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A GOOD FATHER 

He knew he would make a good father.  He had all the right attributes; kindness, a caring nature, patience, and most recently an intense yearning to procreate before he became too old.

David Watson, careful not to disturb his sleeping partner, edged quietly out of bed and padded downstairs to the office in his pyjamas.  The hubbub of the business day had passed, and as he switched on his computer he enjoyed the brief 4am silence while the whole street slept.  Rubbing his eyes, he opened up a new page in Word, and deep in thought, failed to hear footsteps on the stairs.

“What’s going on?”

David turned around and tried to smile.

“It’s no use; I’ve got to do it.  We’ve talked about it long enough. I’ll be forty five next year; I can’t wait any longer. I want to be a father.”

He felt Evan’s hand on his shoulder.

“Now? Couldn’t it wait until nine o’clock? It’s more civilised.”

David laughed and shook his head.

“Now’s a good time. I just wanted to think up an advert before the phone starts ringing.”

“And then what?”

David looked at the blank screen in front of him.

“I don’t know.  It’s not really something you can put out there in the sweet shop window, is it?”

“I can just see it in bold print amongst the bikes and dodgy DVD players for sale.”  Evan chuckled. “Gay couple, good references, own business, seek surrogate mother.  Will pay.”

David felt a slight twinge of irritation.

“Well, it worked for Elton John, didn’t it?”

“Did he put an advert in Patel’s window then?”

“Now you’re being facetious.”

Ignoring Evan, David concentrated hard and crafted some careful words as the sun rose higher over the rooftops, and birdsong celebrated the dawning of another day.

‘Surrogate mother required, South London, for childless couple with successful I.T business. Fee negotiable.’

“Fee negotiable?”  Evan peered at the advert with interest whilst holding aloft two cups of steaming coffee. “We’re not Elton and David.  It’s Evan and David, don’t forget.”

David shrugged.

“Business is good; we can afford to pay well if we find the right person.”

Evan, freshly showered and dressed, shook his head.

“I’ve told you before; no woman is going to want to give up her baby.” He sat down and switched on his computer. “You’ll never find anyone.  You’d better get dressed unless you’re working in your PJ’s today.”
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HE FELT A LITTLE STAB of excitement when he saw it there in the Classified Ads.  He was glad he’d paid extra to have it printed in bold; it definitely stood out from the rest.  As he worked away he found he was holding his breath every time the phone rang.  However, much to his disappointment it was Evan who eventually took the call two days’ later.  David had come home to find Evan laughing whilst handing hope to him on a yellow piece of paper.

“She’s called Mary Nunn.  She wants your babies.”

David held the post-it as though it was made of gold and scrutinised the number.  

“I’ll phone her right away.”

***
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WITH HER MOUSEY HAIR and nondescript features, she did not have the looks to stop traffic, but by her third visit David was more interested in her personality, which was pleasantly calm but upbeat.  Relaxing around their small swimming pool one balmy evening with Evan and Mary, he discovered the possible surrogate already had three children of her own, did not want any more babies, but needed money as she was newly-separated from her husband and currently unemployed.  Later, excitedly talking it through with Evan, more and more he felt that Mary should be the mother of his child, and while serving up lasagne a week later he managed to blurt out the all-important question.

“How do you feel about getting an agreement drawn up with my solicitor?”

He watched as Mary chewed her pasta thoughtfully before speaking.

“I need to know how much you’re prepared to pay first.  I have three growing sons and an absent husband.”

“Shall we say fifteen thousand pounds?”

David ignored Evan’s raised eyebrows, and concentrated hard on trying to read Mary’s inscrutable expression.

“I think I’d rather hear twenty five thousand actually.” Mary’s voice was steady.

“Twenty.”  Evan shot Mary a cold glance. 

“Try twenty three and you’ve got a deal.”

“Yes, yes.  Twenty three thousand it is then.”  David knew he would have gone much higher. “I’ll organise for the legal papers to be drawn up for signing.”

“How will we...er.....”  Mary looked down at her plate.

David felt his face reddening.

“I’m incapable of performing the sexual act with a woman, I’m afraid.”

“Not to worry.”  Mary smiled up at him, equally embarrassed. “That’s why syringes were invented.”

***
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ELLA MAY NUNN WEIGHED in at 8lb 4oz and looked the image of her mother, and was the daughter that Mary Nunn had secretly hoped for throughout her previous three pregnancies.  When David found that Mary had disappeared but all of the £23,000 had been deposited back into his account, he cried the bitter, futile tears of childlessness.  

Over the years, older and wiser and mindful of Evan’s advice, David never again broached the subject of fatherhood.  With Evan’s support he poured himself wholeheartedly into their business, earning their first million by the time he had reached his 50th birthday.  Only one thing marred his joy; somewhere in the world there now lived a daughter whom he would never know, and indeed he would not even recognise her if she passed him on the street.
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ONE AUTUMN EVENING 18 years later, Mary Nunn, shocked at the sight of David Watson on the screen as she turned on the TV, decided the time was right to give in to the constant pressure from her daughter and finally come clean.  With no preamble she stated the fact to an astounded Ella that one of the winners of Businessman of the Year that she could see currently being interviewed on BBC1 was none other than the man with which she had once signed an agreement to produce a surrogate child, but had then given birth to the daughter she had always wanted, and had decided at the last moment to change her mind and keep the baby.  With tears streaming down her face she gazed at David Watson, now grey-haired and distinguished looking, and then back at Ella.  Without another word being spoken, she Googled the telephone number for BBC enquires, tapped in the number, and handed the phone over to her daughter.

THE END

A MARRIAGE MADE IN HEAVEN

“I hear you’re looking for a quick way to pay off your debts.”

I look up as a stocky young guy with clean, dark, waist-length hair puts his lunch tray down opposite me and takes a seat.  I don’t know him but have seen him around the campus, usually carrying a guitar in a case on his back.

“I might be; as long as it’s legal and I get to keep my clothes on.”

I nibble on my sandwich as nonchalantly as I can, enjoying his throaty chuckle at my remark.

“Well, it’ll definitely be legal, but it’s up to you about the clothes.”

Intrigued, I study his face for more clues.  There are two laughing blue eyes trying to hide behind copious amounts of dark facial fuzz, which I swiftly decide he’d look better without.

“Out with it then; I’ve a lecture starting in twenty minutes.”

“Sure.”  He nods. “It’s like this; I’m here on a student visa which runs out in October, but it’ll be better for my musical career if I can stay in the UK.”  He takes a bite of his burger and scans my face intently. “So....... you agree to marry me, and I put fifteen thousand smackeroos in your bank account.”

“Bloody hell!”  I nearly choke on my food. “You move right along, don’t you?”  

“Don’t give me an answer now; think about it.”  He waggles his finger at me. “I’m not saying all this just to get into your pants; I really need to stay here.  Things are happening for me and my band.”

“Jeez.”  I look at him aghast. “Married?  I don’t even know your name!”

“Ha; it’s Gerrie Hermann.  So you’re interested then? What’s your name, by the way?”

His accent is appealing, but I have a terrible mental image of taking him up North to meet Mum and Dad, the straightest, poorest, but proudest parents in all the land.

“Sophie Woods, but I can’t see it working.” I shake my head.

“Sure it will.  You don’t have to love me or anything, ‘cos I’m basically an arsehole.”  His eyes twinkle. “We get married; I go my way, and you go yours.  Only now you’re fifteen thousand pounds richer.”

I try not to laugh as I finish up my cola and look at his frayed denim waistcoat and dirty-white tee shirt.

“And where are you, arsehole extraordinaire, going to get fifteen thousand quid from?”  

“I’ve already got it from my parents and from playing gigs.  Come with me to the hole in the wall and I’ll print you out a balance.”

“I’ve got a lecture.  I’ll think about it.”  

***
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GERRIE FINDS ME AGAIN the next day in the cafeteria.  I notice with distaste the same off –white tee shirt, but this time without the waistcoat.

“See you at the cash machine at half past four.”  He winks as he walks past me. “Don’t be late.”

The effrontery of the guy is amazing.  However, intrigued, I find myself walking a circuitous route to the accommodation unit after lectures end, just to see if he’s there.  He is; waiting there like Winnie the Pooh on steroids, with a smile on his face the size of the Blackwall tunnel.

“I knew you’d come!”  He’s almost jumping up and down with glee. “You’re not seeing my pin number, but you can have the print-out.”

I look away as he pops his card in the reader and enters the pin.  I still cannot believe somebody looking the way he does could possess thousands of pounds in his bank account.  He requests a balance and gives me another grin.

“Mum and Dad are minted. Why do you think I’ve been able to get a student visa?”

I take the balance print-out from him, and am surprised to discover there is over thirty thousand pounds in his account.

“Because you murdered them and stole all their money?”  I look again at the piece of paper just to make sure.

“Wrong. I told you; they’re wealthy.  What do you say?  Come down to the bank with me tomorrow lunchtime, and I’ll transfer it over to your account.”

It was all moving too fast.  I saw a summer of not having to work at menial jobs in order to pay Mum and Dad back, who had re-mortgaged their home in order to be able to send me to university.  I could repay my debt to them in dribs and drabs so as not to cause suspicion, and be done with it.  They’d never find out I was already married, and I could always say to a future partner that I didn’t need a marriage certificate to prove my commitment.  I decided for once in my life to live dangerously.

“Okay, but wait until exams are over.  I’ll book it for some time in July, but you’ll have to shave though. I hate beards.”

Gerrie shakes his head.

“No way; love me, love my beard.”

“I don’t love you, and I’m not marrying a guy whose face is full of fuzz.”

“Bugger.”  Laughs Gerrie. “You drive a hard bargain, don’t you?”

“Take it or leave it.”  I reply.

***
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IT’S A LOVELY DAY FOR a wedding, as fifteen thousand pounds richer, I stand on the steps of Newham Registry Office with my husband of just ten minutes.  We thank our two witnesses, and ask them to take some photos of us with our iPhones.  The witnesses comply, and then disappear into the throng of passers-by from whence they came, Gerrie looks at me and gives a whoop of joy.

“Yes!  Thanks for this Sophie; you don’t know what it means to me.”

“Thanks for the money.”  I laugh.  “Let’s go and celebrate!”

As we walk along to a nearby pub, I take a swift glance at the newly-shaven Gerrie, who actually looks devastatingly handsome in a three-piece suit and cravat.  He catches my eye and puts a casual arm around my shoulder.

“So you like the new me, eh?”

“Sure.” I blush furiously. “You’ve scrubbed up pretty well.”

“You’re not so bad yourself.”  His gaze travels up and down my body in an instant. “Fancy coming along to my gig tonight?  We can go for a curry afterwards if you like?”

I’m suddenly happy that we’re not going our separate ways straight off.  I quickly agree, and with a mounting excitement look forward to what might happen after the curry.  After all, it is our wedding night!

THE END
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A STORY ON A PLATE 
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“So......you’ve got your English degree, you can conjugate verbs, use an Oxford comma, and you’ve even self-published a novel.  More importantly, what can you do for the Happisdene Mercury that hasn’t been done before?”

Becky Morris regarded the overweight slob sitting across the other side of the desk from her with distaste as it raised one nicotine-stained forefinger in her direction.  Willing the interview to end, she replied with the first thought that came into her head.

“Probably nothing by the sound of it.”

There was a sudden and distinct change in the editor’s offhand manner.  He rose to his feet, smoothed back a lock of greasy brown hair, smiled, and then extended his right hand towards her.

“I like it!  You can start on Monday; I’ve got just the thing for you to sink your teeth into.  It’s a story on a plate, so to speak.”

This was not the reaction that Becky was expecting at all.  Thrown off her guard, she wracked her brain for the most diplomatic way to inform Eddie Harrison that he could insert his job offer where the sun refused to shine.

“Oh...well, thanks very much!”

“See Marjorie on your way out.”  The editor’s mobile phone buzzed and he gave it a cursory glance. “She’ll deal with all the paperwork.”

***
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BECKY’S HEAD REELED as she stepped out into the sunshine of Happisdene High Street.  Ethan, blond hair shining in the afternoon sun, still waited where she had left him, sipping on a takeaway cup of coffee and probably keeping one covert eye on the passing totty.  Becky slumped down beside him, grabbed the cup, and took a long swig.

“I’ve got the job!”

She grinned at Ethan, who looked at her incredulously. 

“You’re joking, right?”

“No; deadly serious.”  She exhaled slowly. “He’s awful, but he told me to start on Monday.”

“Cool! We’ll soon be able to put a month’s deposit down and rent a flat!”

Becky smiled at her fiancée, feeling grown-up and pleased at being able to augment their meagre finances.

“Hopefully I can move on to bigger things when I’ve made my mark.”

“Absolutely.”  Ethan drained the rest of the coffee and stood up. “Come on; I’ll buy you some lunch to celebrate!”

Arm in arm, they sauntered along past market traders selling their wares, several fast food outlets, a Polish delicatessen, and a host of charity shops selling ‘pre-loved’ clothes and second-hand furniture. 

“No wonder they call Happisdene ‘Dole-on-Sea’.” Becky sighed. “At least the properties will be cheaper to rent here than in Brighton.”

“Sure.” Ethan wrinkled his nose. “Who’d want to live here otherwise? We’ll be able to find a palace to live in, no trouble, with our combined wages.”

“Not sure there are any palaces left.”  Becky shook her head. “They’ve all been split up into flats.”

They walked down to the beach and sat on the sea wall, fending off ravenous seagulls and eating takeaway fish and chips.  The wind whipped strands of Becky’s red hair into her eyes, and she pushed them away impatiently.  Throwing away the remnants of her lunch as far as she could in the direction of a gimlet-eyed and vociferous seagull, she leaned against Ethan’s arm and enjoyed the rays of sunshine on her face.

“Eddie the Editor says he’s got a story on a plate for me.”  

Ethan gave a non-committal grunt.

“I bet that’s not all he’s got for you either.”

“Ha ha.” Becky chuckled. “You’re only jealous in case I’ll be earning more than you.”

***
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AWARE OF THE INTERESTED stares from two journalists already tapping away at their computers at 08:50 on the following Monday morning, Becky followed behind Marjorie towards a spare desk in the far corner of the room.

“Glenn; Scott, this is Becky Finbow.  She’ll be taking over from Maddie.”

“Hi”. Becky ignored a rising nervousness, and regarded the two middle-aged men with as much confidence as she could muster.

“Hey Becky.” Glenn Forrester took off his glasses and rose to his feet. “Nice to have you on board.”

“Welcome to the madhouse.”  Scott Wetherden swivelled around in his chair and rolled his eyes.

“Thanks....I think.”  Becky laughed. “I’m certainly looking forward to starting work.”

“Oh, Eddie’s got just the job for your first day.”  Scott threw a knowing look at Glenn. “Call it your initiation ceremony if you like.”

“Hmmm.....can’t wait.”  Becky noticed Eddie summoning her from the door of his office. “Looks like it’s time to find out what it is.”

***
[image: ]


“’MORNING BECKY; READY to start, then?”

Becky mused how Eddie’s appearance had not improved any since the previous week.

“Sure; what have you got for me?”

“Sit yourself down.”  Eddie was geniality personified. “It’s all happening after hours tonight at Freshfare; you know the supermarket on Church Road?”

“Yes, I know it.”  Becky nodded. “What’s going on then?”

She noticed Eddie glancing down and busying himself with some paperwork on his desk.  Without making eye contact he carried on speaking in an overly-cheerful tone.

“Well, it’s a new venture; looks like they’re now catering for our local naturist community on Monday nights.”

Becky was instantly suspicious as to just what she was expected to investigate.  She felt a heartsink moment approaching.

“Nudists?”

“Yeah.”  Eddie riffled through a file of papers. “Monday night is nudist shopping.”

“You’re joking, right?”  Becky looked for a hint of a smile on Eddie’s face. “What’s the point of that? I mean...where are they going to put their money?”

“I’m perfectly serious.” Eddie looked up at her. “It’ll be a great article for the Happisdene Mercury.  Spend the morning sorting out your desk and finding out what’s what, and then you can take the afternoon off and work this evening.  Trot along to Freshfare about 7pm when the fun starts.  I look forward to a great write-up tomorrow.”
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“WHAT A PERV!”  ETHAN’S voice coming over the speaker made her smile. “I’ve a good mind to bop him one!”

“No, I’m going to write the article.”  Becky sighed. “It’s probably some sort of initiation ceremony; apparently the other two blokes I work with had to do something weird as well.”

“I’ll be ten minutes away. Call if you need me and I’ll be right there. Keep your clothes on! Love you.”

“Love you too.”  Becky smiled in the direction of the phone. “I’m not even going to unbutton my coat.”

***
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SHE HAD NEVER SEEN shutters on the supermarket windows before.  Nervous and sweating slightly, Becky announced herself to a rather stocky bouncer on the main door, who she was relieved to find was fully clothed.  

“I’m from the Happisdene Mercury; I’m here to write an article on the naturist shopping night.”

The bouncer ushered her into the lobby.

“Wait here; I’ll contact the manager for you and he’ll be down presently.”

“Thanks.”

She could not see out into the street at all, and the inner sliding doors to the supermarket itself were closed.  She decided to wait amongst tidy lines of stacked trolleys for her next instructions.  After a short time the door slid open and a short, balding and effervescent man in a pinstripe suit appeared.

“Welcome!  You’re from the local newspaper I hear.  I’m Peter Willis, the manager.”

Becky hoped her hand wasn’t too sweaty as she extended her right arm.

“Hi, I’m Becky Finbow.  Yes, I’m here to write an article for the Happisdene Mercury.”

“Well!”  Peter Willis threw an arm around expansively. “In you come and speak to the customers then, but I have to tell you they won’t like it that you’re dressed.”

Becky looked on in horror as an overweight and naked middle-aged man placed a small sack of King Edward potatoes into his trolley and sauntered on towards a pile of sprouts.

“I’d rather just talk to you actually, and keep my clothes on.”  

Peter Willis shook his head.

“Nonsense!  I can’t help you; you’ll have to speak to the customers themselves to find out why they want to go shopping in the buff.  Changing rooms are next to the toilets. No clothes allowed on the shop floor on Monday nights apart from the checkout girls. It’s up to you of course, but I’m just providing a service. There’s nothing more I can tell you I’m afraid.”

In her mind the outline of a story began to take shape, causing Becky to briefly imagine presenting her finished article to her colleagues, thereby sticking up two fingers to them all in the nicest possible way.

“Right then; I’ll get on with it.”

The female changing room felt overly-warm, as indeed did
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