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Easy, I thought. Just keep telling stories
until the end came, whatever that might be. It might be a sudden
crash of splintering glass, the flash of a stun-grenade and a hail
of bullets. Or it might be a slow expiration, death by starvation
while the police outside kept their silent surveillance. I didn't
know, and I was pretty sure that the nutter with the shotgun didn't
either.

Not that it mattered one way or the other. I
was trapped just as he was. No use worrying about it. It wasn't
resignation, not like before. No, I just felt, well, phlegmatic. As
though the revelation I'd experienced earlier was some sort of
religious conversion; I was now no longer C of E, I was now a
practising Phlegmatist. I used to think Samuel Beckett's "Waiting
for Godot" was drivel. Now, though, I thought I'd finally
recognised the drama's true meaning.

 


The Teller, During the Siege

 


"I don't like crap stories that go, 'so you
don't believe in ghosts?' and then the geezer suddenly vanishes! I
don't like stories about God, ghosts, or priests! I don't like
stories where the bloke whodunnit turns out to be someone you only
get to read about two pages before the end!"

He rose out of the chair, reaching across the
desk to grab my shirt, pulling me closer so his face was inches
from mine as he shouted: ”I don't like God! Ghosts! Priests! Or
people with ginger hair!"

 


The Gunman, During the Siege

 


oOo


The Gambit

 


“Whoever tells me an interesting story gets to
walk out of here alive."

That's what the maniac had said. There were six
of us in the Building Society when the armed robbery had gone
wrong, and now we were under police siege and at the mercy of a
trigger-happy madman. My five colleagues had already told their
tales, and now it was my turn. My mouth was dry, fear turning
saliva to ashes, but I had to try. My life depended on it. I looked
at the grey, pinched faces of my friends and workmates, at the
blood on the wall where the policeman had been killed, and then at
the sawn-off shotgun pointed at me. Its dark, terrible muzzles had
about them the same empty, lifeless stare that plagued my
workmates’ eyes. I began, hesitantly at first, and then my voice
grew stronger.

“A married couple, deeply in love, together for
many years and still head over heels with each other, are driving
home late one night after celebrating their wedding anniversary
when they're abducted by aliens curious about the human race. The
husband and wife are separated from each other, each placed in a
stark, grim cell, brightly-lit, terrifying. An alien comes into the
husband's cell, and tells the man that if he will sacrifice his
wife, then he'll be set free. The man refuses, saying that he loves
his wife deeply, and that the alien should let her go and take him
instead.

“The alien thinks about it, and then produces a
box with two buttons on it, one green, one red. He tells the man
the green button will give his wife a totally painless, instant
death, and at the same time transport him back to earth. Whilst the
red button will set the wife free, and give the man the same
instant, painless demise. They needed a human body to experiment
on, the alien said. Then the creature leaves the man alone in his
cell, with the box.

“The next morning, after a sleepless, agonising
night, remembering his life, and everything he loved about his
wife, the man, tearful, presses the green button, and is instantly
transported back to earth. There, he finds his wife. At first he's
overwhelmed, surprised, then overcome with relief, and then he
looks into her eyes, and she into his. And they realise, they both
know without saying a word, that they had both pressed the green
button. That's it.”

I sighed, looking helplessly at my friends and
workmates. I knew my story was better than theirs, and I could see
from their faces that they knew it too.

“Not bad.” the maniac said, and the gun swung
away to point at the others. "The best of the bunch. You lot, get
up."

They rose shakily to their feet, and I closed my
eyes. I couldn't bear to watch.

“Go on. Fuck off out of it, the lot of you."

I was stunned. "But...but,” I stammered, "My
story was the best!"

“Yeah.” he said. "Gonna be a long siege. No TV.
Needs something to keep me entertained, don't I?"

“It's not fair.” I wept, as my friends and
colleagues walked free.

“Neither was them aliens.” the gunman replied,
as he locked the door again. "Now, tell me another..."
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So. There I was. Trapped inside the Building
Society with a trigger-happy maniac and a dead policeman.

“Don't look so glum, matey!” he sneered, showing
bad teeth and total indifference to my plight.

I grimaced, and looked down at my feet.

“Could be worse, eh?” He cackled, and pointed
the sawn-off shotgun at the young officer lying dead on the floor.
Then he pulled the cord on the window-blinds, shutting out the
light from the street with the same casual grin he'd worn when he'd
shot the life out of the young copper.

“Electronic locks!” he barked.

“Sorry?” He'd caught me off guard, feeling sorry
for myself. Actually, feeling scared witless. My heart was in my
pants, as they say in Iceland.

“Electronic door locks!"

“Behind the counter..."

“Right. With me. You go first. Any funny
business...” and he waggled the shotgun.

My legs were numb from sitting cross-legged on
the floor for so long, and I'd had to squeeze myself further and
further into the corner when the policeman's blood had started
oozing relentlessly towards me. Standing was painful.

“Come on!” he shouted, waving the gun up and
down.

“I'm trying my best...” I began to protest, but
he walked through that dreadful crimson puddle, gripped my jacket
collar with his left hand, and shoved me violently towards the
door.

I fell through it, landing heavily, and for a
split-second I thought about slamming it shut behind me. But it was
too late, he was already in.

“Next time you don't do as you're told will be
the last! Understand?"

“Yes."

“Now set the bloody locks! I don't want to be
disturbed, see?"

“Yes."

I pushed myself up from my knees and, wary of
the ever-present shotgun, reached out to press the buttons on the
keypad that locked the doors and windows.

“Good boy!” the madman said, as if he were
talking to a beloved pet.

“Now what?” I muttered, astonished by my own
stupidity in asking the inane question.

“Now?” He cackled again, and using the gun
ushered me towards the manager's desk. "Now? Now we sits and
waits!"

“We wait?"

“We waits."

I sat in Mr Hobb's leather chair, careful to
keep my hands on top of the desk.

“Not there, sonny!"

“Sorry?"

“Other side! The peasant's side. The side where
the pissants beg for dosh. That,” he pointed the gun at the
chair I'd rapidly vacated, "is where I'm going to sit. Ironic,
yeah?"

“I suppose."

“You suppose. You supposes right, matey. See,”
he sighed as he sat down, resting the stubby barrels on top of the
desk, "now I'm the boss."

“Yes sir."

I swear I saw his hand twitch. The hand that was
holding the pistol-grip of the sawn-off. I shut my eyes, and waited
for the sound that would presage my death.

He cackled again. "See, now that's what you get
when you pisses me off! You call me sir again, and you'll be
joining PC Plod out there. Got it?"

“Yes."

“Good. Now sit down."

I did as I was told. Just like they'd taught us
when we joined the Society. It's not your money, they said, just
smile and hand it over. Do anything they tell you. Don't be a
hero.

Well, I didn't feel like a hero and never have.
And if the dangerous glint in the gunman's eyes didn't go out soon,
I probably never would.

“Nice story, the one about them aliens."

“I'm glad you liked it.” I lied.

“No you ain't. You wishes you told a crap one,
so you'd be outside, all safe and sound with your mates.
Right?"

“Yes."

“Damn right yes! And don't even think about
lying to me, sonny Jim. I been around liars long enough to know how
to spot one when it comes."

“Okay."

Agree with everything, they'd said. Right now,
staring at the awful black muzzles of his gun, I'd agree with
anything the mad bastard said. Anything at all.

“But you were pissed off, though. When I let the
others go.” He snorted. "Don't blame you, matey. I would be too.
See, just like in your story. Can't trust no-one, not even your
missus!"

“I don't think the story was about trust..."

“Oh!” he exclaimed, raising his eyebrows and
staring wildly around the empty office. And then he squeaked in an
offensive parody “Oh, pardon me! I don't think the story was about
trust!”

“Sorry."

“Shut it!” he shouted, and banged the gun on the
desk emphatically.

Rage flooded through me, drowning my fear. "That
could have gone off!” I heard myself shouting.

“Yes!” he hissed menacingly, leaning forward,
"It still might!"

“Just be careful, that's all.” I muttered,
looking down at the floor again. And out of the corner of my eye I
saw the horrible footprints that the gunman had left on the
floor-tiles. Blood. The policeman's blood.

“Don't worry, matey. You'll know when it's time.
Trust me!” and he cackled again, laughing at his own joke. "See!
There's that word again!"

“The story was about love and survival. How the
survival instinct can take over if you've got time to think about
things."

He leaned back, and for the first time released
his grip on the gun as he casually placed his hands behind his
head.

“A story's a story, sonny Jim. Up to the
listener to decide what it means."

I looked at him, hoping he wouldn't realise I
was trying to gauge the distance between him and the gun and me and
the gun.

“What?” he asked, suddenly leaning forward
again, and the opportunity, if there'd ever been one, was gone.
"You don't think I know anything about stories? You think I'm some
sort of thicky, don't even know how to read? Is that it?"

“No!” I protested.

“Now what did I tell you about lying?"

I froze, paralysed but for my eyes as I watched
his hand, his fingers creeping spider-like towards the butt of the
gun.

I found my voice, though God knows how. "I just
didn't think you got it, that's all."

He grinned. "Never underestimate your opponent,
sonny, not if you wants to win the game!"

“I'll remember."

“You do that.”

He leaned back again, hands behind his head, and
the chair squeaked a little as he rocked gently back and forth.
Just as it did from time to time when Mr Hobb was on the phone to a
customer or head office.

“I did time. A lot of time.” he said, staring at
me, his lips curled in an arrogant sneer.

I didn't reply. I thought perhaps he expected me
to be scared, or shocked. But I was already terrified, already
stunned. Nothing could have prepared me for the policeman's brutal,
senseless slaying.

“Time's boring. Banged up, bugger all to do.
Know what I did?"

“No."

“Read books. Loads of 'em. Loads of stories, one
after the other. Some crap, some okay. And yeah, maybe you're
right, maybe I didn't get them at first. But when you got years in
front, and years behind, you pick it up. Know what I mean?"

“I think so."

“You think so. You know so. So, now I
know a good story when I hears one. And a crap one, too. And maybe
you're right about the alien story. Maybe the old farts had too
much time to think about it. Like, would the old geezer have given
his life for his missus if they only gave him a minute to
think?"

“I don't know. Maybe."

“Maybe. Maybe them stupid squaddies wouldn't
chuck 'emselves on a grenade to save their mates if they had
minutes instead of seconds to think about it. Yeah?"

“Yes."

“Damn right."

The chair squeaked in time with his nodding, and
the manic glint in his eyes was fading to a cruel ember. My mind
was racing, I was desperately trying to think of something to say.
Keep them talking and you'll be fine, they'd said, once they see
you as a human being and not as a nameless threat, they're less
likely to hurt you.

The telephone rang, shrill and insistent, and it
made me jump.

“Always expect the unexpected!” the gunman
chuckled, and wagged his finger admonishingly.

He reached down the side of the desk and grabbed
hold of the telephone wire. With a sudden jerk, he yanked it from
the wall, silencing the intrusive din.

“There. All's quiet on the Western front!"

I looked from the phone to my captor, stunned by
the stupidity of his actions. "It was probably the police...” I
began, but he cut me off.

“Probably? Yeah. More than likely. Why? You got
something to say to them?

I shook my head.

“Nah. Me neither."

“Perhaps they wanted to negotiate?"

“So?"

I couldn't quite grasp the significance of it.
"So you could have negotiated. Come to some arrangement..."

“Like what?"

“I don't know, uhm..."

“You don't get it, do you?"

“No."

He laughed, long and hard, slapping his hand on
the desk, inches from the gun. I just sat there like an idiot, too
scared to say anything, too scared to do anything. I just watched
him as his body jerked with paroxysms of manic laughter. He was, I
knew, utterly insane.

The laughter stopped abruptly, like a switch
being flipped, and he leaned forward again. He folded his arms on
the desk and then, childlike, rested his chin on his hands.

“They gots nothing I want.” he said. "All I
wants is in here."

“I don't understand."

“Tell me a story.” he whimpered, "Tell me
another story."

I looked at the maniac's upturned face, and saw
the embers of madness flaring in the cold, dark eyes that stared
back through me.

Keep them talking, they'd said, make them
realise you're a human being. So I knew I had to tell him a story.
And I knew that the more I talked, the longer I would survive.

“All right.” I agreed, and looked around the
office for some inspiration. I caught sight of the bloody
footprints again, and though I don't know how, I managed to
suppress the shudder that threatened to rack my spine.
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The Driving Test

 


“George! You've just gone through a red
light!"

“Yes dear. The lights were on amber and I was
going too fast to stop."

“George I despair of you!"

“Yes dear."

“Take the next right."

“Next right? Yes dear."

“George! You're too far over!"

The car shuddered to a halt, and its beleaguered
driver turned to cast a disconsolate look at his wife.

“You can't back up in the middle of the road,
George! You'll just have to pull back into traffic and go around
the block! Honestly!"

“Yes dear. I'm sorry.” he mumbled, indicating
left and pulling away again. Fortunately, it was a residential
area, and Sunday afternoon. No traffic.

“Take the next left, go down Middle Road to the
roundabout and come back on yourself!"

“Yes dear.” Thirty years, George thought. Dear
Lord in heaven, can it really have been thirty years?

“Indicate right. Right! Right! Right!” she
screamed, reaching across to jerk the steering wheel.

The car swerved, but managed to avoid colliding
with the roundabout itself.

“Sorry dear.” he muttered. Blast, he thought,
why am I apologising? Trouble was, over the years those two tiny
words had become an autonomic reaction.

“Right at the junction."

“Yes dear, I know."

“First gear! First gear! For goodness sake!"

“Sorry dear.”

The road was clear and George steered the mini
out across the road, heading back to the scene of his earlier
crime.

“Next left."

“Yes dear."

“Then why are you still indicating right? Left!
Left!"

“Sorry dear."

“Mind that woman with the push-chair!"

“I saw her."

“There's a stray dog, George."

“I know dear, I saw it too."

“Slow down between those parked cars, you're
going much too fast!"

George obeyed. He always did.

“You nearly hit that van's wing-mirror!"

“Plenty of room, dear, plenty of room."

“Slow down at the bend! There's children at
play!"

“Yes dear."

“Closer to the kerb, George! Park closer to the
kerb!"

“Sorry dear."

“Handbrake! Handbrake! I despair, George! I
truly despair! Every year I pay for you to take your driving test,
and every year you fail! I daresay I'll be the one driving us all
the way to Blackpool this year as well!"

“Sorry dear.” George mumbled, contritely,
smothering his triumphant smile with the consummate ease of thirty
years practise. Drive from Plymouth, all the way to Blackpool, with
Norma in the passenger seat? Not on your life.
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“Yeah!” he shouted, and slapped the table as he
chuckled. "Yeah! Now that's okay! Bit short, but not bad, not bad
at all!"

“Thanks.” I mumbled, and I studied the lunatic
intently for any signs of impending violence.

“See, it leads you on nicely, and then
bam! The twist in the tail!"

“Yes."

“I like it. I likes it a lot. Looks like I
picked the right man for the job, eh?"

I couldn't undo the knot that suddenly tightened
in my stomach as the gunman grinned at me. "What job?" I
whispered.

“Court Jester, of course. Ain't you got it
yet?"

“No, I..."

“Like I said. Gonna be a long, long day. No TV,
no radio. Just you, me, and,” he chuckled, "PC Stiff over
there."

I sat there, numb, trying not to look out
through the counter's glass screen to where the officer's body lay,
and trying not to look the madman in the eye. I looked at my hands
instead, where they lay clasped and wringing in my lap. They seemed
not to belong to me, those wriggling fingers, and I couldn't stop
them moving.

“See,” the gunman said as he leaned forward on
Mr Hobb's desk, "I reckon a good story's got to have style. Know
what I mean? Course you do. Don't matter how short or long it is or
crap like that. Just so long as its got style."

“Style.” The word popped out of my mouth, a
mouth dry as ashes.

“Yeah. Bit a class helps too. Now that one about
the driving test, that ain't bad. Like, you know what the poor old
fart's going through in that motor. You can't help empathising with
the mug, sat next to that old bat."

Empathising? I looked up, taken aback by the
gunman's unexpected use of the word. I suddenly realised the danger
I'd put myself in by doing so, and looked down again, hoping he
hadn't noticed. If he had, he gave no sign, and continued his
criticism.

“But the ending? Magic, mate. Like, he's a
winner, even though he ain't, not in the long run."

I didn't know what to say. It's all well and
good the Company giving its staff a two-hour safety and security
seminar, but when you're warm and cosy in a conference-room,
sipping coffee and trying to impress the girl from Accounts, you're
a world away from the nightmare of reality. Keep talking. That's
virtually all they'd said throughout the two hours.

“Next."

I looked up, wondering what he meant. He was
leaning back in the chair again, and then he put his feet up on the
desk. The gun, I noticed, was now laying across his lap, within his
easy reach.

“Come on. Next."

“I need a drink.” I croaked, and it was the
truth.

He swung his legs off the table and sighed,
clearly irritated.

“Honest.” I croaked again.

He cocked his head, and waved the gun.
"Where?"

I pointed to the door that led to the small room
we jokingly called the staff canteen. It was little more than a
sink, a worktop, a kettle and a fridge.

“Well go on, then!” he shouted, and as I walked
towards the canteen I felt the muzzles of the gun jab into my back.
Past the gory footprints, taking care not to tread on them, my hand
reaching for the door's handle.

“Slowly!” he hissed.

“There's no-one else here.” I said, trying to
reassure him, but it was only when we'd entered the small, empty
room that the gunman appeared to relax.

“Make us a coffee. Black, no sugar."

“Okay."

We stood there in silence waiting for the kettle
to boil, and I was so parched that I drank a can of fizzy orange
from the fridge while the kettle whined and clunked. I hate fizzy
orange.

I used Mr Hobb's mug for the maniac's coffee,
and even though the gunman didn't have a clue whose mug it was and
couldn't appreciate the irony, I did.

Back at the manager's desk, and with my thirst
quenched, I seemed to find a little courage.

“What's your name?” I blurted.

“None of your frikkin’ business, sonny Jim."

“I'd like to know..."

“This ain't some cowboy film, matey!” he leaned
forward, putting his mug on the desk, deliberately avoiding the
coaster Mr Hobb had brought back from Bermuda. "And I ain't no
cowboy. None of that shit about ‘who are you?’ just before the
trigger’s pulled! Now, it's time you told me another. Unless you
fancies joining Plod over there!"

The threat was plain, and all too real. I began
to notice that his pattern of speech changed with his mood, and I
recalled his earlier use of the word 'empathise'. It dawned on me
that this murdering gun-toting lunatic was far more dangerous than
I had first suspected; there was an intelligence lurking behind
those glaring, intense eyes. Schizophrenic, yes, but intelligence
all the same.

“All right."

“And do the voices."

“What?"

“Do the voices."

“I don't understand...?"

His eyes narrowed, and I shrank back in my
chair.

“Do the bleedin' voices! If it's a woman
talking, you talks like a woman! If it's a kid talking, you talks
like a kid! Understand?"

I nodded. I understood what he wanted, but could
only guess as to why he wanted me to mimic the characters in my
stories. Perhaps he was trying to humiliate me, perhaps this was
his way of making me truly subservient. Or perhaps his mother had
always changed her voice when she'd read to him as a child. I
didn't know. Just keep talking, they'd said, and if this mad
bastard wanted me to give him a Punch and Judy show, then a Punch
and Judy show he'd bloody well get.
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The Man On The Plane

 


“So, are you a frequent flyer?” asked the old
man in seat 15D to the traveller in 15E.

“Yes. Offices in New York, Paris, Rome and
London. You?"

“My first time. Thought I'd try it. If nothing
else, gives me a chance to chat. People seem to be so busy today,
never seem to have a moment to talk with a stranger."

Nigel deVilliers, 15E, groaned inwardly, but
smiled weakly at the old geezer in 15D. Just my luck, Nigel
thought, to be stuck next to a rambling old fart all the way back
to Blighty.

“So,” Nigel said, weakly, "What do you do, or
are you retired?"

“Me? Retired?” 15D said wistfully, "Well, in a
manner of speaking. Sometimes I do feel rather redundant. My fault,
been away a bit too long I shouldn't wonder. I like to pop back
from time to time, check up on things, but as I get older I seem to
get distracted, and the next thing I know, poof! Time's just
raced by. You know?"

“I know. Seems like yesterday my eldest was
born. She's six.” deVilliers sighed. Four more hours to Heathrow
next to this.

“Ah! Suffer little children to come unto me!”
said 15D.

“Beg pardon?"

“Sorry. Something I said once. Can't remember
when..."

Shit, thought deVilliers, it gets worse. "You,
er, you didn't say what you did?” Nigel mentally kicked himself for
asking the question, and sipped his gin and tonic. Few more of
these, he thought, and with any luck the old fart'll nod off.

“Sorry, didn't I? Thought I had. I'm, er, well.
So many names. I suppose you'd call me God. Like to pop back when I
can, keep an eye on things, responsibilities and all that. Just so
damn busy these days, everything seems to be moving so fast,
everywhere. Not just here. Hard to keep up. You know?"

“Er, yes.” deVilliers unconsciously shrank away
from the old man, at least as far as the arm-rest would allow.

“See, I like to chat, grass-roots kind of thing.
You get a better feel for things in person, rather than relying on
all that long-distance stuff. Must say I'm impressed with all
this...” and 15D waved a gnarled hand, encompassing the interior of
the 747. "Mind you, there are some who yearn for simpler times,
like that bloke over there, one with the bald head. Can't say I
agree, the simpler times were really quite appalling. Plagues,
pestilence, poverty and the pox. Was going to intervene, as I
recall, but I have to stick to my principles. Free will and all
that. Mind you, having seen what's happening, think I feel the need
to do something. Bit of a flood, or a plague of locusts, that kind
of thing. Shake people up a bit. I say, you don't think locusts are
a bit passé, do you?"

“Excuse me a moment, would you?” deVilliers
stood up, and headed towards the bar and the stewardess behind
it.

“Another drink, Sir?” she asked, the smile
professional and not quite reaching her eyes.

“Er, G and T, thanks. Listen, I think the old
boy in 15D's a bit, er, senile? Thinks he's God, rambling on about
how he's going to create another flood and all that. Thought you
should know, maybe keep an eye on him, or tell the Captain?"

“Sir,” she said, eyeing him and then the gin and
tonic distastefully, "You're in Business Executive Class. There's
no-one in 15D or 15F. We guarantee an empty seat either side."

“But I've been speaking with him...” deVilliers
looked over his shoulder. 15D was empty.
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He was frowning angrily, rocking back and forth
in the manager's chair like a Headmaster pondering a boy's
punishment. All I could do was sit there, while he rocked and
frowned and stared back at me.

After a couple of minutes I couldn't cope with
the tension.

“You didn't like it.” I said.

“No. No, I did not like it.” With that, he
leaned forward, placing the gun on the desk and folding his
arms.

“It's just a story.” I muttered, trying to
dissociate myself from it.

“Yeah. But you told it. So it's your story. And
it was crap."

“Why?” I protested, hoping that if I could keep
him talking his hand would stay away from the shotgun.

“Let's get something straight, shall we, matey?
I don't like stories about God. I don't like God.” His voice began
to rise, and his hand twitched.

“I don't like crap stories that go, 'so you
don't believe in ghosts?' and then the geezer suddenly vanishes! I
don't like stories about God, ghosts, or priests! I don't like
stories where the bloke whodunnit turns out to be someone you only
get to read about two pages before the end!"

He rose out of the chair, reaching across the
desk to grab my shirt, pulling me closer so his face was inches
from mine as he shouted: “I don't like God! Ghosts! Priests! Or
people with ginger hair!"

And with that final blast of halitosis he shoved
me back in my chair and began thumping the desk, over and over,
screaming "No! No!” every time his fist banged down.

I sat there, shaking like a leaf in the face of
a hurricane, waiting for his madness to fade.

“Ghosts! God! Priests! Ginger! Hair!” over and
over again.

The coffee-mugs bounced into the air, tumbled,
spilling their contents, and the shotgun threatened to fall off the
edge of the table.

Finally, he collapsed back into his chair,
breathing heavily, sweating profusely, his face red with rage.
Breath whistled noisily through his nostrils as the outburst
subsided.

It took a full five minutes for him to regain
his fragile composure.

“You get the picture?"

“Yes."

“Good. Get into the kitchen."

The knot in my guts, which had begun to unravel
while I told the story, suddenly tightened again. "What for?"

He laughed. "Don't panic. You're going to bring
the stuff in here. And get a cloth to clean up this mess."

I relaxed a little, and under his ever-watchful
eye I did as I was told. While I was bringing the kettle and the
makings in from the canteen, he spoke again.

“Besides,” he said, "you could see the ending
coming a mile away. What's the point? Where's the twist? Where's
the dramatic tension?"

“It's just a story."

“It was crap."

His less explosive demeanour seemed to brook a
little rational argument, and after the terrifying outburst I
needed to speak. I got braver.

“You said yourself that a story's a story, and
it's up to the listener to make up his mind what it means."

“I have made up my mind. It was crap. Put the
kettle on the desk over there."

“I didn't think it was that bad."

“I don't give a rat's what you think, sonny Jim!
Mine's the only opinion that counts round here."

I wasn't about to argue with that, and busied
myself with a dishcloth, mopping up the mess he'd made on Mr Hobb's
desk.

“That'll do!” he announced, and once I'd
replenished our mugs he waved me to my chair.

“So tell me, matey. What do you think's so
interesting about that crapola tale of yours?"

I couldn't tell whether he was deliberately
baiting me, forcing me to say something so his twisted mind would
have an excuse for killing me. But keep talking, they'd said, and
who was I to argue?

“Just the idea, really."

“What idea?"

“The idea that God could be some bloke. Any
bloke. A man on a bus, a woman at the post office."

“Even me?" he chuckled.

“I don't think so."

“Nah, me either. If I was God, things'd be
different, I can tell you. Besides, God don't exist."

I refused to bite on that one, he'd already made
his opinions clear. "There's a bit of comfort in it too.” I said
quietly.

“Oh yeah?"

“Yes. In the thought that perhaps God might pop
back incognito, check out what's going on, and do something about
it."

He laughed, long and hard. "You're a tosser, you
know that? A dreamer! What, the world's suddenly gonna be a better
place when you wake up tomorrow?"

“Maybe not. But it's a nice thought."

He stopped smiling. "Think on this, sonny Jim.
Next time you goes to sleep, you might not wake up at all.” and he
fingered the barrels of his shotgun almost tenderly.

I didn't know how long my nerves could stand
this terrifying emotional roller-coaster. I had a sudden vision of
me collapsing across the desk in a gibbering heap, begging for my
life while the murdering sod caressed his gun. He must have
noticed.

“So! Better tell me another one. A better one.
Just remember, no God, ghosts, priests, or people with ginger
hair."

Another vision flashed unbidden into my mind, a
bizarre collage of his pet hates. Maybe, I thought, his mother was
a red-head who married a child-beating priest who died and came
back to haunt the kid with spectral tales of a vengeful God. But
the gunman was getting impatient again.
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Lucky B

 


Jane had never been to the White Hart pub
before, she and her girlfriends usually frequented the wine bar in
the high-street. But Tim was a 'regular', and this was their third
date, so Jane had agreed to accompany him.

“Who's that poor guy in the wheelchair?” she
asked, sipping her Lambrusco and trying not to stare.

“Oh, that's Lucky,” Tim said amiably, "He's a
regular. Nice bloke, too, when you get to know him."

“Why do they call him Lucky, for goodness
sake?"

Tim slurped his Guinness noisily. "Ah well. When
he was three he survived a car-smash that killed his parents and
his sister. Firemen had to cut him out, said it was a miracle he
survived without a scratch."

“That's awful!"

“Yeah. Then, when he was six, there was a boiler
explosion at the school and the classroom floor collapsed. Lucky
walked away from that one, too. And when he was twelve, they were
on a school trip when the coach crashed off a motorway embankment.
Lucky was thrown clear, not a mark on him."

Jane's eyes widened, more from concern than
awe.

“Later, when he was sixteen, him and his
girlfriend were sheltering under a tree in the park when lightning
struck the tree. She was killed instantly, but old Lucky escaped
that one, too. Lucky bastard."

“That's terrible, the poor man must feel
jinxed!"

“Nah, that's not the end of it!” Tim enthused,
"He joined the army at seventeen. Got posted to Northern Ireland.
IRA shot 'im, but the bullet went straight through his chest,
missed his heart by less than an inch, went out his back and killed
the squaddie behind him!"

“You're having me on!” Jane grimaced.

“Straight up! God's truth! Ask him yourself!”
Tim protested. "Anyway, when he got out of hospital he specialised.
Never guess which unit he joined?"

“Don't tell me. SAS?"

“Nope. Bomb Disposal!"

“Now I know you're joking. You must think I'm
some sort of bimbo!"

“It's true! I swear to God!"

Jane studied Tim's face and eyes, looking for
signs of duplicity. There were none. "I suppose that's how he lost
his legs?” she asked, fearing the answer.

“Nah. That's how he lost his left arm. De-fusing
a letter-bomb. Medics reckon he was lucky not to get his bloody
head blown off. Anyway, he got a medical discharge from the army
and went to work at the recycling plant out on the Eastern Road
industrial estate."

“What happened?"

“Catwalk gave way. He fell into a waste paper
shredding machine."

“Jesus!"

“Yeah, lucky bastard. Machine got his legs, but
his artificial arm got caught on a railing, stopped him being
dragged right in. Lucky bastard or what? I mean, if it hadn't been
for the straps on his false arm, he'd have been mincemeat."

Jane stared.

“And," Tim continued, jabbing an emphatic
finger, "He got half a million quid compensation! Lucky, lucky
bastard!"
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He laughed. The murdering lunatic just sat there
in Mr Hobb's swivel chair, rocking back and forth, hugging the
shotgun and laughing so hard that tears streamed down his cheeks.
Personally, I didn't think it was that funny.

“Good one, kid! Lucky bastard!” he croaked
between paroxysms.

I just sat there, transfixed by the gun and by
the killer's howling laughter. Which suddenly stopped like a
balloon bursting. He stared at me, his eyes narrowing to wicked
slits.

“You ain't laughing."

“It's not supposed to be funny."

He curled his lip and raised the pitch of his
voice a couple of octaves. "It's not supposed to be funny, it's not
supposed to be funny!” he squeaked.

I looked at the hands in my lap, watching my
intertwined fingers as they writhed like snakes.

“So, Edgar Allen Poe, what's it supposed to be
about?"

I looked up. He'd stopped rocking in the chair
and was absent-mindedly stroking the barrels of the gun.

“It's supposed to make you think about
luck."

“No shit Sherlock. And what do you think?"

“Me? About what?"

“About luck."

I paused too long before replying and the sound
of his fist banging the desk made me jump.

“I asked you a frikkin' question!" he
screamed.

“Don't believe in it.” I jabbered.

“Wot?"

“I don't believe in it."

“Nah? Explain, sonny Jim. Explain like yer a
teacher, or a professor.”

I cast my mind back to my University days, and
pictured Bald Burton, my physics tutor.

“People have always needed something or someone
to blame whenever anything bad happens. Since time immemorial.
Funny how the blame is apportioned according to the scale of a
misfortune. Luck, or lack of it, gets the blame when it's a minor
upset. Like dropping a catch or missing a penalty, losing at cards
or on the pools, missing a deadline or a bus by seconds. That sort
of thing. ‘Just my luck!’ they'll say, or ‘I've never been lucky.’
Or the classic, ‘That's just typical, I've been on a streak of bad
luck lately.’”

The gunman was staring at me, and I became a
little braver. Keep talking, they’d said. Keep talking.

“Then there's Fate. Fate gets the blame when a
body's misfortune is somewhat more profound. Like failing to get
that job or that promotion. ‘I wasn't fated to be upper
management.’ Or ‘I guess it's just not in my stars.’ There are
those who don’t believe in Fate per se, so they'll avoid the using
the word itself. They'll trot out some standard crap like ‘I guess
I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’ or ‘I suppose it's
just not my day.’ But the upshot's the same, it's still Fate that's
responsible.”

“I don’t give a shit wot you think, matey.” the
madman growled. “You got summink to say, say it in a story.
Otherwise...”

“Okay, okay. I get the point.”

 


oOo


The Accident

 


There's no such thing as an Accident. An
accident is simply an agglomeration of circumstances leading to the
inevitable. A seething mass of decisions leading inexorably to a
single, unavoidable outcome.

 


Richard Harper woke late on Saturday morning. He
was usually up and about by seven-thirty, but the digital
clock-radio on the bedside table showed the time to be nine
twenty-two. He cursed, sat up in bed, and then paused for a moment
while a mild swell of nausea rippled through his stomach. Too much
real ale down the King's Head last night, and he knew it. Still,
the damned clock should have woken him up. He'd set the alarm as
usual.

He showered, hurriedly towelled himself dry, and
cut himself shaving in his haste to finish his belated ablutions.
He used the time-served method of sticking a tiny square of toilet
paper to his chin in order to stem the flow of blood from the nick,
then dressed and went downstairs.

Breakfast was rushed; a quick cup of coffee,
toast, and a bowl of cereal. It was fortunate, Richard thought,
that he'd checked and packed his gear in the long bag early
yesterday evening. It was by the stairs in the hallway, and he
heaved it up off the floor as he headed out through the front door
to the waiting car in the driveway.

In his haste to load the cricket bag into the
back of the car, he banged it against the rear wheel-arch, leaving
a small but visible and highly-irritating dent in the metallic blue
panel. He cursed again. "Just my bloody luck to oversleep on
match-day.” he muttered, slamming the door and fumbling to insert
the key into the driver's door lock,” and on top of that the bloody
bag's dinged the bloody wheel-arch!".

The engine roared and tyres spat gravel as he
accelerated harshly along the drive. Then the noise was replaced by
a hailstorm whooshing as he was obliged to slam on the brakes,
leaving long scars in the shingle where the wheels had locked.
Richard fumed at the two young children on their bicycles as they
stared at him.

“Come on!” he yelled, thumping the horn, "Bloody
kids!".

He watched as the boy and the girl, each no more
than five years old, poked their tongues out at him before scooting
their bikes, training-wheels and all, along the pavement clear of
his gate. He waited until their luminous red cycle-helmets
disappeared past the privet, then eased the car forward
cautiously.

The road was clear, no more brats on bikes to
forestall his progress, and he jammed his foot on the accelerator
again, the sound of the car's over-revving engine blasting through
the crescent and shattering the early morning peace.

The main road, though, was a different kettle of
fish. Saturday morning, market day, time for working mums and dads
to do the weekly shopping, time for weekend breaks and trips to the
seaside or to visit granny. Richard switched on the radio, opened
the sun-roof, and revved the engine as he waited at the junction
for an opportunity to pull out into the traffic.

“Christ,” he muttered, "Every man and his bloody
dog! Why'd they choose today of all days!".

Caravans. Three of them in convoy. Then
half-a-mile's traffic stuck behind them, drivers cursing and
sweating, wives chastising, kids playing up.

“Come on! Come on!” Richard mumbled.

Finally, a driver recognised Harper's plight,
and flashed his headlights.

“Bout time!” Richard grunted, pulling out into
the gap the other driver had left. A grudging wave to indicate his
thanks to the unknown Good Samaritan, and then he accelerated to
catch up with the cars chugging along behind the caravans. He
looked at the clock on the dashboard. Nine fifty-eight. The match
started at eleven.

It was ten-fifteen before he got to the motorway
slip-road, and to his horror the three caravans were still in front
of him. He checked his mirror, slammed his foot on the clutch and
yanked the gearstick into second. The engine screamed as he jerked
the steering-wheel to the right, tyres rumbling on the painted
white hash-marks that separated the slip-road from the motorway's
inside lane. He could see an articulated lorry coming up fast, but
was committed to the overtaking manoeuvre.

“Come on!” he grunted through clenched teeth,
shoving it into third gear as the first caravan disappeared behind
him. He was already alongside the second, and half-way into the
nearside lane. The lorry flashed its
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