The QT Anthology

Book One

Stories from the Web

 
Copyright: Kay Lawrence 2012. The moral right of the author has been asserted. All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the author.

For more information about the author and her work, please visit: http://www.quirkytales.co.uk






The Police Operation

'I heard one of 'em say it were a bomb!' said Mrs Withers, hairnet firmly in place, dressing gown buttoned protectively across her full length winceyette nightie.

'No, it'll be old Frank, again,' growled Mr Hooper. 'He's been on a bender, I'll bet.'

'I bloody 'aven't!' snarled Frank from the back of the crowd.

'Oh sorry, Frank. Didn't see you there!'

'It could be that young man from downstairs. I see he's grown a beard recently,' said Mrs Thomas.

'What the hell's that got to do with anything?' cried Mr Hooper, who was himself rather hirsute.

'Well, you know. He is at college after all,' insisted Mrs Thomas, looking around a little uncertainly.

'That's young Tom. Nice lad 'e is. Often calls in for a little chat. You leave 'im alone,' said Mrs Withers.

They all looked back at the apartment block, swimming in a seasick display of flashing red and blue lights. Swarming all around it were emergency workers in fluorescent yellow. The residents were all forced to shuffle backwards as the cordon tape was stretched further out.

'It could be a gas leak,' said Emily Porter, shouting to make herself heard over the bedlam.

'Well, if that was the case young lady, they'd have the gas board out here by now,' said Mr Hooper kindly.

'I 'ope this don't take all night,' snapped Mrs Withers, sucking her gums worriedly. 'I had to leave m'parakeet in there. He don't like lots of noise.'

'He'd better hope it's not a bomb then!' snorted Frank, from the back.

Mrs Withers paled and began gurning furiously. 'D'you think they'd let me back in? Only I shouldn't like anything to 'appen to 'im.'

Three police officers approached at that point and began steering the bewildered residents down the street. Behind them a team of bullet-proof vested officers charged into the building. Mrs Withers stopped, craning her neck around the fluorescent jackets.

'Here! What about my parakeet? He'll be frightened stiff with all this lot goin' on!'

'Madam, please keep moving! You need to get back.'

She turned a stare on the young officer that would have reduced a lesser man to jelly. 'Would you speak to your granny that way?'

'Madam, this is for your safety. Please. Keep moving.'

'What about my parakeet?'

Emily slipped her arm through Mrs Withers' and gently guided her along the street. 'I'm sure he'll be fine. They won't let you back in until … whatever this is ... is finished.'

Mrs Withers looked up at her with teary eyes. 'I don't like to think of 'im, all alone up there.'

'Daft woman!' said Mr Hooper, taking her other arm.

They stopped at the end of the street, neither residents nor officers knowing quite where they should go now. Mr Hooper, appointing himself spokesperson for the displaced group, stepped forwards and tapped one of the officers on the shoulder.

'Now, see here. What's going on?'

The police officer peered down at him coldly. 'Police operation, sir.'

Mr Hooper scowled. 'I can see that! Why have you turfed us out of our beds in the middle of the night?'

'I've been doing proper well learnin' him to talk, an' all,' grumbled Mrs Withers, still nursing her parakeet preoccupation.

'The building was evacuated for your safety, sir.'

'Is there a bomb?'

'I can't say, sir.'

'Mind you, I think he picks up more from the telly than he does from me.'

'For heaven's sake, woman! Shut up about your damned parakeet!' said Mr Hooper, throwing his hands in the air.

Mrs Withers backed away, staring at him in surprise. Emily put her arm around the old lady and gave her a squeeze. Back down the street the vested officers sprinted from the apartment block, and everyone ducked behind the emergency vehicles.

The residents and officers at the end of the street watched, open mouthed, as a young man with a beard emerged, holding a cage with a jabbering parakeet inside. He held out his free hand to show he was otherwise unarmed, lowered the cage and backed away.

The officers emerged cautiously from behind their vehicles, edging towards the cage nervously. Mrs Withers, spotting her beloved parakeet, broke free from the officers and charged, a desperate bundle of netting, curlers and winceyette, back up the street.

'Get away from 'im! You bloody bullies!' she screamed.

The residents watched, horror struck, as curlers worked free from the hairnet and bounced down to the ground. Mrs Withers, oblivious to the police rifles trained upon her, burst through the cordon and launched herself at the cage.

'Oh ta, Tom! You saved 'im! Marvin, are you alright m'old love?'

Marvin, the bemused parakeet, hopped about on his perch and looked up at his mistress. 'Gonna blow you all up!' he piped up, cheerfully. 'Gotta bomb!'

The police inspector slapped his forehead. 'It was the sodding canary!'

'Parakeet!' corrected Mrs Withers.

'What the hell did you teach him to say that for?'

Mrs Withers looked up, startled. 'I never learned 'im that! 's not my fault. 'e likes CSI, that's all. It's 'is favourite show!'




The Perils of Pretty Footwear

The little girl grinned mischievously as she hid behind the rack of summer weight trousers with matching jackets. She peeped around the corner, giggling as she heard her mother calling. The mother, carrying three laden shopping bags, a shoulder bag containing half the house, and wearing a frown of frustration, stared around desperately. 

She didn't have time for this. They were due at the dentist's in five minutes, and she still hadn't found anything suitable to wear to her neighbour's birthday do. She had hoped this trip might go smoothly, but trying to do anything with seven year old Izzy at the moment seemed to descend into farce. She was just going through a phase, or so her mother hoped, but this constant need to play hide and seek was pushing everyone's patience to the limits. 

Izzy, blissfully unaware of her mother's deteriorating mood, scurried to the rack of towering high heeled shoes, and crouched down, her eyes widening in delight at the sight of the pretty red flowery sandals with the large polka-dot bows. Distracted by the object of her fancy, she did not see her mother swooping, bags flying, eyes narrowed, until the last second. 

'Izzy! Stop being silly!' snapped her mother, reaching down and grasping one of her hands, inadvertently knocking her on the back of the head with one of the bags.

Izzy was hauled from the shop, scolded all the way, and dragged to her least favourite of all places, the dentist. It was an early lesson for her in the perils of allowing oneself to become distracted by pretty footwear.



Victor Calling

Victor drove his red Micra onto the pavement and pulled on the handbrake. He turned off the engine, then sat for a few moments, enjoying the cessation of noise and motion.

The flowers on the seat beside him were pungent, sickly sweet, with an undertone of stagnant water. He looked down at them grumpily. Some of the petals were already turning and he noticed now that a couple of stems were broken. They'd been the best the supermarket had to offer, so they would just have to do.

He opened his door and levered himself out, grimacing at the familiar pain in his knees. He shuffled around to the passenger side and took out the flowers, shaking them gently to get rid of the worst of the water. Then he slammed the door closed and locked the car.

He visited her every day, come rain or shine. The only day he'd missed was January 3rd, last year, when the snow had fallen so hard and fast that ground level had risen 7 inches in a couple of hours. He had forced his way out of the house, and had even started to clear the snow from the windscreen but his young neighbour had stopped him.

'Victor! You can't go out in this,' he had admonished. 'It's too dangerous. Stay inside and keep warm.'

Victor had bitten back a retort, knowing that the young man had meant the very best. Still, it was hard to accept that you were now so old the young could tell you what to do. He had shuffled wearily but not altogether ungratefully back into the house and spent the day, rather guiltily, by the radiator in the living room.

But that was the only day he hadn't made it, and he had no intention of letting her down again. He pushed through the old iron gate and tottered up the path, clutching the flowers in his left hand, leaning on his stick with the right.

Yes, every day. Every day he would bring her what news he had. He had even taken to bringing the newspaper now, and would sit beside her, reading out snippets. He always started with the celebrity gossip, though it stuck in his craw, because he knew how much she loved that. Having filled her in on which z-lister had slept with which footballer, and who was the latest celebrity mum to have a baby and then immediately release a fitness DVD, he would turn with relief to the more serious news.

Today, however, he lowered himself onto the seat and placed the newspaper by his side. He had important family news to relate, news that would trump even the celebrity gossip. 'Hello old thing,' he said, resting his stick on the arm of the seat. 'I have exciting news. Molly is expecting a baby! A great grandchild! She's due in April, so a spring baby. You've always said how you love a spring baby.'

He smiled contentedly, his heart warmed by her happiness. He nodded his satisfaction. 'Oh yes, she's very excited, though I gather she's having a rotten time with the morning sickness. Yes dear, I told her about the ginger. She says she'll call into the health food shop next time she's in town. Apparently they sell it in tablets now. Whatever next, eh!'

He picked up the paper and turned to the celebrity pages near the centre. 'Now then, oh yes, I was telling you yesterday about Cheryl Cole being a judge on the American version of X-Factor or Sing for Your Supper or whatever it is. There's a bit more about it in today's paper,' he cleared his throat and read the story out, carefully reading every word, knowing she'd be cross if he skimmed it.

Finally through all the gossip, he turned to the headlines, unable to stop himself having a rant about the latest fiddling politician found to have been cooking his books. He sometimes thought she had it right, following the celebs: they might be pointless but at least they had the decency to realise it, and they didn't make a living out of conning the taxpayer.

He read through the paper, stopping at the business section. She'd never been interested in all that. Besides, it was jolly difficult to read out the shares figures in any way that might make an ounce of sense. He folded the paper and put it down beside him.

'So, old thing. How are you? Are you comfortable? I see your figurine has fallen over. Don't worry, I'll see to it,' he crouched on his knees and picked up the figurine, squinting at it. 'It's a bit grubby, old thing.'

He pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and rubbed the figurine clean, then set it back in place. Suddenly overwhelmed with exhaustion, he rested on his knees, his right hand propped on his stick. 

'What's that, dear? Well no, I've not been feeling too well these last couple of days actually. Probably need more iron in my diet, eh? Perhaps I'll just stay here for a while, we can have a chat while I get my breath back.'

Molly's shoulders shuddered as she watched them lower the coffin into the ground. Her husband put his arm around her and held her close as she sobbed, loud and long. He gave the vicar a weary smile and led his wife away, stroking her hair as he sought words of comfort.

'At least the snow won't keep him away from her ever again,' he said helplessly, as her sobs doubled and she ground to halt. He enveloped her in his arms as the diggers started to refill the grave.

He shook his head sadly. To think of the old boy, kneeling there beside her grave for six hours before anyone found him, still leaning on his stick, the flowers on the seat beside him, still in their cellophane wrapper.




The Million Pound Traffic Jam

Seb took his place in the taxi rank, slowly moving to the front as the other cabs gained fares and pulled away. His cab gleamed, the immaculate blue paintwork attracting admiring glances from passers-by. It always drew attention. People still expected traditional London Taxis to be black.

He had chosen it carefully, not wanting a standard car for his work. It had cost him a pretty penny, despite having nearly 100,000 miles on the clock, but these cabs were work horses, made to clock up miles, built to accommodate passengers. It had worked. His income had increased by a quarter overnight. People trusted London Taxis, even out here in the sticks.

The fuel bills were crippling him. It was the same for everyone. Every week prices rose at the pump, but punters never seemed to understand. Any rise in fares would result in furious complaints and sometimes even assault. People didn't seem to understand that cabbies have to earn a living too.

He made the most of the break until he was at the front of the queue, enjoying a rest from the rash of roadworks that had broken out across town. Every road was gridlocked, tailbacks snaking and merging in a confused mess. Whoever gave the utility companies permission to undertake work all over town, all at the same time should be shot out of a cannon in Seb's view. As should the person in charge of filling potholes.

As soon as he reached the front of the queue the back door opened and the cab rocked as a generously proportioned gentleman clambered aboard. 'Morning sir!' said Seb, cheerily. 'Where to?'

'The Duchy,' the man growled.

Seb nodded and eased away from the rank, joining the traffic crawling along New Street. He glanced in his mirror at his passenger, who was rummaging in his briefcase and muttering to himself. It was always easier if he could chat with his fares, but this one was clearly not in a talkative mood.

They waited at the traffic lights at the crossroads, the traffic surging as they turned green. Seb just made it, the light flicking to amber as he drove through. Twenty yards along he had to stop for the next light.There was no point getting stressed about it, that's just the way it was in this town.

Others were less pragmatic, however, and horns blared angrily all around. He smiled to himself. Nobody knew who was tooting who, or why, in all this mess. He pulled through the next set of lights, then stopped again almost immediately at the first of the roadworks en-route to The Duchy. His passenger suddenly lunged forwards and rapped on the window, startling him.

Seb stretched back with his left hand and slid the window across. 'Yes sir?'

'What the hell's going on?' demanded the man.

'The council's got half the town dug up, sir,' explained Seb reasonably. 'It's like this all over.'

'Can't you find another way?' snapped the man. 'I have a very important meeting!'

Seb shook his head. 'Sorry sir, like I say, it's like this all over.'

'Be quicker to damned well walk!'

Seb suspected he could be right but, as a cab driver, he wasn't about to recommend it. 'What time do you need to be there?'

'10:30!' snarled the man.

Seb's eyes slid to the dashboard clock. 10:26. Maybe if the man had started out earlier he might have stood a chance of getting there on time. 'I'm afraid you're going to be late, sir. Can you call ahead to warn them?'

Seb watched in the mirror as the man pulled a phone from his pocket, noting it was an expensive touchscreen model. He had been considering one for himself, thinking that it could be useful when he was on a break. He could check news and emails, and even keep an eye on the traffic updates, but the monthly contracts were just too dear.

The man jabbed desperately at the phone. He swore and turned the phone over and glaring at it. Eventually he threw it down on the seat beside him.

'Bloody thing!' he snarled.

'You don't get on with these new touchphones, then?' asked Seb, hoping to divert the man's attention from the fact that the entire town appeared to be utterly stationery.

'No, I do not,' snapped the man. 'Damned thing, you press the picture for the contact list and up comes the internet!'

Seb smiled. The man's pudgy fingers probably made it hard to tell where he was pressing. 'You can borrow mine if you like,' he said, reaching back with his old slider phone. 'It's an old fashioned one.'

The man leaned forward and took the phone. 'I'm much obliged,' he mumbled.

Seb looked at the tall buildings around them, wondering if the man would be able to get a signal. He needn't have worried. Within seconds the man was bellowing into the phone, his face turning puce. Seb began to wonder if he should divert to the hospital. His fare was clearly a heart attack waiting to happen.

'What do you mean, you can't wait?' shouted the man, maintaining a white knuckled grip on Seb's phone. 'It's barely half-past now!' There was a momentary pause. 'Don't be so unreasonable! I can hardly be blamed for the traffic, Spencer!'

Seb sighed, wishing someone else had picked up this fare. The traffic nudged forwards about three feet, then ground to a halt again. If he didn't love his cab so much, he would probably look for other employment. Anything had to be easier than this.

'Well I consider your conduct utterly unprofessional!' snapped the man. He slid the phone shut and threw it back to Seb.

Seb fumbled with it for a moment, then slid it back into its holder on the dash. He looked in the mirror at his passenger, wondering if he should still be trying to reach The Duchy. 'Sounds like it didn't go too well, sir,' he said cautiously.

The man growled and glared out of the side window, scowling at the display in Rymans window. 'Bloody fool!' he muttered. 'Do you know what he said? He said if I'd been serious I'd  have been there at 9 o'clock!'

Seb gave what he hoped was a sympathetic shake of the head. The man carried on. 'He said he had plenty of other offers, that this deal was so outstanding he couldn't believe I was being so cavalier! Me! Cavalier!'

'No-one has any patience these days, sir,' said Seb. 'See it all the time in this job.'

'I dare say you do,' grumbled the man. 'It's hardly the same though. I mean, this was a million pound deal! I had everything in place, months of work!'

Seb tactfully ignored the thinly veiled dismissal of his own problems. He encountered a lot of people like this, so wrapped up in their own lives they couldn't see the trouble all around them. The man shook his head, staring at the pedestrians hurrying by, making considerably better progress than those in cars.

'My granny always said things happened for a reason,' said Seb, inching the cab along to close a gap that a BMW was trying to muscle its way into. 'She said when you look back you can always see it's better things happened the way they did,' the man snorted. 'Amazing how often she's been proved right.'

'I hardly think your granny was thinking about million pound business deals when she was offering her sage advice!' snapped the man.

Seb bit his tongue. His granny had been a very clever lady, whose wise words had come to his rescue many times, even after her death 5 years ago. He still missed her. 'So, where do you want to go now, sir?'

The man sighed. 'Take me along Greenchurch Street. I might as well have one last look.'

Seb raised his eyebrows. 'Greenchurch Street?'

'Yes. I was about to purchase a very large regency property. I had plans to convert it into a very upmarket hotel,' he shook his head sadly. Seb couldn't prevent the grin that crept across his face. 'You think this is funny?' spat the man irritably.

Seb shook his head quickly. 'No sir,' he took a deep breath. 'You're talking about Abbercorn House, right?'

'Yes. Abbercorn House. Even the name's perfect!' sighed the man.

Seb squeezed down the inside of the traffic, pushing his way through to a left turn. 'Abbercorn House has been derelict for years, sir.  It's only the Civic Society preventing it from being demolished.'

The man sucked in air. 'What?' he snarled.

'All those regency properties around there are the same. I had this mate, oops hang on a sec,' Seb stood on his brakes as a dog cantered across the road. The dog's owner rushed after it, waving a hand in gratitude, or possibly apology. 

'My mate bought one of those old places on Greenchurch Street. Proud as punch he was. But then we had a bout of bad weather and his cellar flooded. He'd just converted it into a games room too. Had a widescreen TV down there, pool table, the works. Tragic,' Seb shook his head and turned the cab through a sharp right into a narrow residential street, lined with parked cars.

'His cellar flooded? That's hardly a disaster of Titanic proportions,' muttered the man.

'True, but it turns out that underneath Greenchurch Street is a network of underground streams. Every time we get heavy rain all the houses flood. He paid thousands to get the cellar lined, but the damage was already done. The place was crumbling around him. He ended up virtually giving it away just to get it off his hands. It's been pulled down now.' Seb swung into Greenchurch Street and pointed to a block of modern apartments. 'See, that's where it was.'

Further down the once elegant street stood Abbercorn House, surrounded by boarding papered with 'Keep Out' notices. The man stared at it through the windscreen, eyes wide, his earlier colouring draining away. 

'No! No Spencer said the place needed work, but that's to be expected in a place so old!' insisted the man.

Seb smiled. 'Who is this Spencer? Is he from the council?'

'Spencer!' cried the man with a chuckle. 'Spencer's a developer! He's had this place on his books for a couple of years but hasn't got around to doing anything with it.'

Seb smiled, giving the heavens a wry grin. 'Seems granny's right again, sir. That place has been owned by the council for a good 40 years. They wanted to pull it down and build new offices, but the Civic Society protested. They're fighting for a preservation order.'

'You mean ….' the man stared at Seb in horror. 'Spencer was ….'

Seb nodded. 'You were being hustled, sir.'

The man let out an explosive sigh and sat back, shaking his head, staring at Abbercorn House as they drove passed. 'My God!'

Seb chuckled. 'Bet you're glad we got stuck in traffic now, aren't you?'

Five minutes later they pulled into the station. The man stared into his wallet for a moment, then pulled out two crisp fifty pound notes. He passed them through the window to a very surprised Seb.

The man clambered out. 'You saved me a million pounds today!' he called over his shoulder. 

Seb grinned, kissed the notes, then shoved them in his pocket and pulled into the rank to wait for the London train to arrive, disgorging people in need of a ride into town. Oh yes, he loved this job!



The Wreckers

The man and boy stood among the dune grasses, their backs to the offshore wind that whipped the misty rain into ghostly sheets. The man pointed to the blackened timbers rising like a monstrous skeleton from the sands.

'That was my ship,' he said, squinting through the rain at the wreckage.

The boy followed his gaze, frowning. 'It doesn't look like a ship, Papa.'

The man sighed and looked down. 'It was a grand ship. A three master, with a fo'castle and a mighty figurehead.'

The boy looked up at his father, wondering if this was just another of Papa's imaginings. He had never seen his father's ship, no pictures, no mementos survived of the glorious vessel. All he had was his father's word and the rather inconclusive evidence before him, a mere spectre in the mist.

'They picked it clean,' murmured his father sadly. 'Within hours of us running aground, the timbers, the sheet, the line, even my beautiful figurehead. All taken.'

The boy stared at the vast, deserted, rain-drenched beach. This coast was littered with wrecks, but it looked as though nothing more than the wind had moved the sands in decades.

'Who, Papa? The wind? Animals?'

The man stared at his son and smiled wearily. 'The wreckers, son,' he clenched his jaw, his fists balling impotently.

'What are wreckers, Papa?' asked the boy, staring nervously at the beach again.

'Parasites!' spat his father. 'People who make their living from the wrecks. They crawl from their dune holes whenever a ship fouls, stripping it of anything of value, right down to the last bolt.' He looked back across the sand to the remnants of his ship shaking his head dismally. 'Right down to the last bolt.'




The Advent Calendar

'So, does everybody know what they're doing?' asked the angel, looking at the motley assortment before her. 'Errol, please stop tweaking Rudolph's nose. It's not clever.'

A snowman sidled away from the reindeer, his twig arms held guiltily behind his back. Rudolph sneezed, spraying one of the wise men, who swore inventively, and not at all festively. The angel sighed, shaking her head sadly. Months they'd been rehearsing, months! And they were no closer to being ready for the performance than when they'd started back in June.

'Look, everyone,' she said, in a last desperate bid to appeal to their inner thespian. 'Just do your best and remember, think Christmas.'

She watched as they all ambled away, chattering amongst themselves. She glared at Errol who had helped himself to some of the icing off the top of the Christmas pudding. She had never had to work with such an undisciplined bunch as this before. She had thought 2009 was bad enough when the whole cast had come down with the flu just before the opening, but this year was testing the limits of her legendary patience.

Of course, there was no point complaining. With the staffing shortages there was little chance of finding replacements. She would just have to work hard and make the best of the situation. After all, it was for the children.

'Now then, places everyone!'

She settled into place, arranged her wings and halo in a suitably angelic pose and forced herself to smile serenely. She watched as the others took their places, rolling her eyes as the robin allowed himself to become distracted by the dove. There was something not altogether proper about their relationship. She'd had to speak to them on several occasions about the importance of maintaining decorum.

There was a moment of panic as the Christmas pudding realised it had lost one of its holly leaves, but Joseph quickly found it and fixed it back in place. He was a real trouper. It was such a relief to have a dependable male about the place.

'Everyone ready?' she hissed.

There was a frantic rustling and the whole set shook violently. A bauble bounced from the Christmas tree, rolling to the angel's feet. She looked at Joseph in despair and hid it beneath her long flowing skirts. They would just have to smuggle it back later. She should have known they would have to be wired in place.

And then, they were flooded with light and a befreckled face peered in. 'I got a star!' cried a voice so loud that several of the cast winced. 'Look Mummy! A star!'

And then it was gone. 

After an hour the angel decided it was probably safe for everyone to move. She bent down to retrieve the bauble, threw it to Joseph, who caught it deftly and sprinted up to the tree with it. She turned her attention to Errol.

'Don't think I didn't see,' she scolded. 'I saw you making rude gestures to the cherub.'

Errol scowled, a tricky manoeuvre for a snowman. 'It's his fault!' he grumbled, pointing upwards at Rudolph. 'I shouldn't have to stand beneath him! It's unhygienic.'

'Rudolph has been house trained, as you very well know!'

'Why do I have to be number seventeen? It's practically Christmas by then!' continued the snowman.

'We all drew our numbers from the hat, Errol. Why, I myself have to wait until the 22nd!'

'And that's another thing! It was my bloomin' hat you used! It's still got little bits of paper in! And anyway, why do we have to be in place when it's not even our turn?'

'One year we had a child who opened all the windows on the first day. Caused quite a stir I can tell you!' shuddered a shepherd. The angel nodded sympathetically.

'Places!' cried one of the wise men, who had climbed up to peer out of the star's now open window. 'Someone's coming back!'

Everyone hurried back to their posts, though Errol was still grumbling about his hat and how it had chafed ever since the draw. The angel sighed. This was the last advent calendar she planned to do. From next year it was Christmas cards all the way.




Growing Pains

The sun shone in stripes through the partially tilted vertical blinds, bleaching zebra crossings into the papers strewn across the large conference table. Three men and two women sat around the table, each staring despondently at the files before them. 

A tall man, of indeterminate middle-age, in a dark grey suit and over-tight collar tapped his pen against his notepad and sighed deeply. 'The boy is trouble,' he said with a shake of his head. 'He has no realistic prospects, and his file clearly shows that he is descending into delinquency.'

A young woman in blue trousers and a green knitted top leaned forwards, a determined look on her face. 'Mike, I know it doesn't look good,' she said, indicating a bulging buff folder in the middle of the table. 'It's true his behaviour has deteriorated of late, but I still believe he could be turned around.'

The other woman, Aggie, her face indicating too many years of these discussions, scoffed. 'Tara, you are an idealist. This boy is beyond help, we all know it. We can predict right here and now that in five years time, he will be in prison, or on the run, or serving probation. He's a hopeless case! I propose that we turn our attention to those who have a chance. I don't want to waste any more resources on this one.'

Mike looked from one woman to the other, remembering that not so long ago, Aggie had been as hot-headed and determined as Tara. The system beats us all in the end, he thought with a sad shake of his head.

'Mike, you know we can make a difference,' insisted Tara, pinning him with a stare. 'I know that it's all stacked against him, but surely that makes it all the more important that we step in.'

'Tara, I understand, and respect, your passion,' sighed Mike, swinging the file around to face him. 'But sadly, I find myself agreeing with Aggie on this one. I mean, look, the boy's father is halfway through a twelve year stretch, his mother suffers chronic alcoholism, his older brother is currently serving a community sentence for drug offences, and his younger sister, who I remind you is only eight, has already been suspended from her school for her uncontrollable behavioural issues. He is not in education, employment, and has rejected all offers of either.'

Tara looked down at the desk, composing herself, marshalling her thoughts. At length she looked up, her jaw set, her expression cool, steely. 'You're right. Everything is against him. He's had nothing but bad examples all his life, and, without drastic intervention, he will follow his father, his mother, his brother. He doesn't know anything else, but ...'

'There is no but, Tara!' snapped Aggie, slamming her hand on the table. 'Sometimes you come up against these hard cases. They don't want to change. They don't want anything better. You have to learn to walk away and let other systems take over.'

'The penal system?' snarled Tara, glaring at her older colleague. 'You're talking about a human being, here! He's not a defective appliance fit only for the dump! Mike, it is not too late for this boy. We can still reach him. Get him on the Mentor Programme and give him a chance. Please!' she stared around the table at all those present. 'Please, give this boy a chance to make something out of his life.'

Aggie threw herself back in her chair, shaking her head furiously and staring at Mike. He gazed down the table at the small bundle of pent-up energy that was his youngest team member, wondering if what he was about to do would mark his judgement for life. 'This is somewhat against my instincts, Tara. I'm not sure what you've seen in this boy ...'

'He's a good boy, Mike,' she half-whispered. 'I've spoken with him, spent time with him. He wants something better. There is ambition there.' Aggie snorted, still refusing to look at Tara. 'You don't believe it, I get that, Aggie. But you haven't spent time with the boy, only his folder, and that's hardly a fair representation of a life, is it?'

Mike held his hands up to ward off another outraged objection from Aggie. 'Enough! Alright, I propose that if you can find him a suitable, male, mentor, then we will try him on the programme. However,' he held up a finger, stopping Tara before she showered him with gratitude. 'One infringement, one misdemeanour, one question mark over his behaviour, and he's off. Do you understand? We cannot waste these precious placements on a no-hope.'

Tara stared at him for a beat, knowing how hard it would be to keep the boy on the straight and narrow for the duration. Eventually she nodded, in the certain knowledge that this really was the best she could have hoped for. 'Fair enough,' she said, with a tight smile.

Mike nodded, and closed the file, then turned to the man on his right. 'Good, one down. Now then, Stuart, your case please.'

The boy looked around the allotment, grimacing at the sight of the battered old sheds and enormous pile of rotting compost. He shivered as the wind felt its way through his thin jacket, chilling him to the core. The old man just watched him, his eyes crinkling in amusement.

'Think I'm funny, do you!' snarled the boy, wrapping his arms around himself. 

The old man regarded him a moment longer, then chuckled. 'Aye lad. I do that,' and then he  turned away, shuffling into the small greenhouse with its neatly arranged shelves of pots and plants.

The boy scowled. He could be at home right now, watching telly, drinking with his mates, working on his high scores on the Playstation, instead of which, thanks to that interfering busybody 'call me Tara' he was out here, in this dump of a place, being sniggered at by a very old man. He ought to deck somebody.

The old man looked up and waved him in. 'Come on lad!' he called. 'There's no wind in here, 'cepting what I generate m'self!' he said, with a wry grin.

The boy rolled his eyes and huffed his way along the thin grassy path to the greenhouse. He glared at the old man, with his moth eaten old jumper and shaking hands, but stomped inside anyway. The old man was right, it was warmer in here. It didn't smell particularly nice, though.

'We're potting on these beans today, lad,' said the old man, placing two trays on the bench. 'I'll do one, you can do t'other.'

The boy watched as the old man slowly filled a tray with compost, levelling it off and tamping it down, then adding more until he was satisfied. Then he took a wooden peg and began drilling small perfectly even holes. The boy sighed, then, seeing he had no real alternative, began filling his tray from the pile of compost. 

He shovelled a load in and started pressing it down with his hands, but the old man stopped him, holding up a grubby hand. 'Nay lad! Don't press it. You squeeze out all the room and the beans can't grow. Just pick the tray up and tap it down on the bench.'

The boy bit back a retort and picked up the tray, slamming it down on the bench. The compost jumped up, most of it landing in a foot radius outside the tray. The old man chuckled. 'Don't know your own strength, lad,' he murmured, and shuffled away to collect a seed tray with tiny seedlings poking out.

The boy scooped up more compost and gently tapped the tray down, smoothing it down the way he had seen the old man do it. Then he topped it up so the compost was level with the top of the tray and snatched up the wooden dibber. Spacing the holes was frustratingly difficult, though the old man had made it look simple. The boy found that his holes were not evenly spaced, and certainly not perfectly formed. He growled in annoyance and was about to reset the tray, but the old man stopped him again.

'That's fine, lad,' he said. 'The beans'll be happy enough in there.'

'It looks crap!' grumbled the boy, comparing his tray with that of the old man.

'Well that'll be the compost,' said the old man with a twinkle in his eye. The boy smiled in spite of himself. 'It don't need to be neat. Beans don't care about that. As long as they've got room to grow, and food to eat, they're happy.'

Half an hour later, when the two trays were filled with the fresh seedlings, the old man and the boy sat drinking coffee from the old man's thermos. The boy regarded his mentor. He was astonishingly old, his face leathery and more wrinkled than any he had ever seen before. He had hair of the purest white, sticking out from beneath a battered old cloth cap. His eyes were milky, watering, though he wore no spectacles. The boy shuddered as he noticed the hairs sticking out from the old man's ears, wondering if they were an inevitable part of growing old.

He looked away, preferring to look at the plants, until he spotted his untidy, pinched and battered seedlings. 'They're rubbish,' he muttered.

The old man looked up, surprised. 'Well, they're a bit battered, but they'll grow out of it! You did well, lad. For a first attempt, you did very well,' he said softly. 'Now then, can't sit here supping coffee like prim little ladies wi' nought better to do. There's weeding to be done.'

The boy returned the next day, dropped off at the gate to the allotments by 'call me Tara'. His back ached and he hadn't been able to get the soil out of his fingernails, despite a long soak in the bath. What he wanted, more than anything else, was to stretch out on the sofa and watch DVDs all day. 'Call me Tara' wouldn't hear of it. She seemed surprisingly unmoved by his suffering. Maybe she wasn't such a soft touch after all.

The old man was already hard at work, digging over the heavy soil, his face placid and relaxed as he slowly worked his allotment. The boy watched him for a few moments, wondering what it was like to be an old man, with nothing in his life but this tiny patch of earth. Eventually he thrust his hands into his jacket pockets and sauntered over.

'You decided to come back then,' said the old man, without looking up. 'There's another hoe in the greenhouse. It's an oldun, but it still works.'

The boy looked at the greenhouse, then back at the old man, bent over his hoe. 'My back's killing me after yesterday,' he moaned.

The old man smiled. 'Aye, it would be. Takes some getting used to, this kind of work.'

The boy frowned, indignant that no-one seemed to care that he was in pain. He stomped into the greenhouse and retrieved the hoe, taking a sneaky look at his seedlings as he passed. He was disappointed, but not surprised, to see they had not changed since yesterday.

The old man and the boy worked for the next two hours, digging, and weeding, preparing the soil, feeding it, tending it. Only the old man knew what for, the boy simply dug and plucked as he was told, wishing he could be home, like normal.

At last the old man straightened up, wincing slightly as his spine realigned itself, then nodded to the boy and shuffled into the greenhouse to fetch his thermos. He poured two coffees, then pulled a box from his wheelbarrow. He looked up as the boy joined him and winked.

'Audrey next door did some baking yesterday,' he said, conspiratorially. 'She makes the best lardy cake in the world, even better than my Lily's, Lord rest her.'

He opened the box and passed a large piece of cake to the boy, who took it with some trepidation. 'What is it?' he asked, turning it over in his hand cautiously.

The old man stared at him, stunned that anyone could not know what lardy cake was. 'It's lardy cake, lad! Good honest stodge! Just what the working man needs! Audrey always makes one for me when she bakes,' he leaned forwards and winked. 'I think she reckons I can't look after m'self since Lily died. If it means getting lardy cake, I'm happy to let her think it!'

The boy watched as the old man tucked into his cake happily, taking greedy slurps from his old chipped mug at the same time. After one tentative bite he could see what the old man meant. The cake was delicious, soft, with crunchy sugar, and chewy raisins, and just the right amount of grease. He grinned at the old man, and devoured his piece in minutes, licking every scrap from his fingers, heedless of the ingrained soil.

They were quiet over coffee until the boy plucked up the courage to speak. 'So, your wife? Lily? When did she, you know ...' he asked nervously.

'Die? Three years back now. Cancer took her in the end,' said the old man, busying himself by arranging the pots on the shelf. 'She put up a fight, though. She was always a fighter, my Lily.'

The boy nodded. Death was something that stalked his estate, though few died of cancer. Few lived long enough to develop it. 'My mate, Jonjo, he died last year,' he said, feeling for some reason that he should offer this information. The old man turned back to him. 'Overdose.'

The old man nodded sadly. 'How old was he?'

'Sixteen,' said the boy. He stacked some pots he had spotted lounging beneath the bench as he fought for control of his emotions.

'You take drugs?'

'No!' snapped the boy. 'They're for mugs!'

The old man nodded. 'Right enough. World has plenty enough ways of killing you, without you looking for more.'

The boy was suddenly angry. It was one thing for him to have decided against the common path, it was another for someone from outside to pass comment on it. 'My brother does drugs! It's not his fault. If you don't do them, you get beaten up.'

'You've been beaten up?' asked the man, his voice gentle.

'No. I can take care of myself. Just, don't judge us, just coz you think you're better than us!'

To his surprise the old man started to chuckle. 'What? What's so funny? You think my family's funny?'

'Steady lad!' said the old man, his voice firmer than before. 'I might not be so very different to you, you know.'

The boy scoffed and waved his arms around. 'Don't talk soft! You've got this place, you've got a house in this village. You had a wife! I live on a council estate. We don't even have a window box! Even if we did, my mother would just keep her hooch in it. You don't know what it's like!'

He slammed his mug down and crashed out of the greenhouse, storming away across the allotments, vaulting the gate, and jogging off down the road towards home. The old man watched him go, then tidied up the mugs and returned to his work.

The old man tended his allotment alone for the next three days, contentedly going about his business, watering the beans he and the boy had planted, fussing over every little weed. If he cared that the boy had not returned he gave no sign.

On the fourth day he was working at the compost heap with one of the other men when he became aware of a presence behind them. He glanced at his friend and winked. 'Give us a hand here, lad,' he said. 'Could do with some young muscle to turn this lot.'

The lad hovered for a moment, radiating uncertainty, then he shrugged and took up a fork that was propped against a barrow and waded in. He grimaced as the stench of rotting vegetation wafted maliciously outwards, but carried on.

The old man stepped back, shaking his aching arms, smiling softly. 'Nice to see you back, lad.'

Later he showed the boy the beans, which were now sprouting tiny new leaves. The boy studied them minutely, comparing those in his tray with the ones the old man had planted. Unsurprisingly the old man's beans were doing better.

Over the coming days the old man made no reference to the boy's tantrum, merely accepting his return and putting him to work, turning soil, digging in manure, weeding. The boy grudgingly worked, knowing that come coffee time there would always be some little reward, lardy cake from Audrey, a piece of apple pie from Freda, a large slice of heavenly fruit cake from Trudie. He came to understand that there was a small army of ladies in the village who baked for the old man. He wasn't at all sure why.

He once asked the old man where he had come from. The old man had turned and pointed a shaking hand across the fields to a crumbling ruin of a building, little bigger now than a coal bunker. 'I was born in that house. Not much left of it now, not since it got hit by a bomb. Five of us kids grew up there.'

The boy had squinted at the ruin, trying in vain to imagine a whole family living there. 'So you've never lived anywhere but here?'

'Nope. Raised there, married in the church, then built me and Lily our place just down the road.' The boy shook his head, wondering how anybody could stay in the same place their whole lives.
The boy arrived home that night to find his mother unconscious on the stairs, a bottle of whisky clutched in her left hand. He stepped over her and went up to his room. Stepping over his unconscious mother was nothing new for the boy.

He flopped down on his bed and closed his eyes, sighing as his aching muscles slowly relaxed. His door banged open, hitting the bottom of his bed. He groaned. 'Where've you been?' demanded his sister, her hands on her hips. Eight years old and she already acted like a domineering wife.

'You know where I've been,' he murmured, his eyes still closed.

She snorted and slapped at his legs. 'Mum's drunk herself stupid again, there's nothing to eat, and the collector's coming this evening. Why weren't you here? You're mad, spending all your  time with some old geezer and a bunch of plants.'

He growled under his breath and sat up, glaring at her. 'I have to go, stupid! They'll take me away if I don't! Now, bugger off, you little squirt.'

She glowered at him, then spun on her heels and stalked out of the room. He lay back down, but could not relax. Secretly he agreed with her. He did not want to spend his days with a smelly old man who had never been anywhere or done anything. But what choice did he have?

The next morning 'call me Tara' rang the bell at half past eight as usual. His sister glared at him as he strode out. The collector had called last night. There was no money to give him, so he'd taken the Playstation. His mother had screamed at them later when she came round and realised what had happened. Then, to console herself, she had finished off the whisky. The boy had no idea where she was now and could no longer bring himself to care.

'Call me Tara' dropped him off at the gate, then drove off to perform heroic deeds elsewhere. He gazed across the allotments, expecting to see the old man bent over his spade. He wasn't there. The door to the greenhouse was still closed, the roof lights still buttoned down for the night. 

He frowned and started along the carefully mown paths to the greenhouse, wondering where the old man could be. Unsure what else to do, he opened up the house and lifted the roof lights, then set about watering the busily growing plants. 

By coffee time the old man had still not arrived. The boy had finished the watering, clipped the edges of the paths around the old man's lot, and was about to start on the never-ending weeding when 'call me Tara' appeared by the greenhouse.

He stood up, brushing the mud from his knees. She looked edgy, nervous, unsure. 'What?' he demanded. 'Look, I haven't done anything wrong, alright? The old man didn't show so I just got on with the jobs,' she still didn't speak. 'Look I haven't nicked anything if that's what you're thinking!'

She shook her head and looked down. She brushed her hair from her face and looked up again. 'I'm so sorry,' she whispered. 'Mr Hodge died last night. I didn't get the message until a short while ago.'

The world went quiet. The boy stood on the grass path, the old man's work-worn trowel clasped in his hand, his plants growing unheedingly all around them. He shook his head. The old man couldn't be dead. He was alive yesterday, his usual happy old self. He couldn't just not be there. What was the boy supposed to do now? The beans needed planting out. There were more seedlings to pot on, new seeds to sow.

'I'm really sorry,' said Tara as she walked towards him. 'I know this must be hard. I'll take you home. We can think about a new placement for you.'

He shrugged away from her reaching hand. 'No! I don't want another placement! I never knew what this was all about anyway! He was just an old man! He never did anything, or went anywhere, or saw anything!' he realised he was shouting now, but couldn't seem to stop. He was so angry. 'He was just a stupid old man! You're a stupid social worker! My mum's a stupid drunk! Everything's stupid! Okay?'

He flung the trowel down and stormed away, shaking with fury. 'Just leave me alone!' he yelled.

The boy slipped into the church, standing at the rearmost, next to an enormous flower arrangement. The place was packed, every pew taken, every aisle jammed with those who couldn't get a seat. The boy wondered if he had come to the right funeral. The old man could not have known all these people, could he?

The organ suddenly stopped playing and he could just make out a vicar taking centre stage at the front of the church. 'We are here to mourn the passing and celebrate the life of Arthur Winston Hodge, a man much beloved by all in our community,' began the vicar. The boy relaxed. He was at the right funeral.

The service continued, with songs the boy did not know, and prayers he did not believe in, but the eulogies, read by several different people, caught his attention. They spoke of a man the boy had not had time to know, a man who had served in World War Two, a man who had, with his  wife, raised a large happy family, a man who had worked tirelessly, helping people when their luck was down, repairing the church free of charge, a stalwart of every community event. 

They spoke of a man who, in later life, had found solace in his allotment, sharing the bountiful rewards of his labours with any in the village who were in hardship. The boy listened, stunned, as the mourners told of the families who had been helped by him, even in his oldest of old age. Those beans had never been intended for the old man's table.

The next day the boy was at the allotment by eight o'clock, his battered old bicycle leaning against the greenhouse. The other men arrived to find him already hard at work, watering the plants, marking out a trough for the beans.

They watched him work for a while, suspiciously, then one of them wandered over. 'You're the lad, aren't you?' he growled. 'The lad Art was trying to help.' The boy looked up from his labours and nodded, then returned to work. 'What're you doing here, lad?'

'Beans need planting out,' said the boy, not looking up.

The man watched him for a while. Then he strode over to the greenhouse and picked up a bundle of canes from beneath the bench. He walked back to the boy and placed a hand on his shoulder.

'Lad, that's not the way. Don't plant them deep, and you need to get the canes in first,' he said, gruffly. 'Here, let me show you.'




The Drought

The walker sat on the bench taking long pulls from his water bottle, enjoying the rest and the view. He looked across the road to a scrubby field where an old lady worked, her back rounded as she stooped to hack at what looked to the man like desiccated grass. She paused every so often to fling the tasselled ends of her headscarf over her shoulder. He wondered why, in the relentless heat, she didn't just take it off altogether. And why, for God's sake, was she chopping dead grass? What possible value could it have?

He turned away, frustrated by the apparent impotence of her arduous task, and stared at the receding waters of the lake. A boat, moored to a jetty that must once have luxuriated in refreshing waters, lay uncomfortably on its keel, heeling over to one side. He stared at the underside of the boat for several seconds before feeling a hot flash of guilt, as though he had been caught looking up a lady's skirt. Some things are simply never meant to be seen.

Tide marks told of the steady retreat of the waters on the exposed stoney lake bed, and the walker found himself drawn to the scene, fascinated by this rare opportunity to see a part of the world normally beyond bounds.

Movement in the field distracted him and he looked back at the old lady, still hunched over the grass, swinging her knife. An old man marched down the field towards her, his shirt sleeves rolled, his cloth cap set carelessly at a jaunty angle.

The walker shifted on the bench to allow himself a better view. The old man joined the woman and together they knelt beside her harvest and began working it together, rolling it over and over into a tight wad. The walker shook his head, bewildered by their labours.

At last the old man staggered to his feet and the woman passed up the wad of grass. The walker watched as he clambered over the stile, crossed the road and marched down the sloping dried lake bed. When he reached the water line he stopped, placing the grass wad carefully on the stones at his feet. He then removed his cap, shirt, boots and trousers. The walker got slowly to his feet and edged closer, intrigued beyond measure.

The old man retrieved the wad of grass and waded into the water until he was up to his chest. He then floated the wad on the surface and swam along behind it, pushing it and himself further and further out until he reached the centre, where he paused a while to catch his breath.

With a growing sense of alarm, the walker stepped onto the dry lake bed, cautiously approaching the pile of clothes at the water line. He looked back at the field but the old woman had gone, her work finished. He lifted his binoculars and focussed on the old man.

He bobbed in the water for a few seconds more, then, with a mighty effort, leapt upwards, coming down on top of the grass wad, and dived beneath the waves. The walker nearly dropped his binoculars in surprise. He quickly refocussed, hunting for the ripples on the surface that marked the old man's disappearance.

Thirty seconds passed. Forty. Fifty. One minute. The walker lowered his binoculars and started pulling off his outer clothing and boots, preparing to swim out to attempt a rescue, but then, in a sudden explosion of water, the old man resurfaced. He floundered for a moment, splashing and gasping to recover his breath, then began the swim back to shore.

The walker waded out and helped the old man as he reached the shallows. His skin was almost white with cold and he gasped and trembled with exhaustion. He looked up at the walker and nodded his thanks, bending down to snatch his shirt which he proceeded to use as a makeshift towel.

The walker was forced to wait, desperate for an explanation, as the old man tugged his trousers on and rammed his feet into his boots. He then smiled at the walker, pulling him gently away from the slowly rising water line.

'Little buggers stole the bloody plug again!' he growled.




The Awesome Power of The Choccy Bickie

All was well in my world; the kettle was gurgling, a pristine packet of choccy bickies nestled in my hand and the opening theme of 'Loose Women' wafted in from the sitting room where a comfortable chair awaited my ample bottom.

I chuckled contentedly, making room on the coffee table for the cup. A cup! So quaint. This new species really was too much! I had readily agreed to take the placement, immersing myself in their little world, living as they did, in order to better understand them.

Of course, Cho had been beside himself. He had even offered to fight me for it, but orders were orders. Life couldn't be better. Choccy bickies! What a strange product. The maid's enthusiasm for them suggested that they were quite a delicacy and I intended to investigate them thoroughly.

On the television the 'Loose Women' were shrieking with laughter about something that eluded me. I hadn't yet worked out why they were loose, or why no-one had tightened them. They actually seemed rather proud of the fact. So much to learn. Such a bizarre species!

And every so often the 'Loose Women' went away and were replaced by a seemingly endless array of other characters, some sobbing, some shouting, some singing, all impugning me to purchase something.

I had only been sent down with two and a half million dollars, but I had decided that if I was to understand this species, I should experience as much of their world as possible, so since my arrival I had purchased everything.

The ten metre jacuzzi swimming pool had caused the delivery men and the concierge a certain degree of difficulty, but once I had paid for a crane to lift it to the top floor of my apartment block, things seemed to go smoothly enough. At least, until the ceiling collapsed on the penthouse suite owned by the rather excitable gentleman who seemed to have his communication device permanently attached to his ear. 

Luckily I had also purchased 'insurance' which arrived in the form of an insubstantial piece of paper, but turned out to be surprisingly valuable. There are years of careful study in that alone. The excitable gentleman had stopped hammering on my door after the first three weeks, which was a relief, if I'm honest. Some of these creatures have rather irritating characteristics.

We seemed to be approaching a particular season in their calendar which they refer to as Christmas. Apparently it was essential that one felled a tree, brought it back to ones home, and decorated it. I was not entirely sure I had fully grasped the more subtle concepts beneath this act, so I left it to the maid and her son. The finished product had been strangely pleasing, though I'm at a loss to explain why.

The 'Loose Women' were back, slapping the table they sit around and shouting over each other. I looked down at my hand, the odd appendage used by the species to pick things up, and realised that choccy bickies make a mess if allowed to exceed a given temperature. In order to minimise damage, I threw the remains in my mouth and licked my fingers.

And that was when it happened. After a brief moment of the most staggering bliss, my natural form exploded out of the human shell and safety mechanisms kicked in. Before I could pick up a second bickie I had been transported back to the mother ship, where I was subjected to a withering series of personal and, frankly, undignified tests.

In conclusion, it would seem that these humans are more advanced than we realised. I have to advise that until a better understanding of the 'choccy bickie' is reached, we treat them and their planet with utmost caution.




Sail Seeker

She walked barefoot along the shoreline, stooping occasionally to pick up a shell, or an interesting pebble, inspecting each one before placing it carefully in the floppy tote bag she carried on her right shoulder.

She glanced back up the beach to the old house, barely visible through the early morning mist, and smiled contentedly. The mist allowed her to imagine the old place the way it used to be, before the town had spread out along the coast, covering the beautiful clifftop with concrete and skyscrapers.

She turned back to her beachcombing. The ocean was calm, steely in the monochrome light, duplicitously shielding its unspoken depths. Natalie wasn't fooled. She had lived by the ocean all her life and knew that it was a hungry, mischievous beast and to think of it any other way was folly.

Her bag was full enough now to weigh uncomfortably upon her shoulder, and in the distance she could hear the noise of traffic and too many people, so she turned and walked back to the old beach house, savouring the last quiet moments of the day before the trippers arrived.

She reached the house and climbed up the old wooden steps, dropping her bag on the verandah and allowing herself a short rest on the swing seat. The mist was already lifting, the light changing as she watched. Even the ocean seemed to be waking, little wavelets now lapping softly against the shore.

She gave herself a shake and trudged through to the kitchen. She stroked the polished wooden surface of the breakfast bar, smiling at the memory of Gramps rustling up sumptuous feasts from the simple kitchen. She felt a familiar pain at the thought.

She poured herself a mug of coffee, then carried it and her bag through to her studio on the other side of the house. She stood for a moment, breathing in the smells of paint and glue, seaweed and driftwood, then set her bag down on a large work bench and began sorting her morning's bounty.

By the time she had carefully stowed her treasures in the various boxes on the shelves lining the far wall, the trippers were beginning to make their presence felt. She walked to the window at the front of the studio and gazed out as she prepared her glue. 

Henry, the seasonal lifeguard employed by the town, was just reaching over her fence to retrieve a frisbee for a group of shouting children. As he straightened up he caught sight of her and waved, smiling ruefully. She smiled and waved back, then turned her attention to work.

She ignored the beach and its visitors for the rest of the morning, focussing her attention on transforming a large piece of driftwood into a representation of the distant headland, using the shells and pebbles she had retrieved from the shore. 

At lunchtime she heard the door open and Henry's shouted greeting. She stepped back from her work, casting a critical eye over it. She was satisfied with its progress, though she was unsure how to complete it.

Henry appeared in the doorway, leaning against the wall, two brown paper bags dangling from his hands. She eyed them hungrily, knowing they contained lunch made by his mother. He grinned.

'The trippers have been complaining about strange growling noises coming from the beach house,' he said, stepping forwards to admire her work. 'I thought I should come and feed you before your stomach caused a panic!'

She poked her tongue out at him and walked over to the sink to wash her hands. 'I am hungry,' she admitted. 'I forgot breakfast this morning.'

He climbed onto one of the stools at the work bench. 'Mum said you weren't taking proper care of yourself,' he admonished.

Natalie smiled to herself. Henry's mother had been watching over Natalie ever since that fateful night. 'It was just so perfect out there first thing, so quiet, I didn't want to waste time.'

They ate in companionable silence, Henry enjoying the cool of the old house and the peace from the demands of the trippers, Natalie considering how best to complete her picture. She devoured three of Henry's mother's meat patties, washing them down with freshly squeezed juice, then sat back, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

Henry nodded to her work. 'It's looking good, Nat. You should get good money for that at the gallery.' He scrunched up the paper bags and lobbed them into the waste paper basket in the corner of the studio, smiling with satisfaction as they dropped in cleanly. Then he left, returning to injured trippers, lost children and over ambitious swimmers who always underestimated the rip tide. 

Natalie sat at the work bench for some time, staring without seeing. Finally, abandoning hope of inspiration, she rose, grabbed her tote and left the sanctuary of the beach house. She walked down the steps, determinedly ignoring the envious glances of the trippers on the beach. The other day a rather pompous man had tried to buy the house from her, insisting that he would pay well over its market value. She had fled in tears. To sell the house would be to sell Gramps. 

Today she hurried away from the house, head down, unapproachable. She picked her way through the towels and sandcastles, giving Henry a wave as she passed his lookout station, heading towards the quieter rocky end of the beach.

She breathed in deeply, allowing herself to relax once she was away from the tourists. The sun caressed her face as she walked, and a gentle breeze played through her long brown hair, a welcome antidote to the heat of the day. 

She skipped and jumped over the rock pools, stopping sometimes for a closer look at a crab or fish stranded by the tide. An outcrop of rock, visible only when the tide was at its lowest, lay in wait, like a prehistoric creature, at the base of the cliff.

She clambered onto it, cautiously testing each step before committing her weight to it, knowing how slippery the normally submerged rock could be. She worked her way out to the end, then sat, cross legged, staring out at the ocean. The tide was fully out, in a brief state of inertia. 

Natalie stared into the water, marvelling at the clarity of the sea, delighting in the clear view of the sea bed. She smiled at the tiny darting fish and the gently swaying seaweed. Then she turned back to the beach. The sight made her heart ache. Where there had once been a pristine bay, empty but for the beach house Gramps had built, was now just another over-sized, over-crowded city. 

The beach was barely visible beneath the heaving masses of the trippers, the bay a veritable traffic jam of power boats, inflatable dinghies and jet skies. When Gramps had warned her the beach would not be their's much longer she had merely laughed, refusing to believe it. But it had happened, and now she was left to deal with it alone.

She picked her way back across the rocks, pausing on the sand to look out at the horizon,  searching for the sail she knew would never return. Her breath caught as a small boat drifted into view, but then came the familiar crushing realisation that it was just one of the many day fishers.

The crowd had thinned somewhat by the time she returned to the beach house. She dropped her tote on the breakfast bar and went to the fridge for a cold drink, depressed that she still had not decided how to finish her picture. If she didn't get her act together soon she would have to look for  employment in the city. 

Henry appeared at the screen door and knocked nervously. She frowned. Henry never knocked. 'Come in,' she laughed. He fumbled with the catch for a second, then walked in, holding something behind his back.

He stood on the mat, looking miserably at the floor.

She set her drink down and stared at him. 'What's happened?' He shrugged, still looking down, jaw muscles working as he struggled for control. 'Henry, you have me suitably anxious, just tell me!'

He looked up and she realised with a start that his eyes were wet. He said nothing, simply taking a lump of wood from behind his back and placing it on the breakfast bar before her. He  stepped back reverentially.

She looked at the sea-soaked wood, initially not understanding what she was looking at. Then she turned it, so the worn lettering on the underside was facing her. She gasped and stepped back involuntarily, shaking her head.

'No!' she whispered. 'No, it can't be!'

'Natalie, you knew one day ...' he could not finish the sentence, could not say what everybody had known.

She stared at the name, Polaris, sick to her stomach, head spinning. 'Where?'

'Some divers found it, three miles out,' said Henry, watching her sadly. 'On the Turn Ridge.'

She glared at him. 'No! No way! Henry, he would not have gone down on the ridge! He knows these waters too well! He would never have made such a stupid mistake!'

Henry shook his head. 'Natalie, there was a storm that night. It was wild out there. If he had engine trouble ...'

She swiped furiously at the tears rolling down her cheeks. 'What else?' she snapped. 'Henry, what else did they find?'

He watched her for a moment, then stepped outside briefly, returning with a sodden book. She closed her eyes at the sight of it. He waited on the mat, not wanting to drip water onto the polished wooden floor.

'His log,' whispered Natalie, stepping around the bar. 'Have you looked inside?'

Henry shook his head, handing her the book, stepping aside as she knelt down to study it. She stroked the front cover lovingly, then took a deep breath and opened it. Although the pages were sodden, much of the writing was still legible. 'Chinagraph,' she said, with the saddest of smiles. 'He always used Chinagraph.'

'What does the last entry say?' asked Henry, not wanting to rush her, desperate to know.

She paused, then carefully prised the pages apart, fearful of ripping them. At last she found the final entry. 'I can't ...' her voice broke. 'Henry, you read it.'

Henry knelt down beside her and squinted down at the looping writing. '2345: engine failed. Seas rising. Wind speed 45-50. Navigation ...' Henry frowned at the page. 'I can't read this bit. The boat must have lurched. Erm, all systems failure. Estimate position to be in region of Turn Ridge,' Henry paused, then looked up, his eyes wide. He swallowed hard. 'He knew he was going down, Natalie. He left you a message.'

She stared at him, then turned the book to see. She was quiet for a while, reading and re-reading the message, then she closed the book and set it aside. Henry held her as she fell against him, her body shaking with thundering sobs. He held her until at last she calmed sufficiently to be led through to the living room.

She stared numbly at the floor. 'He said I must leave. That I shouldn't stay here alone,' she took a shaky breath. 'He said … he'd always watch over me. And ...' she paused and looked up at Henry with a wry smile. 'He said that you are very good man.'

Henry silently thanked his old friend, then he stroked her hair, easing it tenderly away from her face. 'So, you'll come with me?'

She thought for a moment, staring around the old house that suddenly seemed less familiar, less like home. She nodded. 'Yes Henry. I'll come with you.'




The Journey Home

It was cold. I remember that. It was cold, and the ground was hard, the grass brittle with frost. The fur between the pads on my paws was frozen in uncomfortable clumps. I didn't know where I was, only that it smelled very different, alien.

I wasn't sure what to do at first. I'm ashamed to admit that for a while I just lay in some heather, trying to find some shielding from the wind, but heather is a poor guard. I grew colder and colder until I was trembling uncontrollably.

It was a tough decision, getting up and moving. I didn't know which way to go, had no idea where home was. That's why I lay there so long. It was silly, but I didn't know then what I know now.

When I got moving I felt instantly better. I could feel the blood flowing again. I started to make a little sense of the smells carried on the wind. At one point I'm sure I smelled sausage, but it was fleeting and I never found its source.

I ran for a while until my chest was heaving with the effort. My game foreleg started to ache. It had troubled me in the cold ever since he had hit it with the bat. My own fault of course, I shouldn't have leapt the gate. 

I slowed to a trot, sniffing at the ground, doubling back and skirting the many bogs. I even had to cross a river, though I soon wished I hadn't. The water was like a million needles of ice and as I clambered out of the opposite bank I could feel my fur crackle and set. I nearly gave up then.

I had a firm picture of home in my head. I could smell the yard, the concrete floor, the broken fence, his work boots, her perennial slippers. It was so real I could almost feel it, taste it. I didn't know where it was, only that it was home. 

Still, the memory of it was enough to keep me moving. I crossed tracks with other animals, and even stumbled across a low slung, shambling beast who barked at me angrily, though I'm sure he wasn't a dog. I skipped aside and let him pass, watching as he ploughed his way through the undergrowth.

The terrain slowly changed, dipping lower. I began to smell humans, cars, alcohol and, ahh, food. The wind was lighter now, but the chill was pervasive. And then I spotted it ahead in the distance. A building.

I charged for it, my tail streaming out behind me, my heart pounding with the sheer joy of finding a people place. There were cars trundling along a road, the ticklish scent of woodsmoke, and even, at the limit of my hearing, human voices. It seemed to me in that instant I was home. I sprinted, faster and faster.

I was so excited that I didn't stop to check, I just saw the gate and jumped it. I realised in mid air that it was not my gate, not my yard, not my home. I heard the child scream even as I tried to turn in flight. I managed to avoid her, landing in a prickly bush instead. 

Then there was silence for a while. I was hurting, but I was too tired, too afraid to move. I lay there in that prickly bush, waiting for what might come. After a while a lady and a child appeared, peering at me through the branches.

The lady spoke. Her voice was so gentle. I whimpered. The child looked up at the lady and spoke, then they reached out to me, and began carefully pulling the the branches aside. It is to my eternal regret that I may have snapped a little when they tugged at a branch caught in a delicate place, but they seemed to understand.

They freed me. They helped me stumble from the bush, giving me support with mittened hands. And then they led me inside. Oh, what a sight it was that greeted me, such a sight that will forevermore come to me in dreams. An open hearth, with a blazing fire and a rug before it.

I looked up at them sadly, desperate to lie before it and warm my bones. The lady smiled and stroked my head, then nodded to the child who guided me to the rug and sat down beside me. I may have slept a while, I don't remember, but I do remember the plate of meat and biscuit that appeared by my side. I do remember how I wolfed it down, suddenly aware of the growling in my stomach. And I do remember the soft blanket the lady placed on my weary back, tucking it in around me. But mostly I remember how she sat with me on the rug all that night, stroking me, keeping me warm, giving me water and food.

In the days that followed the lady and the child cared for me. They took me to a man who looked at my leg. I recall that I slept in his place, and when I woke my leg was bandaged and heavy. I feared that my new friends had gone forever, but the next day they returned and took me back to their place.

I've been at their place ever since. My leg is straight now, though it still gives me pain on cold nights. I don't mind. It reminds me of the journey, the journey to this place, the journey home.




Lessons in Trading

The old man sat in the shade of the tiny olive tree, his newspaper folded into a tent upon his balding head. Beside him sat a wooden hand cart, laden with fresh produce that was slowly wilting in the sun.

He stirred and gazed rather hopelessly along the road, then settled back in the creaking wooden chair. He had sold a watermelon at ten o'clock that morning. Thus far, that had been the sum of his trading.

He reached down and pulled a glass bottle of fresh lemonade from beneath the chair and slowly unscrewed the cap, staring ahead at the Dolomite vista on the opposite side of the road. He no longer cared for the view that once drew so many admiring visitors.

He took a long pull from the bottle, then set it back down, licking his lips and sighing. He remembered a time when this road had seen coach loads of tourists, armed with cameras and guide books and, more importantly, wallets fat with money. The road had stayed empty now for three long years. 

Another hour passed. The old man snoozed, then removed his tented hat and resumed his reading. He read of meetings of the IMF and the ECB. He read of quantitative easing, and deflating exchange rates. He read of whole countries defaulting on their loans, and other countries being forced into ever deeper debt in order to bail them out. It was, to the old man, nonsense.

He cast the paper aside and turned his attention to the road. A lone figure appeared in the distance; a man, if the old man was any judge, on foot, striding along at an insensible speed in such heat. He shuffled his chair around slightly in order to view the spectacle more easily.

It took the man a full fifteen minutes to reach him, stopping a little breathlessly beside his hand cart. The old man stared at him in 	astonishment. The young fool was wearing a business suit, dress shirt and tie. His face was slick with sweat and dark patches flowered beneath his arm. A leather briefcase dangled limply from his right hand.

At last the young man recovered sufficiently to speak. 'Are you Salvatore Romano?'

The old man regarded him coldly, then nodded. 'I am.'

The young man nodded and turned to admire the view, wiping the sweat from his face with a monogrammed handkerchief. The old man waited, perplexed. The young man did not strike him as a potential customer.

At last, the young man turned around and smiled nervously. He seemed somewhat more composed. He nodded to the crumpled paper on the floor. 'I see you've been keeping up with events.'

The old man glanced at the paper but said nothing.

'Signore Romano, I have a small business myself and I have travelled a long way to speak with you. You are one of the oldest traders in Europe.'

Salvatore nodded his agreement. It was true. He had been trading from this hand cart for seventy eight years. 'That is so.'

'At this doubtful and troubling time I seek the wisdom of our elders. Tell me, signore, what is the secret of success in business?'

The old man and the young man stared at each other for some time. Then, Salvatore leaned forwards, resting his wrinkled elbows on the worn knee patches of his trousers. 'Son,' he said, earnestly. 'I have to say that in my experience, even in these troubled times, there is one thing a businessman should always remember.'

The young man leaned forwards attentively, eyes wide in anticipation. 'What is it?'

The old man paused a moment, taking a swig from his bottle of lemonade. He offered it to his young visitor, who politely declined. 'Son, the thing to remember, even in such difficult trading conditions as this...'

The young man leaned closer, eagerly awaiting the revelation.

The old man beckoned him closer, glancing left and right as though to ensure no-one might overhear. 'Always have a watermelon in your handcart!'




Afterword

Thank you for choosing the first of the QT Anthologies. The short stories in this collection have been selected from the Quirky Tales website and are particular favourites of mine. I hope you enjoyed them. 

The second of the QT Anthologies is in preparation and will feature a range of new, previously unseen stories, including some much longer works. Details of release dates will appear on http://www.quirkytales.co.uk shortly.
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