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Prologue



 


Over the years, like many authors, I have delved into short
story writing. In the early days attempting to hone my skills with
submissions to magazines and short story competitions, erroneously
thinking it to be an easy option: two thousand words instead of two
hundred thousand--got to be easier, right?? And again, later, when
struggling with full length fiction, as an aid to break the dreaded
block.

 


For whatever
reason, both before and now, between novels, I have always found
short story writing relaxing and a great pleasure. And, yes, it has
more than once helped me break through that difficult brain fade
period and move on.

 


Within these pages you will find twenty-five short stories
that, for a variety of reasons, I have written over the years. They
average approximately 1700 words, each story taking around ten
minutes of your time. There is absolutely no theme and they are in
no particular sequence or categorised in any way. Indeed to read
from cover to cover would probably be a mistake. Better to just
drift back and forth, picking at random, which by the way, is
exactly how they have been put together. You will find each
different, each hopefully a pleasant little read. Some involve
ghostly goings on, others a little detective work and still others
are a tad goofy; just a little nonsense with something, hopefully,
to raise a smile.

 


When taking
that welcome break, cup of tea or coffee in hand, this is a little
book which can literally be dipped into at any point for a ten
minute relaxing read.


 


100 NOT
OUT

 


 


It was Sunday
morning and Detective Inspector Reginald Hardacre was feeling very
sorry for himself. He firmly believed he had the flu. Not man-flu
men were ridiculed for, but real flu. Had to be, because he hadn’t
felt so bad for a very long time and weren’t they saying there was
a lot of it about? Mrs Hardacre had shown very little sympathy.

 


"It’s your own fault. At your age, if you really feel so bad,
you should stay at home; stay in bed. It’s the weekend, for
goodness sake."

 


But she knew
as well as he did he wouldn’t. He never did. In good health or bad,
the Force had been his life since his raw recruit days all those
years before. Even now, with only a couple of years to retirement,
it was just the same. Weekend or not, if something hit and the
Superintendent called...

 


This time, a missing person and not just any missing person.
The local Labour Party candidate had mysteriously disappeared while
out on the campaign trail. How the hell could that happen? Hardacre
remembered how pleased he had been that with the local elections in
full swing he was no longer part of the uniform branch; all that
patrolling, policing meetings and looking after individuals so full
of their own self-importance. No thanks pal, he was finished with
all of that.

 


Yeah,
right.

 


"Top of the list, Reggie." The Super’ had snapped down the
telephone. He was probably making the call as he left for his
Sunday round of golf. "We need to be on it. Like now"

 


Like the ‘we’
bit? Thanks a lot mate.

 


He’d managed
to organise a large mug of hot, very strong and very sweet tea when
he’d arrived at the station and with its help he had just swallowed
two extra strength paracetamols. Cupping the still half full mug
between his stubby fingers, he relaxed with a sigh back into the
old chair. He stared into space, thinking, taking advantage of the
few quiet moments before life erupted as he knew at any second it
would.

 


And it
did.

 


The familiar knock, when inevitably it came, was more a club
hammer being applied to the other side of his office door than a
knock. It was followed, with only the slightest of pauses, with the
door being kicked open.

 


"Morning, guv’, lovely morning." The vision, the greeting was
always the same, rain or shine. The huge brutish looking young man
standing in the doorway looked completely out of place, as he did
every morning, holding the two dainty cups and saucers in his
banana sized mitts.

 


"Oh, you’ve already got one," he boomed, stopping uncertainly
and looking down at the mug clasped in his boss’s hands.

 


Chester
McCullock was without doubt the best Detective Constable Hardacre
had ever had assigned to him. He was also the biggest, the loudest
and the most overpowering. Feeling as he did today, Hardacre would
have welcomed young Chester turning the volume down just a tad. He
said nothing, though, just nodded to the chair opposite while at
the same time holding out his free hand. Taking the offered cup he
poured its contents into the mug he was still holding. "Could empty
a bloody horse trough today," he rasped. "Right, what’ve you got
for me?"

 


McCullock reached for his note book. "6.30pm yesterday
afternoon. The Labour band wagon was on a roll canvassing the
Barnsdale estate area. There was a whole bunch of ‘em but they
divided their forces, each being allotted a particular area. They
agreed to meet sometime later at a pub." He looked across at
Hardacre. "The Bull. You know it, guv?"

 


Hardacre nodded, his nose wrinkling. He knew the pub and
guessed had the Labour candidate known it as well, he would have
probably chosen another venue.

 


"Anyway they split up and the Labour candidate, name of
Trench, went off down Marsden Street."

 


"And they haven’t seen him since?"

 


"Her," McCullock said without looking up from his note
book.

 


"What?"

 


"Her," the Constable repeated. "The Labour candidate is a
her. Ms Julia Trench."

 


Hardacre
sighed and took another swig at the tea.

 


Thirty minutes
later Chester ground the car into the kerb and hauled on the hand
brake. Hardacre eased himself out, wincing as, on the other side,
the driver’s door was slammed shut, the car rocking alarmingly at
the impact. Chester, completely unaware of his superior’s
reproachful glare, stomped round the car, his mountainous
six-foot-four frame towering over the other’s short, stubby
figure.

 


"Okay, guv’?"

 


Shaking his head, Hardacre turned and surveyed the area.
Marsden Street, located almost in the centre of the Barnsdale
estate, one of the more run down areas of the district.

 


"Okay, so take me through it one more time. And let’s have
some detail," he growled.

 


Again the young detective referred to his note book. "It
seems Ms Trench and her helpers, there were four of them, arrived
here at about six. They split the area into segments, each being
allocated several streets to cover. They agreed to meet at seven
thirty at The Bull. According to the others, Ms Trench headed off
down there." He pointed toward the narrow, shabby looking street.
"That was the last any of them saw of her."

 


"The rest of them met at The Bull as agreed?"

 


"Yes. It seems they waited for almost an hour; they said
until about eight thirty. At first they weren’t worried because Ms
Trench was apparently notorious for taking her time over this sort
of thing. She preached it regularly apparently, demanding they all
donate as much time as was necessary to the voters."

 


"So, okay, they waited. Then what?"

 


"Then they began to get concerned and decided to go and see
if they could find her. Again they split up and searched the
streets. There was no sign of Ms Trench, but a couple of streets
away they found this lying on top of a dust bin. He handed the
Inspector a clip board.

 


"What’s this?" The Inspector scanned the board and the sheets
of paper attached to it.

 


"Apparently Ms Trench's idea," Chester grinned. "The others
weren't so keen, but she insisted. They had to use it when
canvassing." McCullock pointed to the sheets secured to the board.
"The same proforma for everyone; used to make notes of the
responses on the doorstep. They record who they talk to, their
views, what they think are the important issues of the day. And of
course, most important, who they say they’re going to vote for. By
collating all the returns they can get a rough idea how they stand
in the polls."

 


Hardacre nodded. "Yeah, I would guess rough would be an apt description
for this area too." He flicked through the wodge of proformas
clipped to the board, studying each sheet for several moments. "So
what are you telling me here?"

 


"Well y’see, they all have their own board, guv, and they
assured me this one belongs to Ms Trench. It’s the one she was
using."

 


"They’re sure about this?"

 


"Yup, they’re certain. No doubt about it apparently. Y’see
she always insisted on doing her own thing, taking her own notes,
the lot."

 


Hardacre handed the clip board back to McCullock, turning and
looking at the houses around them. It was obvious some of the
tenants were still trying hard to maintain a semblance of
respectability, others were completely run down, their tenants,
probably unemployed, having long since given up the struggle. A few
were not even occupied. "Our inner city wonderland," he
sighed.

 


Despite it being a chilly, overcast day, Hardacre felt hot
and clammy. A headache was beginning to form behind his eyes.
"Bloody flu," he groaned as they turned back toward the
car.

 


"So what’s the next move, guv?" They were heading back to the
station; McCullock at the wheel, Hardacre huddled miserably beside
him.

 


"Uniform and a complete search of the area," the Inspector
growled. "And you to the council offices. Get me an up-to-date
listing of tenants on the estate, particularly Marsden Street. Drop
me off and get to it right away."

 


"Er, its Sunday, guv."

 


Hardacre glowered sideways. "So?"

 


"The council offices; they won’t be open."

 


"You’re working, aren’t you?"

 


"Well yeah, but..."

 


"No buts, Constable. Get the council clerk or whoever does
the business down there out of bed or out of the pub, wherever he
is. I want that list and I want it like yesterday,
understand?"

 


"I’m on it." McCullock grinned, relishing the short, clipped
instructions from his idol. He had come to recognise the signs. It
meant the boss’s brain had already clicked into gear, the cogs were
turning. It was why he had applied for a position in the Criminal
Investigation Department in the first place. Then to be put with
Reggie Hardacre, one of the most experienced and revered officers
in the force, he couldn’t have asked for more. There were none
better than his boss in full swing and McCullock thanked his lucky
stars for that. He pushed his foot firmly on the throttle, unaware,
as the car shot forward, of the apprehensive sidelong glance from
his suffering boss.

 


~ * ~

 


The search of the Barnsdale estate had hardly begun when the
officer in charge was given a message from Hardacre. He acted
swiftly and the house in question was soon surrounded. The pounding
on the front door had the desired effect and the two young men
exiting the back door at speed were quickly apprehended. The
petrified, but totally unharmed Ms Trench was found securely bound,
gagged and dumped unceremoniously beneath a very grubby kitchen
sink.

 


Later, back at
his office, Hardacre sat cradling yet another large mug of steaming
tea. More paracetamols had followed those before and though he was
not prepared to admit it just yet, he had a distinct feeling he was
beginning to feel better.

 


"So it wasn’t planned then?"

 


Hardacre looked across at Chester's eager hulk sitting
opposite, his whole demeanour hungry for explanation. "Nope. It was
just coincidence."

 


The detective
constable leaned forward, a deep frown creasing his forehead.
"Coincidence?"

 


"Uh-Huh. The two young tearaways were using the house as a
doss. When Ms Trench knocked on the door they were high on drugs
and their stupefied brains came up with the idea of kidnap. It was
a spur of the moment thing. They were potless and needed
cash."

 


"But that’s stupid. How on earth did they think they could
get away with that?"

 


"Nothing is impossible when cocaine rules. You can even fly
if you want to. Plenty have tried." Hardacre shook his head sadly.
"Anyway, other than battering her pride a little, they didn’t harm
Ms Trench. In fact when the drugs began to wear off and they
realised what they’d done, they were just as terrified as she
was."

 


"But I still don’t understand how you worked it out, guv.
McCullock scratched the back of his head. "How did you know she
would be in that house?"

 


Hardacre pushed the Labour candidate’s clip board across the
desk toward his young detective. "We were lucky to find this," he
said. "But it wasn’t until you got the list from the council it
dawned on me." Pausing, he drank some of the now cooling tea. "You
see, the council list indicated a number of the properties were
unoccupied, right?"

 


McCullock
nodded, but the deep frown remained.

 


"Look at the sheet, man," Hardacre growled, but with a broad
grin. "They said she was a stickler for detail, didn’t they? She
made a note of all the houses she called at and whether the
occupants were at home or not; whether they were in or out. Trouble
was, with some houses unoccupied, there were more out than there
were in. Ms Trench had recorded so many ‘outs’ that when she got to
one where somebody actually answered the door she didn’t record
‘in’ she wrote ‘100 not out’. Look at the last entry on her sheet;
she even underlined it." He sat back contentedly and drained the
mug.

 


McCullock scanned the sheet attached to the clipboard. "100
not out," he said thoughtfully then, a slow smile of realisation
spreading, he reached for the council tenant’s list, quickly
turning the pages. He read out loud the appropriate entry: Number
100 Marsden Street--Unoccupied. Open mouthed he looked
across at his boss. "Bloody brilliant."

 


"It has been said before," Detective Inspector Reginald
Hardacre said smugly. Yes, now he was sure; he certainly was
feeling very much better.

 



 


THE BEST OF BOTH WORLDS

 


 


In his
previous life he had been part of a motorcar. But not just any part
of any motorcar. No, he'd come from the bonnet of a genuine Rolls
Royce. Now there's a pedigree for you. Admittedly it had been a
very old Rolls Royce; well, it wouldn't have been scrapped and
recycled if it hadn't been, would it? But old or not, there weren't
many metal toy soldiers that could say they had come from a genuine
Rolls Royce, were there? And even now, in his new Grenadier Guard
form, just like the old Rolls, he could boast he had been made in
England. He was extremely proud of that, too.

 


He snuggled
down comfortably in the darkness, the preformed polystyrene packing
hugging his shape. There were ten of them, he thought, although it
could be twelve. He couldn't be absolutely sure; the packing
process was so quick it had been difficult to count. But they were
all the same as him, all standing proud in their beautifully
coloured, immaculate uniforms, all positioned in a neat row in the
box. The journey from the factory had been quite uncomfortable; the
vehicle carrying them bouncing around a great deal. Not like he was
used to, he thought with a smile, remembering the smoothness of the
old Rolls. In a Rolls Royce, even an old one, there was hardly a
bump at all.

 


Anyway, all
that was over now and they were safely packed on the shelf in the
shop. He knew they were in the shop because he had heard the shop
assistant being told what to do by the shop owner.

 


"Pack the boxes on the shelf," he'd said. "We'll open them in
the morning, make a display."

 


A display. He
couldn't wait. He remembered the Rolls Royce when it was new. Now
that was what you could call a display. Standing magnificent in the
show room. Polished every day, everybody wanting to touch the
gleaming bodywork. He was bigger then, of course, a whole bonnet,
and so proud. But it didn't really matter how big or how small you
were, did it? Now he might be just a toy soldier, but he was
nonetheless proud. After all he was a Grenadier Guard and some
would say that was even better than being a Rolls Royce.

 


The night
passed slowly with lots of whispering, everyone introducing
themselves to their neighbours. And as good soldiers they counted
themselves. He was right, there were ten. He was somewhere in the
middle of the row, Harry on his right side and Bob on his left. In
his previous life Harry had been a bicycle frame; he didn't know
which type. And Bob couldn't be absolutely sure, but he thought he
had originated from an old frying pan. He admitted he wasn't very
proud of that, but it didn't matter now because, like the rest of
them, he was a brand new, shiny Grenadier Guard. As for the others,
none of them could boast anything like a Rolls Royce.

 


At last
morning came. The box was lifted down from the shelf and the lid
removed. As the light flooded in he stood straight as he could,
thrusting out his chest and clutching his rifle rigidly to his
shoulder, exactly as he was sure a Grenadier Guard would do.

 


It was a wonderful display and covered almost the entire shop
window. Tanks and trucks, their pennants flying proudly, stood in
rows at the rear. Staff cars with officers sitting stiffly in the
back seats manoeuvred themselves in and out of the other vehicles.
Dispatch riders, some with sidecars, sat astride their motorcycles
ready for action and cavalrymen mounted on strutting horses formed
orderly rows to one side. And in the front, at the centre of the
whole display, the infantrymen of the Grenadier Guards. It was a
magnificent sight.

 


When he'd been
pulled from the box, the shop assistant had viewed him with an
enthusiastic eye.

 


"Best we've had yet, don't you think?" The words were like
music to his ears and he desperately wanted to shout out he had
once been a Rolls Royce. He couldn't, of course. Instead he gloried
in the feeling that after being the very best of one thing, he was
now the best of another.

 


Other boxes had been emptied and the soldiers stood in neat
rows facing forward, looking proudly out through the shop window,
nearest of all to the admiring glances of the people passing in the
street. And to his utter delight he had found himself positioned on
the very end of the very front row, only inches from the window. He
could feel the power of the whole display behind him. He could hear
the roar of the tanks and the trucks, the sharp rattle of the
motorcycle exhausts and the impatient stamping of the horse's
hooves. He could hear the officers shouting their commands and the
whole army preparing itself for battle.

 


The shop owner
had left the shop, wandering out onto the pavement, studying the
display; his handiwork. He stood for some time, fingering his chin,
a frown on his face. Then nodding to himself he returned to the
shop.

 


"Something wrong?" the shop assistant asked.

 


The owner nodded. "Something missing."

 


"Missing?" repeated the assistant.

 


"Yes. It's those Grenadiers."

 


He felt his tiny heart sink. What could be wrong? Hadn't the
assistant said they were the best yet? Hadn't he said that? He
glanced to one side, down the row. It was perfectly straight. The
soldiers, every one immaculate; their newly painted uniforms
gleaming. So what could be wrong?

 


"It's the one on the end," he heard the shop owner say. "Take
him out, he's not right."

 


The one on the
end? But that was him. How could he not be right? How could he,
with his pedigree, be wrong? There had to be a mistake.

 


But there was no mistake and utter devastation enveloped him
as he felt himself being lifted from his place of honour in the
front of the magnificent display.

 


They took him
to the back of the shop where they laid him on a workbench in the
corner. The shop owner opened a drawer and for what seemed forever
searched among its contents.

 


"Ah," he said, finally making his way back to the
bench.

 


It took just a few moments and when it was over the shop
owner studied his finished work with some satisfaction. "That's
much better", he said, polishing the little figure carefully with a
soft cloth, reminding him again of the car show room all those
years before.

 


They placed
him back in position, but this time not exactly the same position
as before. This time he was placed in the front and to one side,
looking across at the row of other soldiers. The shop owner again
wandered out onto the pavement, this time a wide smile spreading
across his face. Nodding happily, he made his way back into the
shop.

 


"Much better," he said to the assistant. "How can you have a
whole battalion of Grenadier Guards without a Sergeant?"

 


The little soldier looked down at the brand new gleaming
chevrons on the arms of his jacket and pulled himself up even
taller than before. He felt an immense pride as he looked down the
row of his men.
He knew it was a great honour to be promoted to a sergeant in the
Grenadier Guards, but it was only fitting, wasn't it? After all he
had been a Rolls Royce, and you can't get much better than that,
can you?


 


COUNTRY
LIFE

 


 


The train gave a jolt and began to slow. He glanced up from
the newspaper, the familiar sinking feeling creeping into his
stomach. Not today, of all days, not today. It was his daughter’s
birthday, for goodness sake. He rubbed at the condensation-covered
window, peering out into the chilled November darkness, trying to
see where they were, but unable to do so. Maybe they had just eased
down, he thought hopefully, a slower part of the track. But the
deceleration continued until the train was barely crawling and the
usual anger began to well inside him.

 


He hated the railways, loathed them. They were the very worst
way to travel; noisy and jarringly uncomfortable, always crowded
with no chance at all of peace or privacy. They were never on time
and worst of all, when you needed them most, they let you down
completely. And what galled him more than anything? There was no
alternative. To drive the car into town every day would be
impossible. The railway was the only option. Fuming as he had so
many times over recent years, he felt the train judder to a halt,
the familiar, helpless silence surrounding him.

 


If only Jill
would listen to him. Hadn't they seen it many times on TV? Get out
of the rat race; sell the house and buy a place in the country, a
better quality of life. Only the previous evening he had again
tried to reason with her.

 


"But you are
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