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— David Vernon






Who would have thought that a list of human frailties concocted some 1,422 years ago would resonate today?  And yet, this collection of thirty-five short stories, chosen from 265 entries in the Stringybark Seven Deadly Sins Short Fiction Competition demonstrates that Pope Gregory I’s classification of sins has just as much relevance today as it did seven hundred generations ago.

All seven sins feature in this anthology: lust, gluttony, sloth, pride, greed, envy and wrath.  Some of the stories light-heartedly explore the darker side of human existence while some tales pull no punches whatsoever.

This is a wickedly clever collection that highlights some of the best contemporary short story writing from emerging and established writers from Australia and overseas.

On behalf of the other hard-working judges: Kathie Brown, Kathryn Dwan and Peter Jolly, I am delighted to present this collection for you to feast upon — don’t be shy, gluttony is not a sin when words are involved.

This is the tenth anthology of short stories in the highly successful Stringybark Stories series.  After you have enjoyed this collection please visit http: //www.stringybarkstories.net and see what other tempting literary offerings we have awaiting you.
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David Vernon

Judge and Editor

“Stringybark Stories”

August 2012
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It’s a Rich Man’s World
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— Julie Davies

Reginald Sparrow, Reg to his friends and Sir to everyone else, threw the Westralian newspaper onto the breakfast table in a fury, knocking greasy egg and bacon rinds onto the immaculate, white tablecloth. His butler and housekeeper swooped in to clean up the mess, taking care not to get in his way.

“For Chrissake, what’s a man got to do to make these parasites in Parliament listen? I know what’s best for this state. I know what the people need — they need development for more of that trickle-down effect to the huddled masses. That’d sort those socialist bastards out!”

Marcus Sparrow raised his eyes over his section of the newspaper to look at his father and lifted one well-groomed eyebrow, before resuming his examination of the health column. A chronic hypochondriac, he read the entire page before reaching for his iPad and researching one of the reported ailments. He frowned and felt the temperature of his forehead, then touched his father’s hand for comparison.

Reg scowled at his only son and shook away Marcus’s hand. “What are you doing? Why aren’t you down at Headquarters? You can’t go dressed like that — you’ll be a laughing stock. Get that silk thing off your neck and put a proper tie on. I haven’t worked my arse off all these years for you to go poncing around like some extra in an Errol Flynn movie.”

Marcus sighed with annoyance but rose and walked down the hall to his dressing room, unwinding his George Neale paisley cravat with obvious reluctance.

Reg grunted as the butler replaced the tablecloth and set a fresh breakfast plate in front of him, muttering to his servant: “It’s all his damned mother’s fault. If she’d just called him Mark, instead of Marcus, and let me send him down the mine in the school holidays to do a real day’s work, I wouldn’t be having so much trouble with him now.”

Reg couldn’t really understand his irritability; he knew he had it all. He had done the classic rags to riches thing: worked in a mine up the Pilbara at seventeen and made his own claim a few years later, quickly striking it rich. Admittedly, it was iron-ore that had made his billions, rather than gold, but he was on Easy Street by the time he was thirty. He’d bought his first Mercedes Benz shortly afterwards and a mansion overlooking Cottesloe Beach. He later bought the neighbouring property to house his vintage Mercs and Porsches (and the little Chinese piece he’d picked up in Hong Kong on a business trip).

Yet still there was something missing; Reg couldn’t quite define what. Marcus had no respect for him, or what he’d achieved, but he didn’t think it was just that. He woke up alone most mornings, as toey as a buck roo in mating season, but it wasn’t tail he was after; three high-maintenance ex-wives and the Chinese piece’s successors had left him both weary and wary of that sort of acquisition. He had more luxury cars than he could drive in a month of Sundays and more holiday homes than he could visit in a decade. He ate everything he desired, despite the doctors’ dire warnings about his arteries and waistline. No, there was something else he wanted. What was it?

His eyes flicked back to the newspaper and he turned the page. His face turned scarlet with repressed rage as he read about a few Aborigines holding up a gas development in the Kimberley and bringing in city greenies to help. 

Marcus returned to the room in a Tessori suit and tie, asking without any real interest, “What’s got your goat today, Daddy Dearest?”

“You wouldn’t bloody believe it. Some Abos are stopping that gas project in Broome; would you credit it? Who do they think is going to benefit from it the most?”

“Well, the gas company, of course,” said Marcus, an irritating voice of reason.

“Apart from them,” Reg replied, his skin shade deepening to puce for a few seconds. “Go on, you lazy slacker — get into the office before I make you do some real work that’ll get dirt under those shiny fingernails. And isn’t it about time you found yourself a wife? Your mother wasn’t much good at turning out heirs; I need some grandchildren to pass all this on to.”

“You don’t control my life.”

“Yes I do, as long as you want the fancy gear and cars and all the rest of it. I’m your little pot of gold, Marky boy, and don’t you forget it!”

Marcus walked stiffly to the door without saying goodbye to his father. Reg felt a visceral twinge that only increased his dissatisfaction with life.

His mind whirled, trying to work out what to do about this gnawing restlessness. He needed more of something, but what? He considered the impending federal election. He’d attended several expensive party dinners back east in recent weeks, talking with all the senior Ministers. They were a waste of space, to a man. He didn’t talk to the few women ministers present; he had never known how to talk to professional women, being more comfortable with those who typed his letters or warmed his bed.

I know, he thought, I should damn-well run for Parliament myself — couldn’t do a worse job than these idiots. I can see myself as a Senator — doing doorstop interviews outside Parliament House, pronouncing on this and that — can’t be that difficult. I could wind up as Prime Minister — oh no, that’s right — got to be in the House of Reps for that. Still, I could do it. My corporations run themselves now; just need a little oversight occasionally to make sure no-one’s ripping me off. Might even make that little snot-nose proud of me again, like when he was a kid.

Being a man of action, Reg immediately called the local Cabinet minister who usually received the bulk of his largesse.

“Harry? ... Reg. Howarya mate? ... Good, good. Look, I’ll cut to the chase. I’ve been thinking maybe I should run for the Senate this time, shake things up a bit. Are all your positions sewn up yet? ... What, you couldn’t make an exception for the party’s greatest benefactor? ... That’s more like it. ... Who do you want me to meet with? ... The PM? Yeah, sure. When? ... What sort of things do you need to know? ... Who me? Nah, I’ve got no skeletons in my closet. I’m an open book; you know me, mate. What you see is what you get. ... Yeah, see you then. Bye.”

Reg smiled for the first time today. It broadened into a huge grin and he stood up abruptly, nearly overturning his second breakfast in one morning. He walked out onto the balcony and laughed aloud, making the gardener below look up in amazement. He hadn’t seen his boss that happy in a long time. He conjectured Sir must have made a big, new ore discovery.

The following morning, Reg sat down to breakfast in a much better mood, whistling as the butler served him his usual fattening favourites. He wondered where Marcus was; he hadn’t heard him come home last night. Picking up the Westralian, he decided to get himself a campaign manager; someone to get him into the paper regularly, so he’d be more widely known outside industry circles.

He shook open the broadsheet, resting it on his jelly-belly, skimming the headlines on the front page: nothing much of interest there. Scanning the rest of the paper, a grainy CCTV picture on page 5 caught his attention. The young man struggling with two policemen looked familiar. “Holy Mother of God, it’s Marcus!” Rising from his chair, his breathing quickened and rasped as he read the caption: 

Mining magnate’s son caught with underage boy in toilet at Freo’s Woodman Point.

Reg sank back into his chair, wiping the perspiration that had immediately sprung out on his face. His shoulders slumped and his head dropped, just for a moment. Then his protective paternal instincts kicked in. He waved the housekeeper to bring him the phone she was dusting and he punched in the Minister’s number. It rang and rang, before a familiar female voice answered, “Hello, Mr Salmond’s Office, may I help you?”

“It’s Reg Sparrow here – put me through to Harry, will you?”

“I’m sorry sir, Mr Salmond is not available at the moment.” She hung up without asking if she could leave a message for him.

The coolness in her voice made Reg hesitate a moment before he made the next call to the Police Minister, and the next call, and the next, down the line of Cabinet seniority to the outer ministry. Nobody was available.

It hit Reg with a hammer blow. Yesterday, he was master of his universe. Today he had nothing left that mattered, nothing at all.
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Julie Davies is a writer from Central Queensland. She hastens to assure readers her main character in this story is a generic, greedy capitalist pig and a figment of her imagination. The editor will confirm that Julie had already despatched the story to Stringybark the week before a certain, litigious mining magnate declared he was running for Parliament. Often truth is stranger than fiction. 
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— Janeen Samuel

I’m in the shower when I have an idea for a story.  That is, I’m stepping out of the shower after a good long soak, and in the misted-up mirror I see this pinkish shape stepping towards me, so blurred by steam it could be a woman’s body, and a neon sign flicks on in my head:  Lust Through the Looking-Glass.

No, not some reworking of the Narcissus theme.  What I have in mind is this fellow who somehow steps through a mirror into Looking-Glass World and finds Alice there, grown into a young woman.  Ten years have gone by — how many?  I’ll need to look that up.  Anyway, years have passed in our world, and there she is still, staring down the path where the White Knight vanished from her sight.  Better make the fellow a mathematician who’s doing his thesis on Carroll’s — Dodgson’s — mathematical works.  He’s come across this formula of Dodgson’s that no-one else has ever bothered with — something to do with the reflection of light — and when he tries it out the mirror dissolves and there he is in front of Alice and she cries, “My knight!” and flings herself at him.  While they’re embracing, he’s unfastening her pinafore (which must have grown up along with her) and pulling the Alice band from her hair and ...  Well, I’d better start writing and see what happens from there.

Breakfast first though.  Can’t work on an empty stomach.  How I would love to be a character in one of those old country-house-party novels who comes downstairs and helps himself to smoked haddock or bacon-and-eggs from the sideboard.  As it is, breakfast will have to be out of packets as usual:  pellets for Pooh-Bah who is anxiously winding himself around my legs; and for me horrible healthy muesli with extra oat-bran on top, as per doctor’s instructions.

As I shake the bran over my shredded doormat with sheep-droppings, I have another inspiration:  The Grapefruit Glutton.  A man — no, say a woman — who is so into health foods she gives up eating everything else.  She stuffs herself with bran-flakes by the bucketful, tofu by the ton, soy-milk and lentils and broccoli and grapefruit until ...  Until what?  Maybe I should check some medical sites on the Web.

Time to sit down at the computer then.  First I chase Pooh-Bah off the keys.  He leaps onto the windowsill and stretches out, belly up.  What a life!  Nothing to do but snooze in the sun.  Even more than a country-house book character, I’d love to be a cat.  

I check my email and there’s another of those get-rich-quick spam emails — from Nicaragua this time:  whatever happened to Nigeria?  Millions of dollars waiting to fall into my hands and all I’ve got to do is email my account details to this guy.  If only it were so!  What I could do with that money, if I could just find a way to get it out of him — or at least get out of him however much he has, which must be a fair amount because presumably there are enough suckers in the world to make his scam worthwhile.

Aha!  Why not a story about someone who manages to do just that — scam the scammers?  He’d have to be a computer whiz, someone who could hack into the scammer’s emails and reroute them to himself and collect all the winnings.  Call it Scam and Grab, maybe?  I’ll start on it right now.

No, wait.  I need some computer jargon to make it convincing.  That means I’ll have talk to someone who knows more about computers than me — more, that is, than how to switch one on and click on an icon.  But who?

I’m still sitting at my computer, staring into space and running through a mental list of my acquaintances, looking for a computer buff, when the phone rings.

I pick it up and hear one of those telltale little pauses.  I should put it down then but I’m not fast enough.

“Is that Mr Smee-ther?”  The standard Indian voice.

“No, it’s not.  It’s Mr Smythe.  As in tithe or writhe.  Why can’t you people ever get it right?”

“How are you today?”

“None the better for your getting my name wrong.  It’s not as if it’s a difficult one.  I thought you people were supposed to get training in basic English.  What’s it to you how I am, anyway?  I don’t go ringing perfect strangers to ask them how they are.  I warn you, mate, I’m working on a bomb I can send down the phone line and when I get it perfected, you’ll be at the top of my list if you ...”

Click.

So satisfying, the sound of a tele-marketer giving up.  That one lasted longer than most.  I guess I should be more charitable; they’re only trying to earn a living.  But they get my goat and ...

And what I’ve just outlined to my Indian caller is the perfect plot for a story.  Ring Rage:  the tale of a man so incensed by tele-pesterers that he sets out to eliminate them all with his down-the-phone bombs.  No need to go into details about the mechanism.  People will be willing to believe it.

First though, now I’ve checked my emails, I should stroll out to the front gate and check my snail mail too.

It’s a clear, windless day, perfect autumn weather.  I lean on my gate for a while, enjoying the sun on my back.  Pooh-Bah threads himself through the gate and sits in front of it, tail over his toes like a fur muff.  Together we watch old Mr Franchi over the road clipping his hedge, and Mr Franchi’s new cat, a half-grown tabby, playing in the fallen clippings.  Such energy, both of them!

The kitten catches sight of Pooh-Bah.  Up go its little nose and tail and it comes prancing across the road towards us.

This is not going to go well.  “Now Pooh,” I say, “be nice for once.”

Maybe he is, for him.  He ignores the newcomer until it’s within a metre of him.  Then he gets to his feet, fluffs out his long fur, gives the kitten such a glare with his yellow eyes that I’m surprised it isn’t turned to stone, and levitates to the top of the gatepost.  There he resumes his pose, staring out over the kitten as if it’s nothing but a bit of dog dirt.

I watch the kitten slink back to its owner and think, I could make a children’s story out of that.  Persian Pride.  Pity I’m not an artist because I can just picture the illustrations.  

At length, when a cloud covers the sun, I remember I’m here to check my mailbox.

There’s a flat, oblong parcel I wasn’t expecting.  I open it as I wander back into the house.

It’s a book.  A paperback with a shiny cover:  Peccadilloes by Simon Toms.

My old schoolmate, Simon.  We’ve kept vaguely in touch, but I had no idea he was still writing.  There’s a slip of paper inside:  “Thought you’d be interested in these.  You’ll see I profited by your example, so thanks.  Cheers, Simon.”

My example?  I think back twenty years to the time we both entered that literary competition for schools.  Simon was into gritty realism and the deep-and-meaningful then.  When my space-opera story won first prize he was not jealous exactly, but a bit miffed.  I flick through the book while I’m microwaving lunch.  It’s a collection of stories, self-published.  I’ve thought of doing that myself, but it would be such a bother.  Most of the stories have already been published in magazines or e-zines.  All SF, by the look of them; the “Peccadilloes” of the title story are aggressive aliens who look like giant armadillos with beaks.  I read it while I’m eating.

It’s good.  Nearly all the stories are good.  Not up to my standard, but good of their type.  Hard science fiction, most of them:  easy for him since he’s a chemical engineer; he’d have the facts at his fingertips.  Ironic to think my success turned him on to the hard SF while I’ve gone on to broader themes.  There could be a story there:  a writer lured by jealousy into a certain genre — better not make it science fiction — horror maybe, splatter-punk — which slowly takes him over.  Evil Envy.  I’ll need to work on that.

Look at the time!  Six o’clock already.  Simon’s book has taken up the whole afternoon.  Never mind, I can spend the evening working at the computer.  

Then again, there’s some good viewing on the box tonight.  If I phone and order takeaway now, I’ll have finished eating in time to be stretched out nice and comfy in front of the screen before the first program starts.

After all, tomorrow is another day.
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In 2011 Janeen Samuel was thrilled to have her entry chosen as the title story in the Stringybark Stories‚ anthology, A Visit from the Duchess.  Since then she has also had pieces published in Award Winning Australian Writing 2011 and the first Lizard Skin Press Short Story Anthology, and on a couple of websites.  She lives in South West Victoria surrounded by sheep, red gums and old volcanoes, and still earns her living looking at pieces of dead animal down a microscope.
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— Anastasia Warmuth

Jake pulled his greatcoat tightly around his body before striding out in to the crisp wet street.  He held himself tall, forced rigidness up his spine and faced the world, unflinchingly, unblinkingly.  The ridged stance meant his face met the fine droplets of rain a moment before the rest of his body.  Yet although his eyes flickered slightly as tiny beads of water formed on his eyelashes, he neither raised his arm to protect his face nor pulled his head downwards into the tenuous security of his coat.  Jake was present in the world; he saw the world and the world reflected back from his glassy green eyes.

The coat Jake had chosen this afternoon was made of wool, well-cut, and dyed just a shade off true black to give him a powerful, but approachable, air.  He had considered his chocolate coat for a moment; it was warmer, and he could turn up the collar without ruining the line.  But even through Peter, the man he was meeting, would see his coat only for a few seconds when he arrived at the restaurant, the impression he wanted was a little more stick and a little less carrot.  The chocolate was too amicable, too soft; he wanted a slight shiver of the authority inherent in his dress to ripple through Peter’s body in that moment before the coat was removed to reveal the softer blue of Jake’s suit.  Jake was someone to be taken seriously.

Jake wasn’t pleased about the rain, grumbling under his breath, cursing the misfortune of his only umbrella breaking when he first stepped out of his apartment.  Jake was not going to arrive for such an important meeting with a broken umbrella.  Poor, that would say, pitiful, that would say.  So he had discarded the offending item in the communal foyer, taking care not to be noticed by the doorman or the residents, and had stepped out into the rain unprotected.

Time had worn away the hair on the top of his head, leaving only a fine white and grey stubble above his ears and down the back of his neck.  The rain slicked up the smooth skin and made it shine unbecomingly; suggesting weakness and age.  Jake could wipe his brow with his handkerchief when he arrived, but nothing looked more pathetic than a middle-aged man, vainly dabbing at his bald head.  At least Peter would fare no better, the man rarely had the foresight to carry an umbrella and; coming straight from work on a day that had started so optimistically; his thick brown hair would look drenched and bedraggled.  Jake’s skin would dry much quicker than Peter’s hair. Although sharing the misfortune of the rain, Jake would have the upper hand.

Jake ceased his grumbling, broadened his strides and focused on another positive: the bitingly cold wind now stabbing at his face as he walked down a less protected main street.  It would give his cheeks an appealing glow, offsetting the harshness of his coat and complementing the blue in his suit.  Jake had an oval head, smooth and solid, eyes, ears, mouth and nose balanced pleasingly, if firmly upon it.  Powerful and attractive, his face said.  Rosy cheeks and a practiced smile added approachable to the mix.  Jake was not above pinching his cheeks to achieve this effect when required.  But today the wind was doing the work — Jake tightened the muscles in his jaw and cheeks to achieve the maximum result. 

So focused on this meeting, Jake barely noticed the heavily laden tram rumbling down the wet tracks. He didn’t notice a shabbily dressed woman yelling at another for kicking a dog, pointing her finger and swearing unimaginatively, while their mates huddled under the concrete awning of the local supermarket.  He didn’t notice the sidewalk chalk artist, nor the yell of the man as his wet foot smeared one of the pictures.

He did, however, notice the day spa his wife visited with proper regularity — to have things plucked and removed, have hair dyed and shaped, and body prodded and moulded.  He encouraged her indulgences, complemented them, while denying with practiced sincerity that she needed them.  He knew the rules, and would even boast to their friends in her presence, with feigned naivety, that she was still a natural blonde.  Jake knew that in his world there were benefits to be gained from having a devoted, beautiful and blonde wife.  Money created money, but only society gained influence.

Jake’s phone rumbled in his suit pocket, a message from the restaurant: Peter had arrived.

He quickly reviewed the impact his entrance would have — coat visible as removed, cheeks and smile rosy and accommodating, suit smart, approachable, yet giving little away.  Peter would see a man ten years his senior, well kept, amiable without weakness.  There would be no room in Peter’s mind for pity, only maybe a tinge of regret, if just a niggle.  But certainly no more than a moment of alarm when Jake first entered, timed to enter, the restaurant two minutes after Peter.  Timing was important, arriving last, but not late, and not giving Peter a chance to settle, but still a moment to mull, before Jake arrived.

Jake’s apparent ease and the log fire in the restaurant would lull Peter, calm him and make him feel secure.  To further the effect Jake would suggest port, drinking little himself, but topping up Peter’s glass.  They would then sit with the fire crackling soothingly in the background and chat amicably of business and weekend pursuits.  Jake would loosen his suit jacket, just the top two buttons, to show he was relaxed and enjoying himself.  He’d watch as Peter’s shoulders slowly slumped, his body comfortable and his mind unsuspecting, exposed.

It was then that Jake would make his move.

He unconsciously practiced the smile, although in the driving rain it turned into more of a grimace.  Yes, a smile and then he would say the carefully rehearsed words, casually, like the thought had just occurred to him.  “So,” he would say, “Do you like sleeping with my wife?”
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As a child, teachers often accused Anastasia Warmuth of being away with the fairies.  As a grown-up, little has changed.  Anastasia has worked selling toys, splicing genes, marketing lab equipment, as a roadie for a troupe of environmental performers and travelling all over Victoria to encourage farmers to plant trees and protect their bushland.  She currently lives in Melbourne and works as a part-time conservation ecologist and part-time fiction writer.  She takes her inspiration from both Mother Nature and human nature, and finds them each equally puzzling and magical.
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The Bush Concerto
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— Clare Seligman

The ocean swell disappears leaving the waters flat and unruffled except by the wind chop. To the south an intricate system of creeks pushes deep into the national park. The foreshores are rocky with the occasional swampy inlet giving way to dense low scrub. Here the cove is just over a kilometre wide, deep water running into rocky shores with high timber clad hills frowning down on the huddle of jetties which cling to the sheltered western edge. Holidaymakers or fishermen previously only used the bush hamlet but with the surging popularity of the outboard these ‘water access only’ properties give some families the chance to say they live on the coast in metropolitan Sydney.

The child scrambled into the tinny, hastily lifting her bare feet out of the cold salty water, which seemed to live permanently in the bottom of the dinghy and she clutched the aluminium gunwale as the boat sped through the estuary. Within half an hour mother and daughter were climbing out onto the mainland and taking the flagstone pathway to the commuter car park. The back seat of the car doubled as a shoe wardrobe, dress expectations were higher on this side of the bay, and Louise pulled on the school socks striped with the prestigious colours of a private school. 

The family all had the same intensely focused expression, an eye contact that halted the recipient in their tracks and demanded full immediate attention. It came from a source right at the
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