as an afterthought: ‘I have
homework.’
Al went down into the basement to work on the ptarmigan he was mounting. Bobby sat
in front of a hockey game, his school books open for show. I watched the minute hand go round
on the clock with the picture of the hunter and the gundog on its dial. I didn’t know where Teddy
had taken David. I was scared of what he might be telling him. I was even more scared of what
David might do. I wasn’t proud of that, but I was the guilty cornerstone of the house of cards
after all. When they came through the door, all pink-cheeked and windblown, I warily inspected
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them for clues. There was a tiredness to Teddy but David looked the same. I looked down at my
hands, knotted together in my lap.
‘Thank you for taking me into your home like this.’ I glanced up at David, saw Teddy
make wordlessly for Bobby’s room. I felt my cheeks burn.
‘It is the least we can do.’ My chewed lips flickered a smile.
‘I think I’ll turn in.’ He indicated the faucet, ‘May I?’
I got to my feet and fetched a glass, drew water with our reflections side by side in the
dark window pane. I held out the glass and he lay a hand on my arm.
‘He will be all right you know.’
I began to tremble, the surface of the water vibrated and he took the glass.
‘How do you know that?’ I whispered, leaning onto the sink.
His eyes searched mine. ‘Trust your instincts,’ he said.
I felt tears prick and shook my head. ‘I’ve been getting it all wrong.’
‘He’s your son. You know who he is. You’re just trying to protect him.’ He paused and I
felt the tear trickle down my cheek. ‘Round here I’m guessing that’s a pretty tough thing to do.’
‘He’ll never be safe here,’ I said. ‘He’ll never be able to be the person he is. But one day,
he will be able to leave. He will be free. Did you tell him that?’
David squeezed my arm. ‘I told him to hang on in there. I told him it would get better. I
told him to come see me in New York one day.’
‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I hope he will.’
Before he left, David made us pose for a family photograph, for him to remember us by. The last
time we had a picture taken all together was at Disneyworld Florida. The vacation I paid for with
the money from my father’s will. The money my father had insisted only I could spend. I think I
broke his heart, marrying Al. That clause in the will meant the boys got to see the Magic
Kingdom, although it was so long ago I doubt either remembers it well. David mailed us a copy
of the photograph. I meant to get a frame for it, but somehow my heart just wasn’t in it.
Yesterday I put it in Teddy’s room, along with a gorgeous picture of Leo I’d cut out of a
magazine. Today he gave me the letter from the school counselor. We haven’t mentioned it to Al.
His favorite beer’s on special at the moment. I haven’t bought any yet.
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Waiting for the Amber
Elle-Marie Hinchcliffe
At the hospital the ambulance stops.
They lift you out.
The doctor tries to hide his despair
Mists his eyes,
Tries to shield
my tears.
Not missed
I know they show.
I know they know.
You have pulmonary collapse
The artery has torn under the
Cough’s cruel game,
The lung collapsed,
Monitors click their message,
Cold as technology
All eyes watch lights here,
Waiting for the amber
Hoping for the green
The nurse sees red
A startle of spray
I love you, I say.

50

A Taste of Autumn
John Winstanley

That certain chill in the air
Which nips your balls into constriction
Sizzles your ears to the point of brittle pain
Cakes your face in an atmosphere of hushed ice
As if you’d exposed yourself to the refrigerator
Long walks through the park – quiet as death
You’re there because your breath steaming gives you away!
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Spelling ‘B’
Elle-Marie Hinchcliffe
She embroiders an alphabet of golden silks,
‘H’ and ‘K’ circled in love knots;
Each letter the heavy gilt of Tudor;
pricks her finger, puzzles at the red stained head
as fresh breeze blows from France.
Beyond her window, purple clover clouds
herald swarm of velvet summer –
sky cried with sway of seabirds,
virgin tide to hide misdeed
returning, staying.
Like bees, she gives inadvertent birth
to her successor, her unfruitful womb
an empty beebox, aches with seedless flowering;
is awed by pervading malice:
her lady –
his.
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Chaos in Lancashire
John Winstanley
Coowee just me thought I’d pop in and see how you’re mending but I can see you’re doing fine
sitting up and no doubt you’ll be out of here soon I expect ehh now I know what you’re thinking
why haven’t I dropped in sooner well you know how it is what with one thing and another and it
being nearly Christmas I’ve been that busy I haven’t sat down for a good five minutes to myself
since I don’t know when and as for squeezing in time to catch a bus that goes to this hospital it’s
so awkward travelling anywhere with me sciatica it’s so inconvenient I’m glad it only comes
once a year what with the snow and the ice and if the cold weather isn’t bad enough they put up
the prices ’n ’all well it makes you wonder whether it’s worth all the effort which is what we
were saying down at Japatti Joe on Bengal Street I had to wait ten minutes to be served only
wanted some corn beef and lard but there was a queue out of door all saying that there must be an
illness in their family well there’s a bug going round surprised you’ve not caught it while in here
and the looks I got holding the tin ‘...have you checked that it’s not come from Argentina?’ Mrs
Roberts said to me what with the war on its unpatriotic to buy anything Argy isn’t it not that
some called it a war saying it’s a conflict huhh try telling that to our lads fightin in it but I did
check the label just to be sure we were packed in there like sardines it being pension day the
schools are off the miners striking and others shirkin no wonder things are so expensive having
to pay money to keep them idlers on the dole and the price I had to pay it’s a fortune in old
money mind you it’s all plastic nowadays and everything is buy now pay later it will all end in
tears mark my words and they tried to give me one they did when I was in the bank last week
what do I need with a credit card for at my age ? ‘in case of an emergency Mrs Wright’ the man
said ‘no thank you’ I told him if it’s an emergency I’ll just have to make do like we did during
the war the proper war I’m talking about when Churchill were alive not that the kids these days
know what it were like back then they can keep their plastic money and furniture otherwise we’ll
be eating plastic food in plastic houses mark my words ‘progress’ they say don’t make me laugh
when we had toys we took care of them and they were made to last and we were grateful for what
you got ‘progress’ that’s their excuse but what a mess they’re making of things you only have to
look at the young uns we’d never been allowed to get away with what they do today rioting
looting sniffin glue coloured hair graffiti and that reggae music at all hours our parents would
have murdered us but you only have to look at what the schools are teachin them all that arty
tarty stuff with them long subjects that end in ‘ology’ we had none of that and look how we
turned out thanks to the 3 Rs that’s all you needed and sore knuckles or a bruised backside if you
misbehaved no nosey social workers and snoopers waste of taxpayers’ money same as I say about
computers they’re not helpin either it’s not natural for kids to be taught by machines and robots
put people out of work more ‘progress’ I suppose but before you know it a fuse will blow and the
whole world will come to a stop like our ’lectric fire as making up the grate is hard work at our
age for me and my Norm well it’s cheaper to have one around and they’re reliable for a warm on
a cold night you’ve got to be thankful for what you’ve got as my old mum use to say and she’d
have a thing or two to shout about today if she were alive proper bold she were marched to
London once you know to hand in a petition to Prime Minster Macdonald against working
conditions and hunger ’mongst townsfolk never mind that Indian fella in his bathrobe who came
to see us when mills were closed they were the days when the Unions made us stick together
through thick and thin not like now everyone wants something for nothin still always got the
summer to look forward to and our garden don’t half bloom but there’s too much pruning and
cutting to be done I told Norm to flag it but will he listen will he heckers like too busy with his
pigeons and gardening plays havoc with his back it does ‘flag it and sell the tools’ I tell him
should be worth a bob or two and sometimes I wonder why I bother with him but he has had a lot
of success with his breeding over the years when he’s not down the Red Lion I can always find
him in his shed ankle deep in pigeon droppings if only he’d remember to wipe his feet before
treading the muck into the kitchen when he brings in a sickly chick ohh the smell lingers and
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even though he’s only got a small one I make do even if it’s more trouble than it’s worth
sometimes and I say think of the rest you can have on a Sunday not havin to do the lawn but he
says it will be nice for grand kids to play on when they come it’s been nearly eleven years since
they emigrated to Australia our Jenny is ten and Teresa’s eight next March here I have a photo
see aren’t they lovely Jeremy is something to do with computers and our Loraine is going back to
nursing when little un starts big school not the same not seeing them in the flesh you know from
pictures and speaking on the phone little darlings we can’t wait till we finally get to hug and hold
them at last mind you they do look nice on the mantelpiece despite the dusting but he will insist
on burying them in the back garden under me rose bushes...cheeky smiling faces they have
haven’t they....pity I keep digging them up while I’m weeding ‘flag it’ I say and we can go and
visit them with the money we’d save and some of me bingo winnings but he won’t fly and the
furthest abroad we’ve been is Ireland on the ferry for our honeymoon to see his folks it’s the only
place he’ll go to for holidays and who would want to fly all that way at this time of the year with
the way the roads are and the gritters on strike again just like the miners disrupting things and
causing chaos by holding the country to ransom when they know we need them cleared for the
buses and the lights on of an evening we’re pensioners and we can’t get about if they’re not
working scandal it is the way they carry on every winter and greedy with it as if they deserve
what they’re asking for while rest of us have to make do and suffer like we did during that three
day week you remember that don’t you like that time when kettle didn’t work when you came
round for a brew and how I thought the element had gone till your Stan came asking if our ‘lecy
had gone off right pair of clogs we were scratchin our heads and spitting feathers with no warning
ehh they were days of hardship the young uns today don’t know they’re born compared to what
we had to put up with pity they won’t let you smoke in here and it’s not good for you having to
stand in the cold for one is it and all this ‘stop smoking’ campaigning does my head in well they
don’t realise how much weight you put on when you stop and chewing mints ain’t good for your
teeth is it and that place outside near the bins where you are allowed to smoke has loads of litter
and rats running about the place is going to rack and ruin just like the staff they employ in the
NHS nowadays it were in the Telegraph yesterday here I brought you a copy as it tells all about
the mistakes they’ve made in here recently like one doctor who took someone’s tonsils out
instead of his appendix mind you I blame all the Hovis ones they’re letting in these days as most
can’t speak English no wonder they make mistakes they say it being the main training hospital
for students in Lancashire they should be better supervised fancy not being able to count the
number of knives and such like before they stitch you back up imagine leaving here with summat
sharp rattling round your insides ehh never mind the diseases you can catch in here that’s why
there’s so many flowers I suppose to hide the smells from them bins ehh...wonder when will they
be bringing tea trolley as I’ll have to be going as there’s going to be another one of those marches
in town centre summat about nuclear weapons ‘ban the bomb’ they called it in the sixties well
they say fashions never change just an excuse to cause a lot of disruption those long haired hippie
layabouts with nothing better to do they want to cut their hair and get a job instead of causing
trouble and Maggie’s got the right idea gettin the police to move them on we don’t want them
stopping round here setting up one of those communes making a mess everywhere and it’s not
like it’s going to make any difference is it says my Norm eh ... well ... no sign of trolley then???
...more cut-backs I suppose ... ahh ... well... I can see you’re tired and I’d best be leavin you to
have a nap ... oh and don’t worry about your house as I’ve been tellin everyone to keep an eye on
it for you ...well take care of yourself and see you again soon bye luv...
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Britannia Rules, OK
D Garrett Nadeau
When first to Britain I did roam,
I hardly thought of it as home.
Tea with milk and buttered scones –
And motorways with surplus cones?
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
I’m making do with ‘sweets’ for ‘afters,’
And learning what exactly is a ‘grafter’.
‘Boots’ and ‘bonnets’ in their cars,
I think my ‘mates’ all come from Mars.
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
With ‘tellys,’ ‘fridges,’ ‘football pools,’ and drunken binges,
No wonder I feel I’m off my hinges.
I’m told I must speak English here – ‘proper like, old chap’.
All this while eating – ‘jacks’ that ‘flap’?
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
Thanksgiving’s gone; I don’t know where.
I guess they can’t be thankful here
For homney, grits or sho-fly pie.
I’d like to know the reason why.
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
The weather here is mostly what folks talk about
That and if they’ll build a pub ‘by nearest roundabout.’
I’ve been here nearly forty years. That’s going some.
But I prefer a good ole bourbon to their gin or rum.
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
Both Foot and Mouth and Creutzfeldt-Jakob I’ve survived,
But cricket is a game I can’t abide.
What’s wrong with baseball – no, not ‘rounders.’
And why can’t Fish and Chips be made with flounder?
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
Castles, Parliament, the House of Lords, crop circles, the Uffington White Horse,
And hundreds slain in Oxford if you believe Inspector Morse.
Five thousand years they’ve had to figure out Stonehenge,
And yet they argue whether Maradona’s ‘Hand of God’ deserves revenge.
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
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And what exactly was that cup they won in 1966?
And what on Earth is ‘Spotted Dick?’
Some pimply kid who wears a uniform to school,
Or Dickens-like requests just one more bowl of gruel?
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
And why exactly was it better in the War?
And what by God are ‘prophylactics’ for?
To me, you, know, a Rambler is a car,
And how did Patrick Moore become a knight and TV star?
Still, I’m just a Yankee Doodle Dandy
With nowhere here to buy my candy.
Of course, when all is said and done,
In Britain I sure have had some fun.
I’ve married twice and got severely ill,
And risked a night or two with ladies who weren’t on the pill.
So in the end I guess my life in Britain hasn’t been so very strange.
You see, it’s not about the way your cards are dealt,
More like the way they are arranged.
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Last Night the Snow Came Down
Dea Parkin

Sherbet fountain
In the lamplight
Madding snowflakes
Fizzy pleasure

Roman candles
Up the street
Child delights
In glow-bright showers

Real-life snow globe
Harder, faster
Stirs excitement
All shook up.

From Dea’s recently published poetry collection: Any Other Business
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Body Polish
Jacky Pemberton

I am naked on this slab,
Let’s start again.
Find me buried under
More than
Half a century.
Use salt and grain
To grind away
This callus.
I want to be
Benfogleated;
Fresh faced,
Colgate clean,
Dig beneath
The kelp and
Crustaceans,
Scoop the debris
Between my ribs,
Turn me over,
Scrub my skin
Until it’s raw,
Work your way
Into my scalp,
Behind my eyes,
The trench of
My tongue,
Polish me,
Hollow me,
Watch the slurry
Swirl and whirl,
Then wrap me in
A cloak of pearl,
Leave the room
While I become
A mermaid.
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Transformation
Dea Parkin

He knew she was turning into a wolf. When she trotted into his room, brought his morning cup of
tea, her movements had become fluid, graceful. Yet she’d put on weight; her uniform buttons
strained over her breasts. Her thighs, when she sat and the blue dress rode up, were bulging in her
tights. With muscle.
She put down the tray with the drink and a biscuit on the stained wooden table that leaned
against his chair and he could see that her nails were grown long. And thick. Every day, longer.
And more yellow.
Same with her teeth. She smiled, and he shivered. The canines, like crocus shoots in
spring, were more pronounced than a few weeks ago. One day, he noticed indentations in her lips
– full-blooded, wide – and knew he was right. She saw him looking. The expression in her eyes,
now speckled and green when he’d have sworn they were brown, was unsavoury. She started to
avoid smiling. And her eyes snarled.
Came the day when he put out his hand for his favourite Bourbon before she’d quite
removed her own, and as she pulled away her nail snagged his skin and drew a long thin welt that
filled with scarlet.
‘I’m sorry,’ she muttered, not quite meeting his eyes. ‘Let me see to that.’
She went into his en suite, her backside moving in the uniform, not with a feminine lilt like
the other carers but with athletic grace. He didn’t feel at all aroused as he sometimes did, to his
surprised pleasure, when drinking in the rear view of some of the other female carers.
She emerged with a wet flannel in one hand and a tube of antiseptic in the other. Rather
than administer to him herself, she dropped them on the tray next to his mug and plate and
stretched her mouth at him over her shoulder as she headed for the door.
‘Sorry, Albert, I’m in a rush this morning. Catch you later.’ He knew she hadn’t wanted to
touch him, or not with tenderness, not with healing in her fingers. Perhaps she couldn’t trust
herself any more. Perhaps her instinct was to rip and tear.
The care home was agog with the news. Two babies had been taken from two different houses
quite nearby. Taken, as in someone had sneaked in and removed them. Person or persons
unknown, to place or places unknown. Their parents, voices quavering on the precipice of
unstoppable tears, were interviewed in the lead story on local TV. Passing the carers’ staff room,
Albert could hear the reporters’ urgent voices, the parents’ anguish, over and over again. A
blanket from one of the babies was found a mile or so away in woods. He could see those woods
from his window. There was no foreign substance discovered on the fabric, nothing except small
twigs and leaves, and earth. A trace of blood was spotted by a hawk-eyed policeman on a littleused track across the fields. It was tested; it belonged to the other child. The track led, eventually,
into the same woods. The noise from the TV, strident, unceasing, was as disturbing as the story.
Albert kept as close an eye on the carer as he dared. She seemed subdued. Or was it, sated?
In the rare glimpses he caught of those teeth, they seemed to him sharper, but now she never
smiled, and when she spoke it was either in a low mumble or with her back turned to him, so he
wasn’t certain. But her figure had bulked out, although she sloped round his room and down the
corridors with increasing poise.
One night, getting ready for bed, as always far later than the carers preferred, Albert heard
soft footsteps pass and took a glance beyond his door. The corridor was barely lit at night-time,
and it went on for ever past more room doors – so many prisoners’ cells! – so his view down its
length was muted and shadowy, but he could swear it was her in the distance, and at the end,
where the light was almost lost in dimness, he saw her drop from her upright stance to slink
around the corner on all fours. He waited, but she didn’t return.
It was a long time since he’d turned left out of his room. All the public areas, and most
importantly the front door, lay in the other direction. He didn’t think the corridor led anywhere,
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but the following morning, after the usual trauma of breakfast with the other residents, he went
exploring. Using two sticks – nothing on wheels for him – it took a long time for Albert to reach
the corner where he’d seen the wolf-woman disappear. The corridor continued just a little way,
and ended at a secured glass door. A fire escape. He poked about on the green carpet with his
stick but saw nothing out of the ordinary. The nursing home aroma of piss and disinfectant was
fainter here, he thought. But there was something else, something earthy, like a newly turned
flowerbed, maybe? Albert sighed. It was a long time since he’d dug over a flowerbed. A long
time since he’d done anything. He still listened to the radio when he could, but a carer coming in
to dress his leg or feed and water him or check he hadn’t vacated one of the best rooms in the
home yet was pretty much guaranteed to interrupt his favourite programmes so he didn’t always
bother. He didn’t have the patience for reading any more, which was a pity; he used to enjoy a
good book. He’d read one about werewolves once. He thought the carer was unusual in this
regard. She was changing into a wolf in front of his eyes, every day a little more lupine;
werewolves, he remembered, did it suddenly, human to wolf, in the light of a full moon. He
resolved to check in yesterday’s paper if last night had been a full moon.
Back in his room he found the information. Gibbous. ‘So not a werewolf then,’ he
murmured.
A rustle of cloth behind him wasn’t lost on Albert’s hearing aids. He stilled, and so did she.
There was a particular tang… She didn’t come into the room, and Albert didn’t turn to look at
her, but she’d heard his comment all right. Probably knew he’d sensed her there, too. He heard
light footsteps die away, and Albert sucked his teeth. He reckoned if he wasn’t very careful the
home’s management would soon be celebrating the best room in the place coming available. He
didn’t want that; life had got interesting.
He debated what to do. He could tell the manager his suspicions. They’d think he’d gone
gaga. No, the best thing was to keep watch. If she left the home in her wolfish guise, he must try
to follow.
The next two days, the wolf-woman didn’t come into work. Meanwhile the telly showed
pictures of men in white suits combing the woods for evidence, or dead babies, or a paedophile.
Albert thought they should be looking for chewed bones.
The third day and she was in. When she visited Albert’s room with his morning tray, she
met his eyes. He got a shock. Was he the only one to see how they’d changed, how the pupils
were no longer black and round, but slitted, and yellow? He gazed, his hands pressing on the
rough fabric of his chair, and she smiled. That is, her lips drew back to reveal her teeth. The
canines were no longer human. She was clumsy as she set the tray down, and he could see the
nails, pointed and thick, were giving her trouble. He also saw, protruding beneath the blue cuff,
long grey hair. She spoke his name and it was guttural; the most frightening sound he’d ever
heard. She grinned again and added a word: ‘Soon’. Albert’s heart thundered and threatened to
stop.
He sat still a long time after she swished out of the room. It took a while before he could
summon the strength to lift his mug, drink his tea. His favourite Bourbon – she always brought
him those, the others couldn’t care less – went untouched.
That evening, he resisted the efforts of an impatient carer to make him undress and didn’t
watch TV because it always put him to sleep. He turned on the radio, and when the home fell
quiet, read the paper. He listened. It was after midnight when he heard someone – something –
pad by his door. He gave her a minute or two to round the corner, and then eased himself on his
sticks, silent on the carpet, and headed left down the corridor. He didn’t allow himself to admit to
fear, but a few nerves, yes. Here was the corner. He had a sense of the rest of his life waiting for
him, of Fate crouched, ready to spring. He could go back – but Albert had always regretted being
too young to fight in the War. He set his jaw, swung his sticks and seized the opportunity to
prove his bravery.
She was waiting for him. The blue overall lay on the floor, and beyond that glowered a
wild animal, huge and grey and fierce, the red mouth yawning, yellow eyes ablaze. He tried to
back away, but had no chance. The she-wolf launched herself at him, he heard his stick crack, his
head hit the carpet, he felt fangs at his throat…
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Albert woke the next morning in his room. He was surprised to be alive, although his body
ached all over. He pushed up through the covers to feel for his neck. Just a graze. Then what?
The sunlight caught on his hand. Between the fingers, grey hair. He’d defended himself; good.
But his heart staggered as he tried to pull it free. The fur was attached; it was growing out of him.
A second lease of life. He hoped he’d be a young wolf, running wild and free.
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Golden Wedding
Walter James
In our college days
before ever we married
A bicycle-crossbar
was your only carriage
Then, in spite of some doubts
and questions of whether
We decided our lives
would be better together.
Our gift, of each to each other,
we both still retain, and
Our health and well-being
over the decades remain
To faraway places we've travelled
with hardly a care
Visiting friends and family
their treasures to share.
These fifty years have sped past us
as if only a day, but
Our love still keeps warm
in just the same way
Now our house and our garden
plus friends that we've made
Will keep us both together,
till our memories fade.
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All Seems Well
Jacky Pemberton
1 3 0 9 – she presses the combination and lets herself in, then picks up the Ipswich Star, and
glancing at the headlines, places it on my hall table.
Not sure why I still have it delivered. Births: deaths: marriages. But there’s some
beautiful poetry in the memorials.
‘Good morning, Gladys,’ she calls up the stairs.
She opens the living room curtains and the sunshine bathes the room with gentleness.
Squeezing past the stairlift she calls my name again; her voice rising like pink balloons.
‘Good morning, Gladys, it’s a lovely morning.’
My bedroom is stuffy with the smell of sleep and urine. She tugs back the curtains and
opens the latch window a little further.
‘Mind my lace curtains,’ I want to tell her.
‘How are you this morning? Did you sleep well?’
I want to stay where I am. The sea tickles my feet with shivery fingers. Shingle catches
between my toes and I pretend to overbalance so that he scoops me up in his arms. I’m wearing
the new pleated skirt I bought from Footman’s. I’m light as a feather.
‘Come on you: let’s give you a proper dip!’
I shriek and press my face into his neck; smell the khaki African sun which has seeped
into his skin and want to cry for all that he has suffered before he returned to me and this beach in
Suffolk. His trousers are rolled up to the knees, his strong legs steadfast against the gathering
waves. I cling on to him as we take another step.
‘Stop! You know I’m scared of water!’
‘I won’t let you fall…love you too much to ever let go of, my beauty.’
‘How are you feeling today, Gladys?’
Other hands are pulling me through the slurry of lost dreams. Reality slaps against my
shivered skin. She smiles at me and I try to smile back; blinking away the sting of
disappointment.
‘Come on, let’s get you up and washed and you’ll feel brighter then.’
She helps me into the stairlift and I begin the slow descent. I shuffle into the small
bathroom and hold on to the sink while my back and rear are being washed and I soap my face
with my good hand. Quickly she swaps my pad for a fresh one and helps me get my legs in my
knickers and pull them up. Then I sit on the toilet while she creams my legs. Do they belong to
me? They look like uncooked lamb with stringy veins woven through. My ankle bones
swallowed by puffy skin and nails like molluscs. Then she creams my arms until I have a thin
undercoat of white that smells like the inside of a first-aid kit. Soon it will absorb and the
blotches and bruises rise again to the surface.
‘Shall we change this jumper today? What about that nice red one your daughter bought
you for your birthday?’
I’m comfy in my navy blue and the bright red one Fay got me sags round my neck but,
never mind, if it keeps everyone happy.
As I comb through my hair, more wiry bits are tangled into the comb. Lynda, my
hairdresser, always tries her best to puff it out and cover over the exposed areas of my scalp, but
it’s not easy.
On my wedding day my hair was so thick it took twenty clips to keep it under my veil.
That night he took each clip out, one by one, gently kissing me on the lips as each curl unwound,
each breath whispering his love.
‘Here’s a nice cup of tea and your porridge. I’ve put you some fresh water to take your
tablets. I’ll just go upstairs and sort the doings out. Let’s see what’s happening in the world this
morning.’
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I usually turn it off once she’s left. Can’t be doing with daytime telly. I’d rather just read
my book or sit quietly, not thinking, not doing. These walls are part of me. Fifty years ago I
brought Fay into this front room; a babe in arms.
‘Don’t cry, little one, you’re home now: safe and sound.’
The new orange pill always gets stuck in my throat. Not sure what it’s for or if it’s doing
any good. The packs are delivered once a month like clockwork. They remind me of the advent
calendars Fay had when she was little. She never could wait to open them and once I found she’d
eaten a whole week’s chocolate on the second of December and then tried to stick the backs
down again with Sellotape!
I hear the toilet flush as the bowl from my commode is emptied and rinsed.
‘I’ll take these things out of your way and get them washed up.’
My hands rest in my lap.
‘Right, I’ll just sit down while I fill this in... Is it this weekend your daughter’s coming to
visit you? That will be nice. The forecast’s good for the weekend. Perhaps she’ll take you out
somewhere nice.’
7am: Gladys asleep on arriving. Assisted downstairs, full body wash, creamed legs and arms,
prompted change of clothes, prepared breakfast, supervised medication, emptied commode, bins,
washed up breakfast things. Daughter visiting at weekend.
All seems well on leaving. 7.30am Caroline
‘Bye, Gladys. I’ll see you tomorrow morning same time. Take care.’
Briefly her hand rests on my shoulder. I feel the tenderness of her touch, the warmth of
her smile.
The day rolls out before me: a long, threadbare carpet.
I close my eyes.
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Members’ Publications
In the last year or so, several members have published their writing.
The Cloven Pine by D Garrett Nadeau

Dana Garret Nadeau, a literature academic, DJ and magistrate, has published his cross-genre
adventure story, The Cloven Pine, set in 1960s Idaho. Conrad, the mixed-race son of a lovable
crazy and a wise woman from the South, grows up fast in a country gripped by fear of the
Russians and of alien invasion. This is a novel to be enjoyed by teens, and savoured by adults
who appreciate a multi-level adventure story with dashes of fantasy, sci-fi and murder.
Here’s a short extract from The Cloven Pine.
May was drawing to a close, and the night was warm enough that I’d opened my bedroom
window. Usually the only sound that ever interrupted the peacefulness was the wind in the trees
or the hoot of an owl.
I awoke with a start. I felt full of a vague fear. There had been a sort of strange scraping
at the window, but my bedroom was too high up for anyone to be out there – unless they’d come
up a ladder. I tried to get up but I was pinned down. I strained to see in the darkness. I was fully
conscious, but unable to speak or move. I couldn’t even turn my head. Someone – or something –
was in the room. My mind raged for my body to move. I mentally demanded my muscles to
respond. They just wouldn’t.
And as he/she bent down over me, a strange blue light surrounded a ghostly, masked face
as it loomed into my frozen gaze, the long, white chin and cheeks set in a grotesque exaggeration
as if to laugh at my very vulnerability. I tried to scream, to cry out loud, but I could not. And all
the while the ghoulish face descended ever closer to mine, made all the more hideous by the
complete absence of a mouth.
And the eyes. I shall never forget the eyes. They were solid black and soulless, vacant of
any expression that might reveal the least bit of pity or sympathy. In them I saw darkly as into a
mirror obscure as obsidian. In them I saw the twisted reflection of my own tortured fear.
Contact Dana to buy a copy or visit Amazon and search for The Cloven Pine by D Garrett
Nadeau.
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Beyond the Horizon by John Winstanley

John Winstanley, author of local music autobiography Unsigned Unscene, has published a
collection of poems and writings called Beyond the Horizon. They chart his development as a
writer from his early teenage years until his twenties. Here’s an example, and there’s another
poem from John’s collection elsewhere in this edition of Aware.
The Empty Shell
To be lying here…alone
Head searching the darkness
Lulled by your scented warmth.
Ease was never simple.
For me to see the inside
Our lips bathed in sweetened moisture
Soothed like our bodies drained.
Need is always hungry.
Ah! For this place to be silent,
Choked by your ghostly presence
Void like my dying cries…
Only the strong grow weaker.
Contact John to buy a copy or visit www.lulu.com/shop.

Limited Liability by D J Harrison

Our vice-chair, Dave Harrison, has published Limited Liability, the third in his series of Jenny
Parker novels; thrillers about an accountant in Lancashire who finds herself the focus of deadly
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malice from a range of villains. Even those people who are meant to be on her side are ranged
against her. Jenny is used to finding her financial stability, her personal safety, her friends and her
freedom under threat but when the threat invades her home and is levelled against her young son
Toby, Jenny fights back with devastating effect. Here’s an extract:
The house is enormous, three-storey red brick, set back slightly from the busy main road.
It’s the kind of place that is normally converted into a dozen flats or used as an old people’s
home. There’s a camera pointing at us from a steel cage as we stand patiently to be admitted. On
the floor in a corner of the open porch a pigeon is standing, feathers puffed into a ball, neck
withdrawn like an aspirant tortoise. It makes no movement to acknowledge my presence. A
forlorn figure, staring implacably with cloudy eyes. I can feel how close to death the poorly bird
is and my heart aches at its plight. It’s waiting to succumb either to disease or the next predator
along. It’s powerless, helpless, resigned to its fate, unable to do anything but wait for death. I’m
not that pigeon, I remind myself. That’s why I’m here, that’s why I have to do this, despite
Monty’s misgivings.
The skinny youth that opens the door looks no match for Monty’s reassuring solidity.
This provides me with some small measure of initial comfort which is soon dispelled when we are
ushered into a side room and I see our reception committee. Four men, middle aged, military
haircuts, muscles barely restrained by thin t-shirts. None of them are pointing guns at us. Not yet
anyway.
Monty and I are guided to the far corner of the room, to the other side of an ancient potmarked table. There are plenty of chairs available but nobody seems to be interested in sitting
down. The four men stand between us and the door now. A breathless panic tightens my chest;
this isn’t what I expected, but I should have. My vision of a comfortable chat over a cup of tea
was a pathetic illusion, I realise that now. I’m scared and my big idea is diminished to a
foolhardy illusion. My objectives have already dwindled to getting out alive. Monty, whose
solidity and robustness is my source of strength, looks puny in the company of the bigger, harder,
more ruthless men that block our exit.
The only thing that’s keeping my breath under control is Monty’s calm. He looks
unperturbed, unfazed. When I look at him, I get a gust of relaxation that quietens my panic and
helps me function. The six of us stand uncomfortably waiting in silence. There’s no chit-chat, no
attempt to break the ice, no internal communication going on within the four of them. There’s a
uniformly military style about all of them in the room. Despite the physical differences they all
carry themselves in a similar way; head upright, body straight, arms relaxed and unencumbered.
No slouching, hands in pockets or leaning against walls for any of these guys.
It’s a long, awkward five minutes before the door opens and he steps into the room. His
eyebrows raise suddenly as his gaze flicks from Monty and on to me. I’m obviously not what he’s
expecting, though he’s exactly the man I want to see. The last time we met he attacked me with a
knife. I still bear the marks of disfigurement he left. That episode was a warning; since then he’s
had several people try to kill me.
See Dave to buy a copy of Limited Liability or order from Amazon.
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Any Other Business: Poetry Goes Off Agenda by Dea Parkin

Finally, Aware editor and Circle chairwoman Dea Parkin has published a slim collection of
poetry called Any Other Business. Aimed at people who enjoy poetry where they don’t have to
struggle too hard for the meaning, and containing several poems ideal for reading aloud, the
multi-themed collection comes in e-book or a small, gift-sized paperback. Here’s one poem from
the collection. You’ll come across another elsewhere in this edition of Aware.
I am remote
I am remote
from the world and all that was me
cocooned in this raw and seeping
harsh tear-steeped-in
cell of grief
hands reach in for me
I send out a spectre to roam
in the workplace
and the home-place and the friend’s place
it has my face
horror re-lived
every time with more feeling
sends me sickening
but I don’t escape
I must remember to save her
all the joy has leached out of the world
yet I move, a hologram, in it
they don’t see the zombie
and I don’t yet see
it has my eyes
whimper to whisper
lightens to laughter
pleasure makes its worldly row
sorrow is my resort now
I am back, living restored
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though not for her.
vanquishes her life,
now apart from death,
and it is she who is in me
as grief at last relinquishes.
See Dea to buy a copy of Any Other Business or order from Amazon.

Publication Imminent
Chris Martin, a professional deviser and scriptwriter of murder mysteries (see
www.murderplays.com), is about to publish his novel, For Whom the School-Bell Tolls. The
book, second in the ‘Inky Stevens the Great School Detective’ series, is set in a chaotic secondary
school and gives a novel twist to the crime-fiction genre. It will be available on Amazon.
Jacky Pemberton, one of the Circle’s accomplished poets, is due to publish Long Division, her
first collection of poetry, in late 2015. Several poems from the collection are included in Aware.
Keep an eye on the Circle’s website for regular updates of members’ published work.
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