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      In BLINK, Paul D. Brazill weaves together over 30 short, sharp yarns of crime, horror, and unexpected demise, in the vein of Roald Dahl, The Twilight Zone and Alfred Hitchcock Presents, and told in around 1,000 words or less.

      
        
        Flash fiction

        noun

        Very short works of fiction that are typically no longer than a couple of pages and may be as short as one paragraph.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      KEEP IT SIMPLE, KEEP IT SHORT

      I think I’ve always liked singles more than LPs. Preferred the short, sharp burst of a 45-rpm vinyl to the 33 1/3 rpm of a few decent tunes padded out with fillers. And maybe that’s why I was drawn to flash fiction.

      I started off my crime-writing ‘career’ — arf — submitting yarns to the late-lamented Six Sentences website: short stories in just six sentences. Indeed, my first writing to appear in print was in 6S Volume 2.

      Here’s an example of a 6S yarn:

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A COLD DAY IN HELSINKI

          

        

      

    

    
      The January night had long since waned when Mika blasted Aki’s brains over the snow-covered street, producing a more than passable Rorschach test. A murder of crows sliced through the whiteness as the purr of the passing motorcycle grew to a roar, masking the sound of the shotgun. When day eventually melted into night, the moon hung fat and gibbous, the bloodstains now black in the moonlight. Mika draped Aki’s cold, dead skin over his own pallid flesh as, shivering, he breathed in the scent of cheap aftershave, cigarettes and booze. Sour memories trampled over his thoughts with bloodstained feet. Together forever, he rasped, as tears filled his bloodshot eyes.

      Or:

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SNAP, CRACKLE & POP

          

        

      

    

    
      Snap went Larry’s index finger when Mo bent it back. Crackle went the cigar that Mo slammed into Larry’s face. Pop went the pistol that Mo shoved under Larry’s chin. Snap went the paparazzi when Mo was led into court. Crackle went the electric chair when Mo was sent to meet his maker. Pop went the champagne cork in Curly and Shemp’s hotel room.

      And I’ve also enjoyed writing a few other forms of flash and micro fiction too, such as 6-word stories à la Ernest Hemingway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            QUENTIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Blah blah. Bang bang. Ha ha.

      Or there are stories limited to 50 words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OLD TOWN, MIDNIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      The moonlight oozed across the dank cobblestones like quicksilver, creeping between the cracks, crawling into the gutters. Howls sliced the silence. Lara shivered, pulling the fur close to her flesh. Each heartbeat was like the tick of a clock. As the limousine growled into view, heavy footsteps shuffled closer.

      And flash fiction in 100 words, which is sometimes known as a drabble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SWAMPLANDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Elvis awoke in a cold, dank sweat, hungover from bourbon and bad dreams. The nightmares had consisted of him being hunted through a swamp by the murderous spectre of Jesse, his stillborn twin. His pounding heartbeat seemed to echo through the mansion. He stumbled into the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face and looked in the mirror, only to be confronted by his own ashen reflection and that of his grinning doppelganger. Jesse tightly wrapped the umbilical cord around Elvis’ throat and pulled it until Elvis breathed no more. The king is dead, long live the king, he muttered.

      If you enjoyed those, you may enjoy BLINK, where I’ve managed to herd together a collection of bite-sized snacks dating from 2012 to 2026. They’ve appeared online and in various anthologies, and thanks to all who have given my yarns a home.

      As ever, I hope they entertain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GARETH AND FIONA GO ABROAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona was dragged from the depths of a murky sleep when the rooster on the nearby farm started to crow. As she peeled back her eyelids, she noticed that Gareth, as was his wont, had already showered and was dressed in a pair of neatly ironed Marks & Spencer jeans and his lucky plaid shirt.

      In the wan light, she watched him as he took the soft-boiled eggs from the pan and put them in the candy-striped egg cups. He took the lightly toasted bread from the toaster and cut it into soldiers. Then he poured two cups of tea.

      He was still a good-looking man, she thought. And as fit as a fiddle as he approached his mid-fifties. She was sure he’d been for his regular morning jog while she’d been asleep. He’d been a bundle of nervous energy since the redundancy. He’d even tidied the motorhome and had hung the hand-washing that he’d done on the washing line outside.

      Gareth saw that she was awake, smiled at her and opened the curtains.

      ‘Busy day today, luv,’ he said, as he handed her a cup of tea.

      ‘Oh, yes,’ said Fiona. ‘Up and at ‘em.’

      Gareth switched on the radio and they listened to Classic FM in silence, waiting for and dreading any news announcement that might come.
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      After breakfast, Fiona showered and changed into jeans and a shirt that was pretty much identical to Gareth’s. He was sitting on the motorhome’s step, trimming his beard. Deep in thought.

      She stepped past him and breathed in the fresh country air. It was a bracing, honey-coloured spring morning.

      ‘Get it while you can, eh?’ he said.

      ‘Oh, I’m sure France will be just as beautiful. If not more so,’ said Fiona.

      ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ he said, not sounding convinced.

      They both went back inside.

      ‘Almost ready?’ he said, as he packed two rucksacks.

      She nodded and handed him a green anorak before putting on hers.

      They locked up and headed off, at a brisk but steady pace, uphill towards Innersmouth Village. Fiona started to whistle an old folk song but stopped when she remembered her mother telling her that a whistling woman conjured up the devil.

      Superstitious nonsense, of course, but better not to tempt providence, she thought.
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      Innersmouth’s tiny post office wasn’t due to open for at least another half an hour, but the postmaster would hopefully be arriving soon enough, so Fiona and Gareth sat on the cemetery wall, drinking from a bottle of Evian. Before long, the post van rattled up the road and parked at the back of the building.

      Alert as ever, Gareth and Fiona put on their black Ray-Bans and baseball caps, and walked towards the post office. As the postmaster opened the front door, Gareth stepped up to him.

      ‘Excuse me. Would you mind if I asked you a favour?’ said Gareth.

      ‘I … what?’ said the postmaster. He fiddled with his hearing aid and squinted as he took in the identical pair.

      ‘A favour,’ shouted Gareth.

      The postmaster looked panicked, flustered.

      ‘We’re not open yet,’ he said. ‘Come back later.’

      ‘No time,’ shouted Fiona. She pushed a large black handgun in his face.

      ‘Inside,’ she whispered.

      They all stepped into the musky-smelling room. Gareth closed the door behind him.

      ‘Give me your cash,’ said Gareth. ‘Quickly.’

      ‘We’re not open,’ stuttered the postmaster. ‘You’ll have to …’

      ‘Get a move on!’ said Gareth. He grabbed the postmaster by the collar.

      Fiona felt light-headed as she waited for the postmaster to do as he was told. Sweat prickled her body. She was red-faced and her head was pounding.

      And then the door burst open.

      Fiona recoiled in disgust as she gazed upon the dishevelled sight staggering around before her. He was in his late teens. Acne-scarred and slovenly dressed, with a spaced-out look. Probably a drug addict from one of the council estates, she thought. Or a drunk who had been in a fight. Some lowlife leech, she was sure. He was probably there to collect the money that he sponged from the state while Fiona’s poor husband couldn’t even find a job. Her blood boiled.

      ‘Lowlife!’ shouted Fiona, as the youth tumbled towards her.

      Gareth moved quickly, using the judo moves he’d learned in the Territorial Army, and he threw the boy onto the floor. The postmaster was babbling something, but Gareth ignored him and pinned the wretch to the ground.

      And then Fiona moved into position, pointed the handgun and fired. The gun jumped in her hand and the shot blasted the ceiling. Plaster snowflaked the room.

      ‘Bugger,’ she said.

      ‘Careful, luv,’ grunted Gareth, as he held down the struggling scumbag.

      Fiona took a breath. Aimed and blew the teenager’s head to bits, splashing Gareth and the postmaster.

      ‘Well done!’ said Gareth, as he stood up.

      He took a towel from his rucksack, wiped himself and handed another to the quivering, sobbing postmaster.

      ‘Now, about that money.’
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      Back at the motorhome, Gareth made a strong pot of tea with extra sugar to help steady Fiona’s nerves. She massaged her temples and thought that Gareth looked the happiest he’d been for a long time. Since he’d been made redundant from the security firm, in fact. Those had been dark days. But then he’d had one of his brainwaves. Gareth was always thinking ahead, thought Fiona.

      ‘Where’s the next stopover?’ said Fiona, after taking a sip of her tea.

      ‘A supermarket just outside Dover. I worked there the week before I got my redundancy notice. Remember me telling you about it?’

      He opened a packet of custard cream biscuits, put them on a small china plate and offered them to Fiona.

      ‘The one where the rude old Polish woman worked?’ She took a biscuit and dunked it in her tea.

      ‘That’s the one,’ he said. ‘We’ll get some supplies and a bit more cash for the trip.’

      ‘And then on to the ferry?’

      He nodded.

      ‘We’ll be in Calais before midnight.’

      ‘Vive la France!’

      They toasted with their mugs of tea.

      She picked up a road map.

      ‘Let’s get moving as quickly as possible, then,’ she said.

      ‘Put that away, luv,’ said Gareth. ‘I told you, the GPS will do the trick. We’ve got to get with the times. The times, they are a-changing, eh?’

      He kissed her on the cheek.

      ‘Like it or not,’ said Fiona. She dipped her biscuit back into her tea and just stared as it crumbled onto the coffee table when she took it out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEEING BLUE

          

        

      

    

    
      First, it all turns red. And then it goes black for a very long time. After that, everything is a searing white. Until I see Blue.

      Then everything hurts. Everything.

      Blue reaches into a rusty toolbox. Takes out a hammer. Snorts some Charlie from the window ledge. Pops a duck egg. And walks toward me.

      Black, again.
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      Now, the room is a muddy brown. Early evening or late morning. An old transistor radio on the mantelpiece leaks out hits of the ‘80s. Jason and Kylie. Kajagoogoo. Johnny Hates Jazz.

      I can make out Blue Dobson’s massive frame in the corner of the room. He is naked. His jigsaw of tattoos exposed. His long red hair tied back in a ponytail.

      He’s doing press-ups. And repeating a mantra, ‘Fuck ‘em all, fuck ‘em all, fuck ‘em all, fuck ‘em all.’

      And then I start to panic. I try to drag myself free from the rocking chair but I’m still strapped in. A pool of piss below me, splashed with blood. I scream but my jaw is broken and the movement hurts so much that once again it all fades to black.
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      Some people never do learn from their mistakes. And I suppose I’m one of those people.

      Just over a year ago, Natalie, my girlfriend, got a job as a receptionist at the health centre. After a few drinks she liked to unburden herself. Tell me all the sob stories she heard all day. It was the old dears she usually felt the most sorry for. Living alone. Abandoned by their family.

      I usually zoned out; I never had a thing for other people’s problems. But when she mentioned that Mrs Barker had just died, I had an idea. Later that night, I sneaked into Mrs Barker’s house and looked for whatever loot I could find. I got a decent wad of cash and jewellery, too.

      I paid more attention to Natalie after that.

      But about a fortnight ago, I was almost caught by a neighbour who’d stopped crying crocodile tears and obviously had the same idea as me. I saw him rummaging under the bed, fat arse in the air. I scarpered pretty sharpish.

      So, I thought I’d leave it a bit.

      And then Natalie mentioned that Mrs Dobson had snuffed it. She was the grandmother of Blue Dobson, who had once committed a string of post-office robberies and killed three people while he was on the run. Blue was eventually caught and given two life sentences, but the loot from the robberies was never recovered. This seemed like a window of opportunity well worth jumping through.

      I wasn’t to know that Blue had escaped from prison when he’d been notified of his beloved nan’s death. That he’d go back to her home.
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      Sunlight peeks through the lace curtains. Blue is in the corner of the room, gurgling, puking, grasping his heart with his baseball mitt of a hand. After some time, he stops moving. As the day becomes brighter, it becomes clear that he’s croaked. Brown bread.

      Heart attack, maybe. Overdose. Whatever.

      I wriggle around enough to topple the rocking chair over. It hurts. It hurts so much that I black out again. When I come to, I struggle free from the shattered chair. Crawl over to Blue. And the suitcase full of money. My jaw hurts as I grin. I untie my ankles. Get to my feet.

      The sun rises over the tower blocks. The day is bright. The skies are blue. And the copper on the balcony, pointing a gun at me, smiles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ANGER MANAGEMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      I used to get angry all the time. Especially when I was a teenager. The ‘difficult years’, doctors used to call them. As if there could ever be any other with a father like mine.

      I’d see crimson, burn up like a volcano, rant, rave, spit, scream — the whole deal.

      And sometimes I’d even black out. A switch would be pulled and I’d fall through a trapdoor straight down into the deepest well. Darkness all around.

      It was after one of those ‘episodes’ that I came to with gigantic hands gripped around my throat, dangling me over the thirteenth-floor balcony of some grimy tower block somewhere in east London. No recollection of getting there.

      So, that was when I decided to channel my aggression. That’s when I joined The Squad.

      First, it was just the football; following the team to some hick northern town and screaming abuse at the bumpkins. But that was never enough. I knew there was more. I could smell it; taste it.

      And then I met Tubeway, Slammer and Col. The Squad. They were a breakaway group from the mainstream hooligans. They called it ‘rucking and rolling’. Football hooliganism mixed with mugging. It made sense. This was the nineties and Cool Britannia had no place for the likes of us.

      We were the dispossessed, according to Tubeway. He liked to use words like that; flaunt his vocabulary and GCSE in philosophy. The same Tubeway who used to listen to Hitler’s speeches
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