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To Lisa,

For all those Fridays listening to me read these stories

that your feedback helped shape.

“Oh, come now, Mr Pratt. I recognise the sound of a rummaging sweet bag when I hear one. I haven’t had an English sweetie in my mouth since my drunken graduation night with the Cambridge Five... How I would kill to get my lips around an English lemon sour puss just one more time.”

Frau Weiss  Mr Pratt’s Agent Provocateur
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A few testimonials. They always help...

Delightfully entertaining! – AM Mile  Clever and entertaining. Characters are so consistent and real. Love your style! – Lavonne H  The mystery element was amazing. – Niveditha S  Fine Writing – Scott C  Incredible job of capturing beautiful details and imagery. – Amanda L  You tell a great story! – F Noelle  Your words are more perfect than any picture. – Thom H  Love the mixture of details and characters in your writing. – LH  Wonderful! Great style! – F Morier  Thrilling from start to finish – W Pierce  Enthralling. Kept me reading. – B Eubank  Great pacing. – Marty B  In an age of cozy mysteries, you could be the first to write a cozy Western. – Del G  You clearly have a love of words and the ability to manipulate them in ways that result in vibrant passages. – Todd J  Very few people have a way with words like you seem to do. – Piper O  Shades of Cormac McCarthy. Stunningly well written. – D Griffith  Beautiful choreography. – Mary L  Masterpiece of writing. – S Morris  Masterful characterization, pacing and dialogue. Excellent work. – Mike P  I really enjoy living in your world for a bit. – Storey T  Ray Bradbury, Isaac Asimov, and Arthur C. Clarke would be proud. – D Lovegren  Your Dystopian stories make 1984 seem like kids play. – M Panasitti  Great attention to detail. – T Skye  You have a good way with dialogue and using the history of your locations. – DG  Masterfully crafted with gorgeous dialogue. – A Lieser  Your writing is inspirational. – Janice D  Brilliant! – Sean M  You write so beautifully! – FM  Beautiful prose. – M sherif  Your dialogue was really spot on and funny. – R Miles  Like all of your work, well written. – Wally S  Excellent work with accents. – AL  Your Sci-fi and Dystopian stories are like reading Vonnegut or Bradbury. Wonderful! – J Harris  Rewarding reads. – Helen S  You never disappoint. – Kevin L  Your use of dialogue between characters is flawless. – Judith J  Excellent characterizations. – L Hanson  Wow! What rich descriptive telling and tone. – M. M  You have a real writing talent. – Calvin M  Your dialogue is brilliant. – David McC  Great storytelling. – Michelle O  You do such a great job of setting the scene and putting us there. – Felice N  Loved every minute. – M Olive  I am admiring your skill with dialogue. – Kristi   Masterful dialogue is standard for you, Chris! – Claire   Intelligently written with unexpected twists. – Ty W  I applaud you. – Hannah S  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Preface
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Following on from my previous published collection of humorous short stories in “Short Tales, Long Laughs,” this collection of more serious matters brings several repeated characters to life. 

There is Anthony Pratt, formerly a WWII OSS Agent turned post-war Nazi hunter and the co-creator (with his wife, Elva) of the famous board game, “Cluedo.” His globe-trotting adventures begin in a London setting that may have inspired the widely-played board game he would eventually create. Follow him across five separate stories of intrigue, danger, and espionage, as he encounters some memorable characters that bring the world of Anthony Pratt to life.

Taking the reader across the Atlantic and into an era of the Old West, meet Wynonna Belle, a gun-slinging librarian using the power of words and the force of her Colt-45s to bring a quietening version of librarian justice to a loud lawless town. Revenge, compassion, righteousness, and an innocent brand of romance bring her to the forefront of a reality when women were looked upon as the weaker sex. If you like Westerns, you will love Wynonna righting wrongs across six separate stories.

Spanning genres like War, Dystopian, Science-Fiction, Religion, Social & Moral Issues, and Historical Fiction from Ancient Rome to the battlefields of France, Okinawa, and Vietnam; you, the reader, will be transported through dimensions of time and events that will make you want to engage with each character as they come to life from the pages within this book. 

But first, start-off with a trip to Yorkshire, England in an age when old train stations and station masters had begun to outlive their use in “By The Withernsea.”

Happy reading,

Chris

P.S. As each of these stories were inspired by prompts on Reedsy.com, I have referenced each story’s prompt in the acknowledgment section of this book.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

By The Withernsea
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“What thee mean; you’re closing down our station?” Ernest Claybourn protested almost inaudibly, as he stood on his station’s platform under a torrential Yorkshire Autumn downpour. “Well, I’ll go t’foot of our stairs—if I had any. That’s how gobsmacked I am.”

Charles Fotherington-Clarke stood opposite Ernest, drenched from head to foot. Moment’s prior, he had been enjoying the warmth and comfort of a first-class carriage on the Hull to Withernsea steam train. Disembarking amid Yorkshire’s wettest October on record, the elements provided him a cold and wet East Riding welcome to Hedon—a small town sat along the Humber Estuary. His unenviable task of informing the long-serving station master in person about the impending closure of the surplus to requirements station, was a voluntary decision Charles had respectfully made.

“In circumstances like these, I feel it my duty to let him know in person,” he informed the management at British Rail. “It’s the least we can do for all his years of loyal service.”

Charles was no stranger to this part of the world. Born and raised in Leeds, he had studied and worked hard to see himself through university and into a well-respected job in the civil service. His father—a dashing British officer stationed in Ireland—had met his mother at a debutante ball in Dublin. It was love at first sight, so after a whirlwind courting period, they married eight months later. The honeymoon lasted thirty days before young Charles blessed them with his timely arrival into the world. Insisting on both parents’ surnames being used, his father Frederick Fotherington, had Charles christened with a hyphenated surname.

The wisping memory of his deceased parents briefly came alive with the smell of the Yorkshire air. As Charles stood trying to parry the deluge of water soaking him through, he sheltered under his leather briefcase, while trying to be heard above the din of the torrent cascading down from the darkened sky.

“Is there somewhere we can go that’s warm and dry?” Charles pleaded with the old station master—some twenty-five years his senior.

“Follow me!” Ernest shouted above the noise. “I’ve got fireplace lit over yonder in station house.”

With a quick hop, skip, and a long stride, Charles trailed Ernest into the station master’s quarters like a hungry lamb following its mother. Shutting the entrance door, the sound of the rain outside instantly became a white noise unable to penetrate the thick stone walls of the cottage.

“Sit thee down next to fire, lad.” Ernest instructed. “I’ll fetch thee summat to dry yerself with.”

Welcoming the comforting heat of the fireplace, Charles removed his bowler hat, raincoat, and rain-streaked glasses, before Ernest returned with a large, grey blanket and a cotton towel roll sequestered from the gentlemen’s toilets.

“The towel is a little rough, mind you, but it’ll do the job... The mover’s blanket is a leftover from when we refurbished the old place a while back. Wrap that around yer shoulders.”

With an appreciative nod of his head, Charles proceeded to first dab at his wet hair, followed by a more aggressive wiping of his face.

“Set yer coat and jacket on back of these chairs,” Ernest instructed, as he dragged two dining chairs from a table at the opposite side of the spacious room. “Fire’ll have yer clothes dry in no time. I’ve put kettle on stove, so we’ll have a nice brew to warm us up. Plus, you’re in luck. Mrs Pennington from the mill only yesterday dropped off a cake she baked for me, so I’ll slice a nice big piece for you to go with yer tea.”

“You’re very kind,” Charles gratefully replied.

“I’m a Yorkshireman, young man. Hospitality begins in Yorkshire. You remember that—next time you bring bad tidings to East Ridings.” 

Ernest’s cheeky expression acknowledged his own rhyming witticism, which in turn, relaxed Charles—whose own courteous smile reflected that the humour was not lost on him.

Ernest was a friendly type of man, always willing to go the extra mile to hold a train departure—so his delayed customers would not have to wait for the next one. He would also lend a helping hand to load heavy suitcases and packages onto baggage cars for those struggling with the weight. Always a friendly smile to travellers and locals alike, he was endeared and admired amongst the small populace of Hedon—as a good station master should be. It was a position of prestige amongst many small communities like Hedon, and Ernest’s gold-leafed trimmings of his railway uniform resembled a high-ranking officer often associated with military service.

“Mr Claybourn, I thought it best to tell you in person that.”

“My trains are being put out to pasture.”

“Metaphorically speaking, yes.”

“Along wit’ me.”

“I’m so very sorry.”

“It t’were a tad loud outside, so I didn’t quite catch yer name?”

“Oh, do excuse me,” Charles apologised. “My name is Charles Fotherington-Clarke. Minister for transportation.”

“And you travelled all way from London just to give me the shove?”

“Not entirely, no. When I read about your four-and-a-half decades of service to the line, I felt you were owed a personal explanation.”

“I’ll pour us both a cuppa first,” Ernest paused, before answering the kettle’s whistle. “Then I’m all ears. How d’ya take yer tea, Mr Fotherington-Clarke?”

“Um, milk and two sugars, please.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve had Yorkshire before. I hear that it’s all Darjeeling and Lady Grey with lemon down south.”

“Quite, yes.”

“Well, this’ll open yer eyes to the delights of Yorkshire.”

“Forgive my prying, Mr Claybourn; but have you not been to London?”

“Not had much time to go gallivanting on frivolous trips—what with running this place. If I left even fer day, who’d help old Mrs Sprake with her bags, when she come back from her Saturday shoppin’ in Hull? Nay, there’ll be plenty time fer sightseeing soon, by the sounds of things.” 

Returning to the small table sat in front of the fireplace, Ernest set down a tray containing a cozied teapot, plates, cutlery, and two generous wedges of cake.

“Ave you ‘ad Parkin before, Mr Fotherington-Clarke?”

“What!? My goodness, yes. As a boy.”

“By gum, you get this in London now, do you?”

“I was brought up in Leeds, Mr Claybourn. Mother often baked it as a treat.”

On hearing this, Ernest softened his tone of voice. “I just luv treacle in cake, don’t you?”

“Yes, yes I do.” Charles delightfully agreed.

“Nice t’come home once-in-a-while in’t it, Mr Fotherington-Clarke,” Ernest warmly stated, while carefully pouring tea into the cups.

Embarrassed by the generous demonstration of hospitality, Charles hesitated to discuss the business of the station, but was beaten to the punch by Ernest.

“Mind you, the news you bring upon us is most disturbing,” Ernest unabashedly stated. “Most unwelcome, and that’s a difficult thing to say for a Yorkshireman.”

“If there were any alternatives,” Charles apologetically explained. “I would not hesitate to explore them, but the government wants to push for an increase in mainline passenger travel; to get the country moving again.”

Catching himself preaching a politician’s party slogan, Charles interrupted himself with a brief clearing of his throat before continuing in a more subdued manner.

“The irony is that small stations like yours must give way to allow for expansion of the rail network. So, the government has enacted a scheme to shut the most nonessential stations along many key routes. With the increase in diesel and electric powered trains, your line—quite frankly—is a slow-moving relic of the Industrial Revolution. Sadly, like many things in today’s swinging era, it is a rotting casualty amidst the bloom of fresh progress.”

Ernest had sat quietly staring into the fireplace listening to Charles sincerely explaining the reasons for the de-listing of the entire railway route.

“I’ll give you this, Mr Fotherington-Clarke, you certainly ‘ave way with words, you do. More tea?”

“Thank you,” Charles replied—holding his cup and saucer steady while Ernest filled it. “It’s a robust flavour, isn’t it. I find it to be rather palatable.”

“You know, like all things Yorkshire such as Parkin Cake and this delightful tea, we like things a little slower than you folks down south. Take this line for instance—the Hull to Withernsea line. It were never meant for speed, you see. It were meant for folk to enjoy beautiful scenery on way to a day at coast, where families could learn to appreciate the beautiful countryside from the comfort of a moving train travelling slowly past a world they may never have gotten to see otherwise.”

Pointing towards a wall plaque displaying the year 1864, Ernest proudly continued his observations.

“It’s been one ‘undred years since this line opened. Withernsea was a small village back then, but now, it’s a busy seaside town come summertime. All because of a track most people in your Parliament have never travelled but impatiently want to close without reservation. I admit, beach at Withernsea were never anythin’ t’write home about, but it’s the journey that’s so exciting, Mr Fotherington-Clarke, it’s not always ‘bout the destination. It’s also about the adventure of getting there. That’s what train travel is. Tis a journey of unexplored terrain. Now, all-of-a-sudden, you’re ‘ere to tell me that there won’t be no more journeys, no more railway adventures.”

Ernest’s compelling argument forced an empathetic sigh from Charles.

“That is the sad truth,” Charles confessed.

“What will I tell townfolk who want to go to seaside or go shopping in Hull? What will I tell old Mrs Sprake come Saturdays?”

“I’m afraid they’ll have to rely on the buses or taxis.”

“Excuse me for my bluntness Mr Fotherington-Clarke, but that seems a cack-handed way to solve a transport crisis, don’t it? Is that the solution all you government people came up with... Take the bus?” He mimicked.

Ernest used his wisdom of age and experience to put Charles on the defensive, and for a few moments, Charles searched his recollection of government issued memorandums to try and justify party policy.

“Taking alternative modes of transport into account,” he weakly fired back. “Was the clearest solution.”

“Well, it’s good to know my tax contributions are funding such constructive planning of the countryside.”

Placed in the uncomfortable position of having to defend the government’s policies, Charles started to feel his welcome was wearing thin.

“Yes, well, perhaps it’s time for me to leave.”

“And go where, Mr Fotherington-Clarke? There’s only one bus to Hull today and the next train is at 12:35.” Ernest checked his watch, before declaring, “Tomorrow.”

“What about the bus, then?” Charles enquired.

“I’m sorry to say you’ve missed it by two hours. Besides, I can’t let you go out in downpour. You’ll catch your death, and that wouldn’t go down well in the House of Commons, would it.”

The coincidental timing of a tree branch whipping against the study’s rain-blown window, reminded Charles of the torrential conditions bearing down upon the well-insulated station house.

“Yes, I see. Then, can you recommend any local lodgings for the night?”

“Nearest t’here, is in Withernsea, but trains cancelled now—due to weather. I’d say your arrival here was a sorry omen, I’m afraid.”

“Sorry?”

“Before you come here today, the weather has been t’only thing with authority to cancel trains.”

Charles huffed in solidarity as the ironic truth of Ernest’s light-hearted observation sank in. Closing train lines, bypassing towns with the new motorways, and planting the seeds of insecurity, was never good business for any ruling government. However, Charles was just a small cog in the wheels of technological advancement, and with the ever-decreasing era of steam-powered transportation derailed to museum attractions, a new era of technology and engineering had emerged to take the reins of industry. For the people in charge of leading the country out of the Industrial Age, the use of public funds to action the march forward had no coffers for those left standing. It was an evolutionary step in the full-speed-ahead mentality. No matter what sentimental attachment to the area, nor Charles’ own personal objections to stamping out the culture of rural life, the majority in Parliament ruled the land and held the purse strings. A majority ruled by the minority—albeit, voted in by the many—another irony.

“If you need somewhere to bed down till tomorrow, there’s a spare room upstairs, and it comes with a nice fry-up come morning,” Ernest kindly offered.

“That’s awfully decent of you, Mr Claybourn,” replied a grateful Charles.

“No bother at all. Look, seeing as we have each other’s company for a while, why don’t you call me Ernest, Mr Fotherington-Clarke.”

“Ernest, yes. How do you do? Well, seeing as we’re now on a first name basis, please call me Charles.”

“A fine name, Mr Fotherington... erm, Charles. A king’s name, if I may say so.”

“My father’s decision, really. My mother wanted to name me after one of her Irish saints but was overruled by a British officer’s logic explaining that, A man born of the soil should inherit a name befitting to the land—meaning, assimilation into the country would instil a high degree of loyalty to it. I like to believe that I’ve inherited his sense of duty and loyalty—if not his influence.”

“What is a man if he acts otherwise, hey, Charles?”

“Precisely, Ernest. My father based his philosophy on learned history. He would preach the sense of belonging to something or somewhere by continually referencing Oliver Cromwell’s conquest of Ireland. He highlighted the fact that it lasted only until the next generation, who—born of British serviceman gifted lands and titles by Cromwell—believed themselves more Irish than British. It was called Victory by absorption. I do miss his wisdom. Killed at El Alamein, fighting Rommel.”

“Most sorry to hear that, Charles. Like your father, many men from this area joined up to fight Hitler, and some never returned. See that photo on wall, above the entrance?” Ernest pointed it out. “The Collie sitting on train platform, with his back to camera?”

Without getting up, Charles swivelled in his chair, straining to see the photo elevated directly behind him.

“Ah, yes. Yours?”

“Heavens no. Although, the station adopted him after his master went off t’war. Archie was dog’s name. You know, every day for two years, he would wait on the platform for his master to come home. Wouldn’t leave station. Eventually, staff here began to feed him and sit with him—when time allowed between trains, that is. During each arrival on platform one, he’d run from carriage to carriage looking for the man that had raised him from a pup—wagging his tail until train pulled out. It were right heartbreaking to see this loyal animal patiently waiting for something we all thought wouldn’t happen.”

“Did his master return?”

Ernest’s eyes brightened as he continued.

“By gum, I tell ya. He did! T’were the arrival of a special hospital train bringing the wounded home that got Archie all excited. He could smell him, you see. Went straight to the middle carriage and sat looking at one of the doors slowly opening up. After the able-bodied had alighted, the dog gave a hearty bark as he saw his master emerge on a stretcher. I tell you, there were not a dry eye on the platform, hearing Archie’s excited barking and watchin’ him spinning in circles, so happy to be reunited with his owner. He remembered; you see. After two long years, he still remembered. Now, don’t that story beat all, ey, Charles?”

“Extraordinary. Did the soldier recover?”

“He did, fully; and that dog never left his side for a moment, until it t’were his time to go where dogs go when they die. There were talk for a while of erectin’ a statue to Archie as a shining example of patience and loyalty in unsure times. I dare say when you close this line down and local council replaces it with concrete, I’ll be like that old dog, sitting patiently on platform one, waiting for train to return. But in my case, that won’t ever happen, will it.”

Embarrassed by Ernest’s forthrightness, Charles remorsefully bowed his head in embarrassment.

“My most sincere apologies, Ernest. If I could change things, I most assuredly would.”

“Aye, lad, I truly believe you would, but it’s hard to stop progress, I s’pose. Nothing lasts forever, they say, except memories; and even then, they sometimes die along with those holding them.”

As the two men chatted throughout the rest of the afternoon and into the night, a mutual respect and friendship grew between them. Family stories were swapped, tales of parliamentary scandals, and talk of boyhood days in Yorkshire were shared; while food and drink were enthusiastically consumed, eventually leading to a good night’s rest had by both men. 

Come morning, after a good Yorkshire fry-up, a break in the weather allowed Charles the opportunity of a quiet stroll up and down platform one. The fresh country air, the pleasing songs of the morning Robins going about their business, and the lush greenery surrounding him, produced a pang of remorse for being the harbinger of such gloom and doom to such a beautiful part of the country. Making a personal promise to himself, Charles vowed to fight the line closure—no matter how futile it seemed. 

As Charles soaked up the rustic charm of the train station, Ernest cheerfully appeared with a parcel wrapped in brown paper tied with twine.

“A gift for your journey home, Charles. A whole Parkin Cake. Mrs Pennington just dropped this off. Hadn’t t’heart to tell her I’d not finished the other one, yet. Bless her, I think she’s a bit sweet on me. Anyway, a bit of home-away-from-home to take on your travels.”

“That’s very kind of you, Ernest. I must confess that I’m not entirely supportive of this decision to close you down, and I want to take this moment to mention that I will fight your corner in the House; but whatever the outcome, I shall return again to visit you. Who knows, I may even decide to retire here someday.”

“And you would be warmly welcomed, Charles, like the returning son of the soil you truly are. Nar then, let’s get you over t’other platform.”

Taking a step backwards, Charles paused, before explaining his hesitation. 

“I’m in no hurry, Ernest. I thought I’d get the 10:35 to Withernsea and walk the Promenade. Take in a little exercise and some sea air while I gather my thoughts.”

“That sounds like a wonderful idea, Charles. Mind now, the train stays there for one hour before heading back, so make sure you don’t miss it.”

“Would that be so tragic, Ernest?”

“Not in the least, Mr Charles Fotherington-Clarke. Not in the very least.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Tomorrow’s Lament
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“Jaysus died for all our sins...”

Henry “Hank” Hope pondered over the words thrust at him by the short, skinny priest stood before him in front of a row of trash cans. 

Startlingly appearing from out of nowhere within the Bostonian alleyway that Hank was relieving himself, the small man bore a remarkable resemblance to the old Irish actor, Barry Fitzgerald—a legend of the atypical Irishman depicted in old black and white movies. A guise that was curiously disarming in its visual demeanour, but highly suspicious in its sudden out-of-the-shadows materialisation. 

The shortcut home from his favourite watering hole—via a different path than he normally walked, had suddenly taken on a strange air of uncertainty to the travelling man. Quickly shaking himself dry, Hank proceeded to zip up his fly, before confronting the vocal assailant. His fingers a little wet from the uninvited interruption, Hank wiped them on his raincoat in a sorry attempt at sanitising himself.

“JAYUS... IS FUCKING RIGHT, FATHER!” His agitated state of mind shouted back at the emaciated man. “You just made me piss on my shoes.”

“Sure now, doesn’t the ammonia in urine cleanse all... Would-ja believe that in the days of ancient Rome, urine was used as a kind of laundry detergent.”

“I’ll file that under things to not remember next time I run out of washing powder,” was Hank’s annoyed response. “What are you doing out here in the dark?”

“I’m saving souls, my son. God has commanded me to bring him the lost, the infirmed, the vulnerable, and the inquisitive to where his love and forgiveness will set them forth onto the path of redemption.”

“You believe all that shit, do you?”

“It is me calling in life, my son.”

Hank stared directly into the eyes of the seemingly devout clergyman. Something in the deep and dark brown pools of the priest’s eyes sent a small shiver down Hank’s spine causing an uneasy feeling creep over him. Being accosted by a stranger in a dark alleyway while temporarily indisposed, left Hank feeling vulnerable. The urge to flee back to the emptying street was shouting loudly at him; however, being of larger frame and well able to take care of himself, Hank’s curiosity superseded any other desire to safely extricate himself from the moment.

“So...” Hank asked in a mocking tone of voice. “How many souls have you saved tonight, then?”

“Counting yours?”

“I’m beyond saving, Father. Plus, I don’t believe in all that nonsense, so your effort is wasted on me.” 

The priest said nothing, but stood there smiling at Hank, slightly unnerving him. 

“Fine, alright,” Hank gave in. “Counting mine, how many souls have you saved tonight?”

“None,” the priest instantly replied with a chuckle.

Hank surprisingly found the Priest’s dry sense of humour disarming.

“You’ve a strange way about you, Father. I’m not too sure about your intent, though.”

“Ah, wouldn’t it be too easy to dismiss me without any intrigue in the air?”

“Too true Padre. Alright, you got me there.”

“And sure, hasn’t God instructed me to find different ways to engage with his flock?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“And hasn’t he also told me that a man of no interest in faith, like yerself, a man with no defined path and no direction—is just awaiting guidance from a higher authority than we mere mortals dream of achieving?”

“Sounds more like what Confucius would say, than your imaginary boss.”

“Sure, it does at that. Wouldn’t you have just loved to sit in on a conversation between those two, eh? God and a Chinese philosopher, that is.”

“Indeed, Father. But some may say that the moral philosophy of Confucius also renders him a god too, yes?”

“Tis a fascinating concept, Mr, erm?”

“Henry, Father. Henry Hope. Most people call me, Hank.”

“Unfortunately, Hank. There is only one God, and I’m afraid there can be only one.”

“You mean, like the Highlander?” Hank’s comparison was lost on the preaching little man. “I am Duncan MacLeod of the clan MacLeod,” Hank quoted the TV series character.

A growing awareness of Hank’s meaning lit up the priest’s face with the expression of a light bulb suddenly turning on in his brain, causing his face to reflect enlightened delight.

“Yes, I see. But he’s just a fictional character, no?”

“Unlike your god,” Hank mocked, “who has never been seen,” he sarcastically added.

“Sure now, why reveal yourself when yer always inside everyone’s waking thought?”

“Well, he’s not in mine.”

“I’d wager that he is. Sure, is his name alone not guiding your conversation with me right here and now?”

“You’re the one that brought him up.”

“I am a man of the cloth, Hank. It is my duty to praise the word of the Lord. I live to serve him. All Christians and Catholics live to serve him.”

“That’s rich, Father. However, if one cannot serve humans well, how can one serve ghosts and gods?”

“Another quote, Hank?

“It was the reply that Confucius said to one of his disciples, Jilu, after being challenged on the topic of serving ghosts and gods. You, Father—have unfortunately crossed paths with a sceptical professor of philosophy on his way home from a pleasant alumni night out.” 

“Ah, I tink I understand you now, Hank. I can see the logic in your wee statement, but it only proves that Confucius was an agnostic. A non-believer, secular in his philosophy rather than transcendent. Sure, you could argue that Confucius was just a simple con man, bent on creating a large following to bolster his popularity. A bit like those Tik-Tok eejits all over the Internet these days.”

The priest’s candour tickled Hank to the point that he no longer felt a threat from the man debating him in a dark alley. In truth, he was rather enjoying the tennis match of ideologies.

“I have an idea, Hank,” the priest proposed. “What do you say we find somewhere warmer? Somewhere we can swap opinions over a nice tipple.”

“You drink, Father?”

“Only when I’m thirsty. Father Frankie Connor at your service, me boy. Look, at least let me compensate you for the pee stains on yer shoes. There’s a pub right around the corner.”

“You promise you won’t try to convert me, Frankie?”

“Sure, I’m just a conduit for God’s mysterious ways, Hank. I don’t force people to do anything. Through me, God just guides them onto the right path.”

Leading the way, Father Frankie’s small quick steps left Hank several paces behind him. Quickly catching him up before they reached the end of the alleyway, Hank noticed signs of life congregating outside a pub several doors down. Halting at the entrance, the chatter, music, and all-round gaiety emanating from within the pub’s walls immediately tweaked Hank’s curiosity. His earlier trepidations now comfortably dissipating into the night air, he noticed the pub’s sign hanging above the doorway.

“Tomorrow’s Lament—Irish Pub,” he recited out loud. “Frankie, how come I’ve never seen this place before?”

Guiding Hank through the door, Frankie placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“Sure, don’t tell anyone, but tis not always here. You ever see the movie, Brigadoon?”

Hank threw the priest a bewildered look, but before he could reply, he felt a forceful hand push him through the pub’s door and into the most bizarre scene he had ever encountered. The small bar was packed with all manner of clergymen and women—some, staggering around drunk, some sitting at the bar, and some slumped on the floor, resting against a wall. The entire place was heaving with merriment. Situated at the opposite end—near the rear of the building, was a platform stage lit by several colourful gelled lights. On the stage, was a microphone stand and a microphone sat in its cradle, amplifying the words of a dishevelled-looking priest telling jokes into it.

“Did I tell you the one about the Tibetan monk ordering sandwiches in a deli?” the one-liner priest asked rhetorically. “It was called the Deli... Llama!”

The corny joke solicited a derisive response, and when the whistles, jeers, and insults subsided, the on-stage priest continued his joke.

“You’ve not? Well, I’ll go on, then. You see, there was this Tibetan monk, a priest, and a rabbi all ordering lunch together. The priest ordered first and said that because it was a Friday, he couldn’t eat meat, so he just wanted a tuna sandwich with mayo on it. The Rabbi—studying the glass display cabinet of food said, I too would like a fish sandwich, but as I am Jewish, the fish must be a fish with easily removable scales. Being a vegetarian, the Tibetan monk took a lengthy look at the heavily laden meat menu. Becoming impatient, the priest and rabbi both nagged him to hurry up. 

“For God’s sake, man,” The priest vexedly asked. “What would you like? And don’t say ‘one with everything,’ again.”

“Oy vey,” the rabbi protested. “We’ll be here until the Shabbat at this rate. What would you like?”

The Tibetan monk bowed his head for a moment in contemplative thought. Then, raising his eyes, he replied, “I’d like one more fuckin’ minute to decide, alright?”

A cacophony of boos and vocal gibes prompted the joke teller to gesture a middle finger towards the crowd. Then turning around to show his backside to the hecklers, he yelled, “KISS MY RING!” 

Triumphant in putting down the hecklers, he started to wrap up his routine. 

“I’m here all night,” announced the papal comic. “You’ll find me over there, next to the whiskey and Sister Agnes—everyone’s favourite. Can anyone tell me what a fine whiskey and Sister Agnes have in common?”

Beaten to the punchline, the hecklers, in unison yelled, “THEY BOTH GO DOWN WELL!”

“You’ve obviously heard that one before,” stated the priest into the microphone.

“Fuckin’ roight,” yelled a lone voice from the row of tables in front of the stage.

“Which one is Sister Agnes?” Hank innocently asked Frankie.

“At the end of the bar,” Frankie pointed out. “The one throwin’ the icy look toward Father Maloney on stage. No doubt, she’ll be spittin’ in his tea, come tomorrow morn. That’s for sure.”

In astonishment, Hank stood completely still as he surveyed his surroundings. It appeared that almost everyone in the place was completely shit-faced drunk. To see all types of ordained persons of religious calling, laughing, joking, and heavily imbibing in whatever was put in front of them, caused Hank to doubt his decision to accept Father Frankie’s invitation. Drinking is drinking, he thought, but this place was out of control. 

It was easy to notice that the stout and whiskey were being consumed at such a higher volume than could be poured, it created a log jam of priests three-deep at the bar—all competing with each other to get the overworked bar staff’s attention. 

“Is everyone in here Irish?” Hank asked.

“To be sure, most are,” Frankie responded. “Except for Monsignor Oladapo from Scotland over there in the far corner. He’s the one with the tartan cap on his head. He just happened to be visiting the local archdiocese before jetting off to the Vatican.”

“So, what is all of this?”

“It’s a national holiday for us all, Hank.”

“What, an Irish holiday?”

“No, we should be so lucky,” Frankie laughed. “Tis for all clergy and nuns. Just happens that most everyone within earshot of the pub is Irish. It’s a kind of day off from God.”

“What!? I don’t understand.”

“It’s called The Day of Canons. However, like all things Catholic, it comes with an act of contrition. A sort of repayment for allowing us to let our hair down—figurately speaking. You see, our faith doesn’t allow us to absolve our own sins, and by the goings-on in here, it looks like there might be quite a few committed tonight. So, we must make sure we’ve got something to deliver to the man above to atone for any indecencies perpetrated on our day off.”

“Before I clear the stage for our next act,” the comic priest interrupted over the PA system. “I’ll leave youse all wit dis thought. You can pick your friends and you can pick your nose, but you can’t..”

Before he could finish, the whole room in collective chorus pointed at the nearest nose in proximity to them and yelled, “Pick your friend’s nose!”

“Fuckin’ roight, ye bollix,” came another shout from the table at the front row, causing the boisterous crowd to erupt in juvenile, high-pitched laughter.

The prompted gag line seemed to redeem the struggling comedian, and a warm round of applause accompanied his impending exit from the stage. Even Hank let out an amused chuckle.

“Now,” continued the comic. “Our support act is ready and willing to entertain youse all. Put your hands together and give a warm welcome to...” Adopting his best French accent, the priest introduced, “Les Sœurs de la Miséricorde! To those of you uneducated bishop lovers out there, that’s THE SISTERS OF MER-CEE!” 

The room erupted with whoops and hollers as the tune most famously associated with the Can-Can, bellowed from the speakers mounted above the stage. On cue, five nuns appeared through the rear curtain on the stage. Dressed in traditional nun’s habits, their outfits from below the waist, resembled frilly skirts covering long bloomers. 

Emulating the notorious Moulin Rouge dancers, the nuns began a very tightly choreographed dance—all to the greatest delight of the crowd watching.

“I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” Hank tried to shout above the high spirits filling the room.

“I know, tis mad as all, Hank. But we’ll all pay for it tomorrow, if we don’t offer up atonement.”

“What do you mean?”

Looking intently into Hank’s eyes, Frankie adopted an embarrassing grimace to his face.

“I erm, have to get someone to admit that they have chosen the wrong path in life and then convert them.”

With the bellowing sound of a penny dropping to the floor, Hank’s mouth sat agape in the realisation that he’d been conned.

“Sure now,” Frankie tried to persuade him, “Wouldn’t you be doing me a great service, Hank.”

“But I’m not religious.”

“That’s the beauty of it, Hank.” Frankie retorted. “You don’t have to be!” 

“Isn’t that hypocritical?”

“Sure, without hypocrisy, how would we survive at all as a religion? Can you imagine a world without sin and double standards? Sure, we’d all be out of work, now wouldn’t we.”

“I can’t Frankie. It’s against my hypocritic oath.”

“Perfect! You’d be in great company, then!”

Hank shifted uncomfortably at the hard-sell proposition presented to him. Observing the melee of priests, bishops, nuns, and choirboys catcalling the Can-Canning nuns, and the drunken men of cloth littering the floors in unconscious stupors caused by the sheer delight of people released from their suppressed desires and inhibitions; it was all too much for Hank to comprehend.

“I’m sorry, Frankie. I just can’t. Forgive me.”

To Hank’s surprise, Frankie’s hands reached up and cradled Hank’s head between them, followed by a grateful kiss on his lips.

“Youse beauty, Hank! I forgive and absolve you,” Frankie delightfully expressed as he stepped back and blessed Hank with the sign of the cross.

“I-I don’t understand,” Hank’s confused tone required clarification.

“You’ve triggered me back-up act of contrition, Hank! To forgive someone’s sins.”

“But I haven’t sinned.”

“Maybe not, but say three Hail Mary’s and the Lord’s prayer, or come and see me for confession next week.”

“But I’m not Catholic!”

“Even better, my son. Ye can’t be tracked! Are you stayin’ for a drink?”

“No, this is all too much to process. I’m going home.”

“Please yerself,” Frankie gently remarked. “But first, wait a sec for the big man’s speech. We can’t leave before he does.”

The dancing nuns—now stretched out in their finale pose of splits on the floor, drew a huge round of cheers and applause.

“The Sisters of Mercy, ladies, and gentlemen! Moulin Rouge, eat your heart out!” The returning comic proudly announced.

“Fuckin’ Roight!” the now-familiar voice in the front row shouted out.

“Ah, the Big Man needs a word with youse, so with the greatest of respect, I yield the stage.”

A giant hush came over the room as everyone still semi-conscious silently watched a white-robed man wearing a white skull cap ascend the stage. Receiving the microphone from the comedian, he blessed the room by making a sign of the cross, silencing all drunken discussions. This caused a reciprocal blessing aimed back at him by those still able to, without poking themselves in the eye. 

Commanding the room’s attention, he raised the microphone to his lips—and with one vocal expression, he propelled the room back into raptures of debauchery.

“YE BOLLIX!”

Dropping the microphone to the floor, he graciously exited stage left, stepping over the nuns—still holding their split-leg poses.

Nudging Frankie in the ribs, Hank’s astonishment at his stunned recognition of the exiting man, piqued his curiosity.

“Is that?”

“Yes, tis himself,” Frankie casually responded.

“He’s not Irish, is he?” 

Hank’s question seemed to be more inwardly than outward, but Frankie decided to clarify things.

“No, my son. But you know how it is. When you’re around Irish people,” he explained in his thickest Irish country-bog brogue. “You can’t help yerself talkin’ loike dem. As a joke, someone told him, ye bollix meant something like saying, carry on.”

“And the swearing?”

“Och, he must have picked that up from his last trip to Ireland.”

Catching movement in the far corner of the room, Frankie gave a nod toward the Scottish priest, hurriedly chasing after the exiting man in the white suit.

“Ah, there goes Father Oladapo,” Frankie pointed out. “Him and the Big Man are both booked on the Red Eye to Rome, so that would be the reason for the brief cameo on stage. Well, you take care now, Hank, and thanks for the penance. As they say in the old Westerns, Vaya Con Dios.”

Exiting the pub, an astounded Hank paused once again to look at the hanging sign above the entrance. Then, with the noise of the partygoers in the pub propelling him away in search of some Shangri-La type of peace and quiet, he took one last look through the pub window, but to his surprise, the place was void of any life. In fact, the place looked dark and empty. Trying to open the door to peer in, Hank discovered it was locked. Confused and bewildered, Hank turned to leave but was blocked by a familiar person.

“Frankie,” he shrieked. “Where’d everyone go?”

“Off to do their penance, Hank.”

“But I just left a second ago and the place is now empty.”

“They’ve all snuck out the back, me boy. Once the Big Man leaves, the fun is over. I’d dare say they’re all scurrying back to their own diocese via a kebab food van or two along the way. Best keep what you saw tonight under yer hat. You don’t want to start tongues a-waggin’ or get a visit from the papal inquisition investigating valid acts of contrition. What goes on in Boston, stays in Boston, if youse know what I mean.”

“I’m not even sure anyone would believe me,” Hank declared.

“Sure, I would,” Frankie assured him, “if you want to come to confession on Saturday.”

“Nice try, Frankie.”

“Sure, it twas, at that,” Frankie shyly admitted. “But you can’t blame a priest for trying, can youse.”
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Anthony Ernest Pratt stood in front of the roaring fireplace, studiously peering through a glass of port held high in front of the flames. At the personal invitation of the distinguished physician, Dr David Black; he had been the guest of honour for the evening. There were other guests, of course; but they were currently entertaining themselves cheerfully in other rooms of the Tudor-era house. However, at the specific request of the doctor, Pratt had been invited to the drawing room for a tête-à-tête, a private one-on-one chat to discuss politics in the expectant post war era.

Taking the opportunity to relay his views to the uninterested doctor, Pratt adopted a patronising stance in his derision of dictator-led regimes.

“One party being in endless control of the populace, is simply contrary to the system of democracy, my good doctor,” Pratt opined. “It is possible for the most placid individual to contain the courage of a lion and strength of an elephant—when forced into a corner... Dictatorships have a history of failure when the populace rise up against them.”

Pratt had not achieved the same level of schooling as Dr Black. Twelve years his junior, Pratt’s education was interrupted at the Grammar level. War had seen to that. However, he did have a high degree of intelligence and savvy that would light up any Oxford University Debating Society. Had the war not needed his skills, a scholarship at Oxford was a distinct possibility.

“Take this glass of Port, for instance,” Pratt explained, using his love of drama to conjure up visual metaphors as he lectured. 

“The emotion it produces can elicit conflicting reactions and interpretations in those that try it for the first time. One may see a beautiful ruby tone in colour, and may taste a rich dark, fermented fruit. Another may just miss the entire point of its fortification and overlook its charming aroma.”

Pratt was building tension. He was intentionally stalling, trying to entice Dr Black out of his defensive shell. It was something Pratt learned when questioning German officers captured in Norway. He had a knack for extracting information from those that resisted interrogation.

From the onset of war with Germany, a young Anthony Pratt had enthusiastically joined the British Army, volunteering for the Special Service Brigade—the SSB, and it wasn’t long before he experienced the horror of combat while fighting in the Norwegian campaign. After two months of killing Hitler’s finest, battle plans changed when news broke of Germany’s lightning invasion of France. The Norwegian King and Crown Prince had already evacuated to London, followed by his government and large numbers of his Norwegian forces. That left Pratt without a mission, so along with his battalion, they completed a tactical withdrawal to their secretive country training barracks in Hampshire for a deserved rest. Not long after, Pratt’s SSB were reorganised into the newly formed Commandos, and due to his service in Norway, he became eligible for re-training as an officer—enthusiastically volunteering for No. 2 Commandos. After more than two years of fierce combat—sometimes viciously hand-to-hand—the newly promoted Lieutenant Pratt was honourably discharged from the Commandos. Shrapnel wounds from a German grenade had left him with a distinct limp. This was not a career ending injury; however, his unit needed fully capable fighters for their danger filled operations.

Unfit for active deployment, Pratt joined the civil service as a Special Adjutant to Churchill’s War Rooms. If he couldn’t fight on the frontline, then “By God” he would do everything else he could on the home front to help Britain win the war.

Inhaling a deep snifter of his glass, followed by a controlled sip of the sweet tasting wine, a satisfying smile stretched across Pratt’s lips. 

“Indeed, Port is a marvellous after dinner drink,” he thought as he continued to provoke Dr Black. “Like power, too much of this tipple can oftentimes bring on an insatiable, almost uncontrollable lust that makes you crave more.”

This was 1943. No-one knew how long the fighting would continue. The Nazis ruled the majority of Europe’s landscape, and their spy network of oppressive socialists infiltrated both Britain’s disconnected poor and society’s rich elitists. The innocent looking soiree in the old Tudor mansion filled with a collection of wartime sitting ducks, was highly suspicious to the astute Pratt. This cocktail concoction of ministers, clergy, and intellectuals were transparently devoid of any modicum of sincerity. The true reality behind the gathering masked a sinister Nazi undertone of coercion, deception, and betrayal. However, Pratt was acutely aware of this and had been well trained for such a scenario of misfits posing as regarded members of society. When asked at the dinner table, he freely explained his role of adjutant at the war rooms. But it was merely a cover story to throw the more calculating inquisitive off the scent. No-one there knew that Agent Pratt was in the middle of conducting a new, secret mission. Not even his wife.

Strategically, the other guests in attendance on this evening had been separated and corralled into the library, kitchen, billiard room, and several other rooms of the large house. The drawing room that Pratt presently found himself in was reserved for the most influential, and it hid a shadowy history of covert conversion tactics conducted by a ring of Nazi sympathisers, cloaked in the garb of local high society.

Dr Black remained seated, apathetically listening to Pratt, trying to avoid eye contact. Semi comfortable in the lush, high-backed lounge chair, he stared intensely at the fireplace; quietly processing the ramblings of the young man hogging its radiating heat. 

The room was moderately lit with a table lamp sat atop a beautifully adorned hand-carved Edwardian-era sideboard. The two large, French-paned windows were draped over by thick velvety, maroon-coloured curtains blocking out any evening chill that the cold wind outside pushed through the window cracks. More importantly, the heavy drapes kept the light inside from escaping into the night. The German Blitz of English cities was just a painful memory now. Hitler’s Luftwaffe had essentially been neutralised since the Battle of Britain. However, smaller, nightly raids were still a possibility, so blackouts were essential in all buildings—unless you wanted to suffer the indignation of an air raid warden’s public yell to “Close that bloody curtain!”

Enduring enough of Pratt’s tedious talk, Dr Black finally looked up. The long-winded lesson about the characteristics of port had lost its momentum.

“Your point, Pratt?”

Pratt finished his glass of port, then carefully laid the empty glass on the fireplace mantle. He could feel the friction building up in the room. Something in the tone of Dr Black’s voice told him to seek evasive action. Drawing a deep breath into his lungs then slowly exhaling, Pratt focused on the layout of the room, briefly analysing each object that came into view. What escaped the flickering glow from the fireplace, was dimly captured by the table lamps’ shallow reach. Cupping his hands behind his back, he slowly wandered around the richly decorated room with its inlaid wood panelled walls and gold leaf painted high ceiling. During the Edwardian years, the room had seen a generous amount of renovation work done to bring it into the new century. One of the upgrades was the addition of an ornate electric chandelier, hanging dormant in the centre of the room. In case of accidental illumination during an air raid, its grandeur had long ago been hidden with a black cloth draped over it. Light could still penetrate the cloths’ accordion folds, but the cover-up successfully managed to prevent any escape of light towards the windows. “Difference of opinion makes for a healthier state, old chap,” trying to close the argument. 

“Besides, this country would never settle for a one-man-no-vote system. Much too civilised for that, ol’ bean.”

“I’m afraid that’s exactly where we’re headed, Pratt,” the doctor interrupted. “Otherwise, a great deal of blood will be shed.”

Tired of the game, Pratt came straight to the point.

“Yes, I’ve seen your messy trail. That’s what led me here tonight. Your way or Norway, eh?”

“I’m not sure I get your meaning.” 

Pratt’s voice unexpectedly became stern, almost impatient.

“I’ve read your file.”

Focusing back on the fireplace, Dr Black slightly cocked one ear towards Pratt.

“My file?”

“Please, Dr Black... or should I say Field Marshall Bloch, of the Waffen-SS? There’s no use in denying it. We are after all, both in the business of intelligence gathering.”

Displaying no emotion or physical response, Field Marshall Bloch carefully and slowly moved his right hand towards the inside of his suit jacket. 

“Ah, I suspected as much. Agent Pratt, is it? What a shame, you would have been a great addition to the new British Gestapo.”

Both covers now blown, the next few moments were crucial for survival. No longer in his peripheral vision, Bloch listened very closely to the shifting dynamics of the room’s acoustics, as Pratt changed his location. Acutely aware that Bloch’s heavy chested breathing had increased in tempo, Pratt’s inherent sense of immediate danger, diverted his attention in search of something to use as a weapon. He had answered the invitation unarmed. Tonight, was supposed to be intelligence gathering—not a kill order. 

On the decorative sideboard, something shiny caught his eye, as it reflected the fires’ flickering rays. 

“Ever read the Sunday Times, ol’ chap? If you did, you would have seen a wonderfully written eulogy on the late—but real—Dr Black... Remarkable resemblance... The skills of your Nazi plastic surgeons are exemplary. Very accomplished, indeed.”

Pratt positioned himself three paces directly behind Bloch’s chair.

“If it hadn’t been for the obituary column, I dare say that you may have escaped our attention.”

Bloch shifted uncomfortably in his chair, tightly gripping the handle of his hidden pistol. 

“Congratulations Agent Pratt. British Intelligence is not all sherry and trifle, it seems.”

Trying to mask the sound of the safety catch on his pistol being released, Bloch vociferously cleared his throat.

“The Third Reich will last one thousand years, Britisher,” he blurted. “Nothing can stand in the way of progress... Not even this small island of milky tea drinkers can stop us.”

Pratt stealthily took three deliberate steps forward until he was almost looming over Bloch’s chair.

“This war will be over soon...” boasted Bloch. “...and when that happens, your cooperation now, would be generously rewarded when der Führer takes up residence in Buckingham Palace.” 

Menacingly rising from the dark shadows behind Pratt’s back, a heavy brass candlestick came into view, increasing its loftiness in his steely grip.

“Your war will be over sooner than you think, Nazi!”

The candlestick’s heavy square base began to shake with a nervous tremor, as Pratt’s pulse quickened—excited by the arrival of impending justice.

Feeling the rush of Pratt’s breath hitting the back of his neck, Bloch quickly drew his Luger pistol from its shoulder holster, but Pratt had the advantage of height and sight. Just at the point of no return for both men, the drawing room door flew open, followed by jovial laughter as a group of people spilled through the doorway invading the volatile scene. At the front of the group was Pratt’s wife, Elva. Young, pretty and bubbly, she was so excited to introduce her new friends.

Reaching for the wall switch, Elva turned on the ceiling light, illuminating the dark shade surrounding it. Cloaked rays pierced through the gaps not covered, illuminating Anthony Pratt and Field Marshall Bloch. In an instant, the Luger discharged, sending a bullet whizzing upwards and slicing through the chandelier’s cable. A deafening crash resonated around the room as the chandelier fell from the ceiling to the parquet floor, followed by a sickening sound of simultaneous bone crunching and flesh slurping. Had Pratt not courageously grabbed hold of the pistol’s barrel in time, Elva would have most certainly become Britain’s latest war widow. Instead, partially obscuring Bloch from view, Pratt stood very much alive, with his back to the chair, blankly smiling as he faced the friendly interlopers, whose boisterous frivolity had suddenly been replaced with shocked silence.

“Sorry about that,” Pratt apologetically improvised.

“...We were debating the war effort, and Dr Black was kindly showing me his pistol. Must have gotten startled when you all burst in, and accidentally pulled the trigger.”

The assembled group uttered a collective and relieved sigh, allowing a moment for Elva to break the ice.

“...Yes, always better to be careful around guns, I say...”

“Indeed,” was Pratt’s sheepish reply. 

“...Anthony darling, you must come and play this frightfully enjoyable game we all started. It’s called ‘Guess the murderer.’ It’s oodles of fun! Colonel Moosetard here is from Paris—I do hope I pronounced your name correctly.”

The Frenchman shook his head and shoulders in a comme ci comme ça expression of indifference.

“I ran into him in the hall, carrying a rope—of all things...”

Repeating his gesture, Moosetard added an extra nod of his head in agreeance.

“...and this is Melody Peacock. She was showing me her marvellous Roman dagger in the kitchen. It’s called a Pugio, I think. That’s right, isn’t it, Mrs. Peacock?”

The slim, shy looking knife collector blushingly smiled.

“...So, I thought my Anthony... you... would probably like to see that. You used to be a commando, and have heaps of experience with knives and such...”

In a not-so-subtle attempt to signal her to get everyone out of the room, Pratt gave his wife a side glance, raising both his eyebrows, and jerked his head ever so slightly. Elva understood but hesitated. The unsettling surprise of gunfire had piqued her curiosity.

“I must ask darling... Is everything alright?”

Silhouetted from direct view, Bloch’s arm limply dropped over the chairs’ armrest.

Pratt had to think very quickly. His job was not finished yet.

“...Poor chap must have fainted from the shock... I’ll look after him.”

Satisfied, Elva cheerfully turned and began to usher the unsteady guests from the room.

“Come on everyone, let’s see what Reverend Green is up to with that spanner he found in the library... Join us soon, darling?”

Pratt agreeably nodded as the drawing room door gently closed. He quickly searched Bloch’s lifeless corpse, slumped motionless in his chair. In one of Dr Black’s jacket pockets, Pratt discovered a small notebook emblazoned with a Swastika on the cover. Briefly examining its contents, Pratt confiscated it into his jacket pocket.

“This will interest Winston,” he thought out loud—before taking a closer inspection of the Luger pistol. 

“Engineering at its finest,” he again verbally reflected. “Perhaps Professor Plum can drop this off at HQ for me. He’s probably still tucking into that cake in the dining room.”

Like all good undercover operatives, Pratt always worked with back-up close by. It was regarded as standard practice in the OSS, and Pratt knew only too well, the advantage of working in teams.

Subtly folding the gun into a copy of a discarded newspaper, Pratt tucked the package under his arm, then headed towards the drawing room door—each measured step crunching pieces of shattered chandelier beneath his polished, black brogue shoes. As he pulled the drawing room door open, a narrow beam of light rushed in from the hallway, highlighting Field Marshall Bloch of the Waffen-SS, sitting limp in his chair, looking like he had just fallen asleep in front of the fireplace. However, the shiny, brass candlestick protruding from the top of his head and the blood dripping from his shirt sleeve onto the Persian rug, revealed a more sinister and less pleasant story.

“I’ll report this as case closed by unintended circumstance,” Pratt muttered. “Assignment completed.” He then turned and moved into the hallway, slowly shutting the door behind him. 

“What an eventful evening,” he muttered with the realisation that there would be more clashes with home grown Nazis to come. However, this night, Anthony Pratt could celebrate with a V for Victory for Britain...

Two years later, when the war was finally declared over, the victorious allies joyfully celebrated a world without Hitler. Anthony Pratt had been an intrinsic part of the war and was duly promoted for his endeavours. On his last day of duty at the war rooms, Winston Churchill beckoned him over to his desk. 

Lighting up one of his iconic cigars, the triumphant iconic leader took a long look at Pratt through the thick exhaled cigar smoke filling up the desk space between them.

“Major Pratt, on behalf of your king, country, and your Prime Minister; I’d like to express to you our deep and sincere gratitude for all that you’ve sacrificed these past six years.”

“Thank you, Prime Minister.”

“That unpleasant business at Tudor Hall... Hopefully, you’ve put all that behind you?”

“Yes, Mr. Churchill.”

“Splendid. It was a valuable piece of intelligence that you retrieved. Hugely instrumental in the rounding up of all the Nazi sympathisers. Can’t have that type of business on our own soil. No, just can’t have that... You helped win the war, Major Pratt.”

“We all did our bit, sir. The country was certainly inspired by your speeches. They very much helped us fight on for what was right. You’re the one that Britain and the free world owe a great debt to.”

“Poppycock, Major, but appreciated—all the same. This was not a popular war. No war is,” Churchill clarified. “And I am not a popular Prime Minister. However, history will be kind to me, for I intend to write it.”

“Indeed, sir.”

“Listen, before I send you skipping home unburdened to your lovely wife, there’s just one matter that I’ve always been extremely curious about...”

“Sir?”

“Of all things... why the candlestick?”

A wry smile stretched across Pratt’s face.

“The rope and spanner had already been taken, sir...”

Churchill puffed heavily on his cigar, then let out an appreciative laugh.

“Yes... yes, I see... Excellent, most excellent. Capital, Major! Absolutely splendid!”

Turning on his heels, Major Anthony Ernest Pratt left the Prime Minister chuckling away at his desk. His military service to his country now in the past, he would proudly return to civilian life and to his effervescent wife, Elva. 

Within the next few years, Anthony and Elva Pratt would forever be remembered as the co-creators of the world-renowned detective themed, murder-mystery board game called, “Cluedo.” 
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