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DÉJÀ VU
As we crested the Franschoek Pass, we drove straight into the storm’s full fury.
Winds, gusting at gale force, rocked the car. The rain, which had drummed
steadily on the roof all the way up the lee of the mountain, now lashed us in great
blinding handfuls as if flung by a vicious weather god in a foul mood. In over half
an hour’s driving we had not seen a living soul — unless you count the solitary,
soaked cat we had seen cowering under a car as we splashed through the main
street of Franschoek at the foot of the pass. On this side of the village, at a height
of barely three hundred feet, the valley floor, patchworked with drab green and
ochre vineyards, had faded from our sight as we ascended into thick cloud. I had
switched on the headlights as we climbed cautiously through the gloom to the
summit.
Now, ahead of us, lay the arduous descent to Villiersdorp. An exhilarating drive
in fine weather, scary in these conditions, the road clung to the steep
mountainside as it wound down through dozens of sharp bends, some of them
almost overhanging the dizzying drop to the rocky floor of the gorge far below. I
set the windscreen wipers to full speed — but their impotent “thlack, thlack,
thlack” could hardly be heard over the driving rain and thundering gusts of wind,
some of which were strong enough to lift the blades from the glass.
Changing down to second gear, we started down the slope at little more than
walking speed. Across the valley, through a rift in the clouds, loomed the black
mountainside, silver-streaked by scores of transitory waterfalls tumbling down
ancient gullies to swell the Smalblaar River surging down its rocky bed deep in the
gorge. At the first hazardous bend, where we were separated from thin air only by
an alarmingly low stone wall, I caught a glimpse of the river – a white ribbon of
foam hundreds of feet below. Its distant roar was lost in the clamour of the storm.
My wife Betty in the passenger seat, who was after all closer to the edge than I,
refused to look. She simply stared straight ahead, her fists clenched, her face
almost as white as her hair.
Suddenly the mist around us flickered with a dazzling blue luminescence. Not a
second later a sharp crack preluded a deafening rumble which echoed across the
sky like a ten-ton boulder being trundled along the stone floor of a cathedral. I
turned to Betty.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I said.
“You mean about that time with the Panhard?” she replied.
I did indeed. The silver-grey Dyna Panhard had been our first car. We had
bought it in 1957 shortly after emigrating to South Africa. It was a remarkable
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little vehicle for its time. It was a sporty, comfortable four-seater. It had front
wheel drive and an aluminium body designed in a wind tunnel – both unusual
features for an inexpensive family car in those days. Its tiny air-cooled engine was
quite a talking point. Two horizontally opposed cylinders, amounting to a mere
850cc, could propel it, whining like a jet engine, at ninety miles per hour on a flat
road. The French had designed it as an aircraft engine. At the time, wiser, carowning friends had advised us against the purchase.
"Choose a well-known make like a Ford or a Chevrolet," they said. "Something
with some backup that's manufactured in this country. You'll have problems with
servicing and spare parts."
With all the starry-eyed enthusiasm of a youthful first-time buyer I had not
listened. They were right as it turned out.
On the occasion we were referring to we had been crossing this very pass. But
we had been coming up from the opposite direction. That was well over forty
years ago. With Betty heavily pregnant, we had been returning to Cape Town from
a holiday along the Cape Garden Route. The skies were cloudless, we had time on
our hands, so we decided on a circuitous route back to Cape Town to enjoy the
splendid mountain scenery. It was not to be. A mile or two before Villiersdorp a
dark curtain was drawn across the sky. We were assailed by a torrential rainstorm.
As we started up the pass the wind had risen. At first it was behind us but, as
we turned the first steep bend, it had savaged us from all directions. That was the
moment the Panhard chose to prove the wisdom of our friends' advice. Abruptly it
lost power. On the first straight bit of road I had pulled over and climbed out.
Peering under the bonnet, with the engine running and the rain drenching me
through my thin shirt, I could ascertain nothing beyond the obvious fact that one
cylinder had gone on strike. A cloud of smoke puffing from the exhaust told me
that the fault was more than merely electrical.
Easing myself back into the car like a drowned rat, I decided to take a chance
and press on with the remaining cylinder. So, with headlights ablaze, we crept on
through the fog and driving rain. Neither of us will ever forget the sound of that
sick little engine. Put, put, put it went. Put, put, put, as it toiled bravely on and up
towards the summit.
Now here we were again, white-haired and wiser, travelling the same road in
the same atrocious weather. This time we were driving a luxury vehicle with a
Japanese name — something unheard of in those far-off days before the Japanese
had entered the world car market. True, it was bigger, more comfortable and
much safer thanks to such features as abs braking and airbags. But in these
conditions, and at our age, this was no reason to relax. At the next bend we
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encountered one of those graphic road signs that everybody gets right first time at
their driving test. A solid black triangle with small black irregular chunks cascading
down it sloping side. Its menace was confirmed when, further round the bend, I
had to steer carefully around a few shattered rocks strewn across the roadway. I
glanced warily at the streaming rock face on our right.
Further down the road, the wind died a little. Into the relative quietness came a
faint sound. A sound that stirred an echo among a rubble of rusty memories. I
wound down the window. The sound came closer. It could have been the steady
pulse of a farmer's irrigation pump. Or it could have been a car running on one
cylinder.
Ahead, through the fog, the glow of headlights appeared. Then a grey shape
emerged. A silver-grey shape. A silver-grey Panhard was coming up the pass
towards us. It was travelling as slowly as we were, and I was able to get a good
look at the driver. He was a young, slim man of about twenty-five wearing his hair
in a crew cut. His passenger was an attractive, round-faced girl with an unruly
shock of jet black hair, fashioned into a 1950's page boy bob. She looked straight
at me. She gave no sign of recognition of course. But I recognised her all right.
There was no doubt about it. The eyes I was looking into were Betty's eyes. I
recognised him too — and the crewcut that Betty had talked me into wearing all
those years ago. Then they were past us — put-put-putting away steadily up the
pass as the storm came clamouring back. Struck dumb by what I had seen, I must
have sat open-mouthed for several seconds. Then, before I could speak, the weird
events took another turn. All sound ceased. I don't just mean that the rain and
wind stopped. I mean that suddenly, absolute, total silence reigned. Then the fog
got whiter and thicker, forming itself into a tunnel down which down which we
glided, then spiralled — moving faster and faster towards an intense white light
that had appeared up ahead. The light came closer and closer until we were
enveloped in a dazzling radiance. With it came sound. An unbearably intense,
ultra-high-frequency note that sang like a million cicadas. I took Betty's hand as
we melded with the sound and the light into a continuum of pure energy.
Put, put, put went our brave little engine as it toiled up the slope. The storm
had returned in its full ferocity. I gave a little frown and a shiver.
"What's the matter?" Betty asked.
"Dunno," I said. "I thought I saw a bright light and had an eerie ringing in my
ears. I felt as if someone walked over my grave."
I noticed that Betty was holding her swollen belly with both hands.
"Are you OK?" I asked.
"Oh yes. It's just that little Henry is getting a bit restless".
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"Henrietta, you mean."
"If you insist."
As we proceeded up the pass the wind relented a little. But the rain redoubled
its assault — overwhelming the windscreen wipers and hiding the road as it
bounced knee-high off the surface. At times I had to put my head out of the
window to steer. I was worried about Betty. She was seven and a half months
pregnant. I hoped that the stress and discomfort of this journey would have no ill
effects.
To our relief the little car made it to the top of the pass. Then it was plain sailing
downhill to Franschoek. Down in the valley the wind eased. But not the rain,
which continued to drift down in veils from the dark shroud of the cloud base. It
was two and a half hours since we had left Villiersdorp — a journey that should
take no more than thirty minutes in a sound vehicle in good weather.
We found a service station next door to a restaurant where we sat nursing cups
of coffee for an hour while we awaited the mechanic's verdict.
"Bad news, I'm afraid," he said examining his oil-blackened fingernails. "Looks
like you'll need a new piston. I've been on the phone to the agents in Cape Town.
They will have to order one from France. Could take at least a fortnight." At last I
saw the wisdom of my friends' advice on the choice of a car. So did Betty, but she
didn't rub it in.
"Do you think we can make it back to Cape Town?" I asked him.
"Can't guarantee it," he said. "But if you take it easy, especially up the hills, you
should be OK."
As we were getting back into the car we heard the sound of approaching sirens.
Through the rain we saw flashing lights — one blue, one red. And then a police car
followed by a fire-and-rescue vehicle came racing up the village street towards us.
They roared past in a mist of spray, sending two women sharing an umbrella
scuttling towards the pavement.
"They are heading back up the pass," said Betty. "I can't imagine where they are
going. A fire couldn't last ten minutes in this weather."
We made it back to our home in Vredehoek on the lower slopes of Table
Mountain. Halfway up our driveway, which was exceptionally steep, the Panhard's
engine finally expired. It was still raining heavily. Leaving our bags in the car we
hurried into a cold and gloomy house. I gathered firelighters and wood while Betty
put the kettle on. Soon we were huddled round a crackling fire sipping mugs of
hot sweet tea. I felt the raindrops on Betty's hair as she rested her head on my
shoulder.
"You know something," I said, holding her close. "You may think I'm silly but
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right at this moment it feels good to be alive."
She gave me a little kiss on the cheek. "You're
not silly," she said.
Next evening, after a hectic day at the office, I sat relaxing with a whisky and
the evening paper. On page two a headline caught my eye.
"Betty, come and look at this."
Over my shoulder she read,
Mystery Couple Killed in Rock Fall
Yesterday, in the Cape's worst storm for twenty-two years, a car was swept
off the road by a rock fall on the Franschoek Pass . The two occupants were
burned beyond recognition when the vehicle burst into flames at the bottom
of the gorge 90 m below. Fire and Rescue vehicles from Paarl and Stellenbosch
rushed to the scene. The bodies were extricated in dangerous conditions by
members of the Mountain Club. Their identity remains a mystery. No one has
been reported missing. The crushed vehicle, which was almost buried by tons
of rock, was of a make that could not be identified by the rescuers. The
number plates had apparently been made of some plastic material and were
burnt to a cinder. The word TOYOTA, which is believed to be a Japanese name,
was attached to the boot in the form of a metal badge. This has led to
speculation that the couple could be Japanese tourists. Enquiries with the
Dept. of Immigration have, however, yielded no results. The pass will be
closed to traffic for at least three days.
"That's what the fire engine rushing through Franschoek was all about," I said.
"You know, we only encountered one car on the pass. I wonder if was them."
"I don't think so," said Betty. "I got a good look at them. That car was driven by
an elderly couple. And they were definitely not Japanese."
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MRS KOMBRINK’S CHRISTMAS PUDDING
There are degrees of silence. There is the silence of the deepest underground
caverns, and of the vast deserts of the earth. And then there is the truly profound
silence that signals the imminent reading of a will.
Into such a silence Mr Klein, of Berkowitz, Berkowitz, Berkowitz and Klein, rose
to his feet, shuffled his papers, adjusted his spectacles, harrumphed importantly
and began to read,
“This is the last will and testament of Elsie, Agatha Kombrink.”
He paused to bask in the rapt attention written in the unblinking stares of
thirty-one pairs of eyes, and the stillness of thirty-one bums perched on the edges
of the elegant seating in the late Elsie’s Bishopscourt Lounge.
At the age of ninety-six Elsie Kombrink had, thanks to the canny investments of
her late husband, accumulated a large fortune. She had also accumulated a
veritable battalion of hopeful beneficiaries – many of whom were crowded into
the room.
Mr Klein resumed, “To my daughter, Penelope.”
He turned his head as an inexperienced young sparrow, deceived by the clear
glass, thumped and fluttered noisily against the window. But no one else in the
room heard a sound.
“. to my daughter, Penelope, I bequeath my Bishopscourt house, my residence
in Jersey and my villa in Haute Savoie, together with all their contents except for
the items listed below.”
A spry grey-haired woman, sitting on a Louis Quinze chaise longue,. relaxed
back into the rich cream brocade. Penelope, at seventy-four, was the sole survivor
of four siblings. She had fully expected to be her mother’s main beneficiary. But
you never knew with Elsie. She had been a notorious eccentric who had never lost
her childhood penchant for practical jokes. Her descendants would have been
disappointed — but not surprised — if she had left everything to the SPCA or even
to the Salvation Army of which she had been an ardent member since the days of
General Booth.
“To Gladys Purbright .”
A corpulent woman in a short skirt, who had been relentlessly munching her
way through a bag of toffees, froze in mid chew. She was perched, ludicrously on a
dainty three-legged Georgian stool. Her thighs were so grossly fat that, as Mr Klein
observed over his half glasses, she was unable to get her knees together. He
hastily returned his gaze to the will.
“. to Gladys Purbright ,” he resumed, “who nursed me with such devotion
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during my last illness but one, I bequeath my eighteenth century Findlater mantle
clock.
“To Sean O’Toole, my admirable vet, I leave a sum of money to ensure the
continued wellbeing of my five cats and my Yorkshire terrier, Tinkerbell,
amounting to sixty thousand rands.”
At this a large pink bald man, sporting a forest of ginger beard, exclaimed,
“Begorrah, the woman was a true lover of animals.”
This remark broke the tension. The company relaxed as Mr Klein reeled off the
remainder of the bequests – starting with a tidy annuity for Elsie’s maid and
gardener.
By the time he had reached the penultimate item, the room was lit by a bevy of
smiles that turned into applause as he announced,
“To my entire tribe of descendants — of whose names I have long lost track — I
bequeath, to be equally divided between them, my entire share portfolio. Which,”
added Mr Klein, “is worth around eight million rands.”
The young sparrow made another abortive assault on the window. This time it
was heard by everyone. With one exception, a severe fortyish woman perched
stiffly on the stool of the deceased’s Bluchner grand piano. Her mouth was
puckered into an expression of prim disapproval that had an air of permanence
about it. Only her toes moved – curling and uncurling inside her shoes. As Mr Klein
started to read the final item they froze in the curled position.
“To my neighbour, Helen Grundle, for all her little kindnesses over the years, I
bequeath . .” Mr Klein paused. He looked slowly round the room, a glint of almost
sadistic amusement in his eyes. “. . . I bequeath one of my famous Christmas
puddings.”
The prim mouth puckered even more tightly. The nostrils widened in furious
disbelief. “How could she! After all I’ve done for her!” She almost shouted the
words out loud.
Mind you, a genuine Elsie Kombrink Christmas pudding was not to be sneezed
at. Five years previously BBC Television had flown Elsie to London to take part in
their “Great Christmas Pudding Bakeoff” competition. She had won hands down.
The judges had never tasted anything like it. It was a sumptuous, fabulous
aristocrat of a pudding. A pudding to be transported in a golden coach with six
white horses. Harrods of Knightsbridge had offered her a fortune for the recipe.
But she stoutly refused to reveal her ingredients which were known by her close
friends to include fruit steeped in copious amounts of Grand Marnier liqueur
spiked with Calvados. Even more unconventionally, she included dashes of
Guinness and Earl Grey tea. But there were other subtleties, so exotic and fanciful
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that she carried their secret to her grave.
As a sort of postscript, the will directed that two magnums of Veuve Cliquot
(they were waiting in ice buckets behind Mr Klein) be drunk by the assembled
company. They needed no urging.
Amid the popping of corks and the buzz of happy voices Helen Grundle
retrieved her pudding from a kitchen cupboard and, refusing to expose herself to
further ridicule, slunk out through the back door.
That evening Mr Grundle came home later than usual. It was getting dark but
there were no lights on in the house. He found his wife sitting at the kitchen table.
A cigarette between her fingers glowed red in the gloom. Next to her was a full
ashtray, a glass and a half empty bottle of vodka. She was staring at what
appeared to be a huge pudding bowl.
“Don’t ask,” she said.
“But what did the old girl leave you in her will?”
“You’re looking at it.”
“But what is it?”
“ What does it look like?”
“It looks like a pudding.”
“It is a pudding, stupid!” she shouted. “After all I’ve done for her, the old bitch
goes and leaves me a pudding. A fucking pudding for Chrissake! Haven’t I changed
her library books, haven’t I read to her, haven’t I fetched her shopping for the last
three years? And what the hell are you grinning at?”
Hiding his smile too late, her husband replied, “I was just remembering
something you said, darling, about a year ago. Now what was it . ah, yes . ‘The old
trout has not much longer to go. And, make no mistake, she’s loaded. If I butter
her up she’ll put me in her will. She has hinted as much. Consider it a blue chip
investment,’ you said.”
Next morning, Helen Grundle answered her front door to a familiar, but lessthan-welcome face. It was Mrs van Schalkwyk, a tiresomely assiduous worker bee
from the church committee.
“Ah, Mrs Grundle,” she said. I’ve come to collect your contribution to the
Bishop’s Christmas auction. A small piece of jewellery I think you said.”
The words hung in the air. Helen Grundle had no intention of relinquishing the
gold bracelet she had promised in an unguarded moment. Her calculating little
brain
raced desperately, then clicked into gear,
“I seem to have mislaid the bracelet,” she said. “But I have something else for
you. Something really exotic and famous.”
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“Lot twenty-four,” called the auctioneer. “A Christmas pudding.” But this is no
ordinary pudding, ladies and gentlemen. This is a pudding of international
distinction – made by the hand of the late Elsie Kombrink to the same recipe that
won her first prize at the BBC’s Christmas Pudding of the Year competition in
London. This is a pudding to make the most jaded of gourmets salivate. Who will
start me off at two-hundred rands?”
An elegantly-dressed woman in the front row abruptly sat up straight. She was
Deborah Willoughby-Smythe, well-known society hostess and social climber of
great agility. In two week’s time she would be throwing an extravagant Christmas
dinner party. Among the guests would be the editor of a national womens’
magazine. What a talking point the Kombrink pudding would be. Why, she could
even have it piped in by one of those handsome, kilted young men from the Cape
Town Highlanders. What a coup. And what a chance to upstage that little upstart
Edna Prendergast. She caught the auctioneer’s eye and nodded.
“Two hundred I am bid,” he called.
Unfortunately for Deborah Willoughby Smythe, her ‘little upstart’ was sitting at
the back of the hall. Edna Prendergast, a stockbroker’s wife from Somerset West,
was also planning a lavish Christmas party. She also had seen the social potential
of the famous pudding. She raised her folded pink programme.
“Three hundred. From the lady at the back.”
“Four hundred. From the lady in front.”
“Five hundred,”
Deborah Smythe-Willoughby turned round, recognised her rival, scowled,
turned back to the auctioneer and nodded.
“Six hundred.”
“Seven hundred.”
The audience began to turn their heads in unison like spectators at a
Wimbledon final.
“Eight hundred.”
“Nine hundred.”
“One thousand rand I am bid for this fabulous pudding. Any advance on one
thousand?”
There was a slight pause, then,
“Eleven hundred, from the lady at the back.”
“Twelve hundred.”
There was a longer pause as dozens of craned necks waited for the flash of
pink.
“Thirteen hundred I am bid. Any advance on thirteen hundred. Going at
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thirteen hundred .”
Dora Willoughby-Smythe moved in for the kill. She gave a distinct double nod.
“Fifteen hundred rand,” called the astounded auctioneer.
Edna Prendergast subsided furiously into her seat as the auctioneer’s hammer
sounded the death knell of her plans.
Outside the church hall the victor placed the pudding carefully into the boot of
her Mercedes. On her way home she parked at a shopping centre, having
collected her two-year-old son, Rodney, from his crèche. Before extracting his
push chair from the boot she placed the precious pudding out of harm’s way on
the roof of the car. The newly-bought push chair seemed to have been
constructed by a designer of Chinese puzzles. She struggled for five minutes to
open it. Rodney hated it on sight. It took her several more frustrating minutes to
install the kicking, screaming child. Finally, cursing under her breath, she stalked
off towards the shops.
On the roof of the blue Mercedes the pudding bowl stood out like a white
beacon.
Seven-year-old Jake Nolutshungu, who had been begging between the rows of
parked cars, spotted the strange white object. Scrambling onto the boot lid, he
grasped the pudding. One sniff told him it was food. He looked furtively around
before he slithered to the ground, cradling the heavy pudding in his arms. He
hoisted it onto his head. Then he trotted off towards the distant township –the
pale undersides of his brown heels twinkling in the sunlight.
Jake’s mother, Lucy, was incredulous.
“You found it where? On top of a car? Do you think I’m stupid? You stole it
didn’t you?”
She took the pudding from him to give him a good smack. As she lifted it up,
her nostrils caught the pudding’s magical fragrance. A second sniff, with closed
eyes, at the subtly delicious aroma soothed her anger and sparked off an idea.
Times were bad for Lucy and her family. Her husband had lost his job as a night
watchman six months ago. Lucy had struggled to feed her four children in their
wood and iron shack by charring in the not-so-nearby white suburbs. Now her
best ‘madam’ had announced her imminent departure to Australia. Christmas,
due in two weeks time, would be a bleak celebration indeed were it not for the
kindness of her sister, Tandy. Tandy was a primary school teacher married to a
policeman. They lived in a nice brick house in Langa. She had invited Lucy and her
family over for Christmas dinner. But Lucy was looking forward to it with mixed
feelings. She was embarrassed that she could contribute little to the celebrations
beyond a few sweets for the children.
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Now Lucy smiled. This wonderful pudding was indeed a gift from heaven. The
trembling Jake was astonished to receive a kiss on top of his head.
The party was a great success. There were ten children and seven adults,
including Lucy’s mom and dad who had bussed down from Transkei. Everybody
tucked into the three chickens, braaied to a golden brown in the yard by Tandi’s
husband, Temba.
Then Lucy served up the pudding. She held her breath as her father raised the
first spoonful to his mouth.
“Ow,” he said. “This is delicious. This is very special. This deserves a toast. The
adults raised their glasses to the blushing Lucy.
“There’s plenty more for seconds,” she said – an offer that was soon taken up.
Little Jake was halfway through his pudding when he gave a sharp cry. He
pulled something metallic out of his mouth. Lucy gave a concerned look across the
table.
“Oh, you lucky boy,” she said. “That looks like a fifty-cent piece.” The others
dug hopefully into their pudding, but with no luck.
Later that afternoon, while the grown-ups were asleep, Jake took the coin to
Mr Alvez at the Portuguese café at the edge of the township. He asked for some
sweets.
Mr Alvez examined the coin with a frown.
“I’m sorry my boy,” he said. “This is a worthless foreign coin. I can’t give you
anything for this.” Then, seeing the boy’s crestfallen face – and no doubt warmed
by the few glasses of Christmas cheer he had imbibed earlier in the day – he
presented Jake with a five-rand bar of chocolate. Absentmindedly he tucked the
coin into his pocket.
Late that evening, after locking up, he went round to his car at the back of the
shop. Feeling for his keys in his trousers pocket, his fingers closed on the coin. He
gave it a cursory glance before flipping it far out onto the dusty veld.
“It is definitely missing,” said Giles Kombrink as he sat in the bank vault sifting
through his late Grandmother’s coin collection. “It was the centre-piece of the of
the collection – a Charles the First golden sovereign dated 1671.”
“Was it valuable?” asked the executor.
“You could say that. Try sixty-thousand rands for a start.”
Out on the rubbish-strewn veld a small, half-buried disc of pure gold gleamed
feebly in the light of the dying sun – its fate as ignominious as that of the English
king depicted on its surface. For a few minutes a stray sunbeam, refracted through
an old Coke bottle, brought a brighter glow to the embossed face.
Was it a trick of the light. Or was that a sardonic smile on the king’s lips?
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MRS KETLEY
I did not hear about the first tragedy in Mrs Ketley's life until four years after I
had seen the second one finish her off. It was my mother who told me about it
some three years after the war was over. I was eighteen at the time, and home on
my first leave from my national service in the Royal Marines. Perhaps it was the
uniform that belatedly persuaded her that I was a fit recipient for adult
confidences.
Mrs Ketley had been our lodger. Like many working class families in the years
before the Second World War, my parents took in paying guests to help make
ends meet. My father's wages as a boilermaker, while comfortably covering
essentials, left little for luxuries beyond his daily pack of woodbines, an occasional
pint of beer and a glass of sherry for my mother. In those days, when the hum of a
vacuum cleaner or washing machine had yet to be heard in a working class
household, many women stayed home to fulfil what was widely seen as their
proper role as wives and mothers. Indeed, among those aristocrats of the working
class — the men with a trade like my father — it was a matter of pride that their
womenfolk did not have to go out to work.
Mrs Ketley's contribution made all the difference. Not least, it enabled my
parents to fulfil what they saw as their sacred duty — to send me to high school
when I got my scholarship at the age of eleven.
Mrs Ketley came to live with us in the year before the war. I am not sure how
old she was I was at an age when anyone over thirty looked ancient. But I reckon
she must have been in her late forties. Her hair had grey streaks. She had a
deeply-lined face which, while sad in repose, could brighten up in a twinkling of
her brown-button eyes.
Today I cannot smell either lavender or marmite with thinking of dear Mrs
Ketley. She always wore the former and was addicted to the latter, which she
loved to eat on toast made by holding a slice of bread against her fire on a long
wire fork.
Mrs Ketley had a son. His name was Sammy. At the time the Ketleys came into
our life, he would have been about seventeen. Sammy and his mother lived in a
single room on the ground floor of our London terraced house. The room was lit
by a window that looked out onto the back yard. She owned little beyond a few
sticks of furniture, a wireless and a two-ring gas stove. Her sofa converted into a
bed at night. Sammy shared a bedroom upstairs with my younger brother and me.
Sammy was our hero. With his newly-broken voice we looked upon him as a
man. He enthralled us with tales of the Wild West; of Wild Bill Hickock; and the
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outlaw brothers, Frank and Jesse James. My younger brother, George, was his
favourite. My father had given each of us a toy gun for Christmas. Sammy made a
holster for George's gun out of cardboard and insulation tape. He did not make
one for me.
(I feel that little pang of jealously to this day.)
Mind you, I have to admit that George was an outgoing and cheerful little chap. A
total contrast to the shy and introspective boy that I was.
But it was Sammy’s mother who had the soft spot for me. In those days of
rationing she was always slipping me a sweet or two. She was, as I realise now, a
well-read woman. She would always find time to help me with my homework. In
return I would often crouch down in front of her fire and make a her a slice or two
of toast onto which she would scrape some of her precious butter ration. She
would insist on sharing it with me and, knowing my dislike for marmite, she
sometimes gave me a little fish paste which I suspect she bought specially for me.
Mrs K had a bad leg. I caught a glimpse of it one day when I entered her room
without her hearing my knock. She was being attended by the doctor who had
removed the bandage she always wore under her thick stockings. She had one of
those painful leg ulcers which never seem to heal. It looked awful. She could never
go out without the aid of a stout, knobbly stick. But she still managed to struggle
into town for her shopping, too proud to accept my mother's help in bringing stuff
back for her. My mother would keep an eye open for her return, and the moment
she saw the bus pass the end of our long street, she would send me out to help
her with her shopping bags. She hobbled along at a pace slow enough to try a
young boy's patience. But the two of us always found plenty to talk about, and the
quarter mile back to the house went quite quickly. What's more, I knew I could
count on a mint humbug or a lemon drop when we reached home.
Mrs Ketley was something of a mystery. Her past, about which she rarely
spoke, was the subject of much speculation between my parents — and among
the neighbours too for that matter. Her only contact with the outside world
seemed to be the letters that arrived for her every few weeks bearing a Merthyr
Tydvil postmark. We all assumed she was a widow. My somewhat prudish father,
struggling to overcome his good-mannered reticence, once asked her about her
marital status. I believe she neatly deflected his question by simply pointing to
Sammy and saying, ‘We lost his father shortly before he was born.’
War arrived some six months after the Ketleys. I remember the day well. Our
short-wave wireless, my father's pride and joy, had blown one of its five valves.
So, together with one or two neighbours, we all crowded into Mrs Ketley's room
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to hear Chamberlain's fateful declaration of war on Germany.
Sammy joined up on his eighteenth birthday, halfway through 1940. He was
stationed at Aldershot and managed to get home on a weekend pass shortly
before my brother and I were evacuated to Devon. He had brought his rifle with
him, and held George and me spellbound with his tales of hand-to-hand combat
training with butt and bayonet.
Nearly four years passed before we saw him again. We had just returned home
from our wartime foster parents in Devon. He was sporting a moustache and
three stripes on his khaki sleeve. I well remember his departure on that sparkling
April day in 1944. How he kissed and hugged both our mother and his. And how
the daffodils in our tiny front garden nodded their heads in the breeze as he
walked away up the street.
Mrs Ketley's only close friend was my mother. She would often come and sit
with her in the afternoons while my mother was doing the ironing. They loved to
chat over a glass of sherry. Eventually, inevitably, and probably spurred on by an
extra glass of sherry, Mrs Ketley opened her heart. That was six months after
Sammy joined up, which no doubt had something to do with it.
Well, surprise, surprise, it turned out that Mrs Ketley was not a widow after all.
‘Please keep all this to yourself, Milly,’ she had told my mother. ‘And especially
not a word to Reg.’ (Reg was my father).
She went on to say that, apart from Sammy, the only family she had left was
her younger sister, Agnes, who was married to a coal miner in Merthyr Tydvil in
South Wales. Her mother had died giving birth to Agnes in 1902. Mrs Ketley who
was nine at the time took on the job of nursing her baby sister. Her father started
drinking after his wife's death and had trouble holding down a decent job. But
they coped. And when Mrs Ketley, as a prematurely-mature youngster of 14 ,
found work in a laundry, they coped a little better.
Two years before the Great War she had met Fred — a stockbroker's clerk in
the City.
‘He was such a good looking bloke,’ she told my mother, ‘and so masterful. I
fell for him like a ton of bricks. We got engaged in the summer of 1912, just
six months after we met.’
But it was to be a long engagement. Fred, it seemed, was one of those men to
whom the time is never quite ripe. Yet, when war broke out in 1914, he was one
of the first volunteers to cross the Channel with the British Expeditionary Force.
With the luck of a rogue, he survived the great massacres of Ypres and the
Somme.
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Mrs Ketley waited faithfully for him during those long harrowing years — while
Fred kept her on a string by asking her get ready for the wedding when he was
demobbed. She even had her wedding dress made. But after the war Fred found
one excuse after another to keep her hanging on (and all the time, as she
subsequently found out, he was dallying with other women).
Then, nearly ten years after they had become engaged, fate took a hand. Mrs
Ketley became pregnant with Sammy. The two fathers got together and read the
riot act to Fred.
A hasty wedding was arranged. Because of Mrs Ketley's condition — it was
becoming more visible by the day — the parties agreed on discreet and simple
ceremony at the Tottenham registry office.
At that point in the story, I can picture my mother and Mrs Ketley, heads close
together in cosy intimacy across the kitchen table — Mrs Ketley's aura of lavender
and marmite augmented by a hint of the contents of the sherry bottle standing
between them. And, in view of the poignant turn taken by her story at that point,
a tear would be welling up in Mrs Ketley's eye. I can picture exactly how, in her
broad cockney accent, she would have told the story,
‘As you know, Milly, in those days we would have had problems with a church
wedding what with the short notice an' all. But I was determined to wear my
wedding dress. So what we arranged was that Fred and I would meet his parents
and my dad, and Agnes of course, at the registry office in the morning. Then, in
the afternoon, we would all meet again at our house where a few friends would
join us and we would have a proper ceremony done by a vicar my dad knew from
the Masons. There'd be a bit of a booze up, and then I'd put away my wedding
dress and Fred and I would take a train to Bognor for nice week's honeymoon by
the sea. Only it didn't 'appen like that.’
The tear started to trace shiny ribbon through Mrs Ketley's face powder.
‘To catch the bus to Tottenham Court Road registry office Fred and I had to
walk through Leicester Square. Half way across he said he needed to relieve
himself. So he disappeared down the steps into the public lavatory.
I remember it like it was yesterday. It was a lovely autumn day. A nice warm
breeze was blowing the dried plane leaves in circles around my ankles. Across the
road on the front of the Leicester Square Theatre a giant photo of the young
actress, Cicely Courtenidge was smiling down at me. Milly, I have never felt
happier. But, when I came out of my daydream I noticed on the big clock just
down the road that five minutes had passed. Soon it was ten minutes and no sign
of my Fred.
‘Oh dear,’ I thought, ‘I hope he hasn't got a tummy bug on this of all days. After
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nearly half an hour I was beside myself with worry. I asked a passing copper to go
down and look for him. He was soon back up the steps shaking his head. "I 'ad a
good look, Miss, but there's nobody down there."
‘What he said next, well, it felt like a cold hand had squeezed my heart.
"You do know, don't you, that there's another entrance across the road."
Following his pointing finger I stared across unbelievingly at a square of green
railings surmounted by a sign. It said "GENTS". Up above the sign, Miss
Courtenidge went on smiling at me as though nothing had happened.’ .
The tear had reached the corner of Mrs Ketley's mouth. She tasted its salt then
brushed it away and smiled.
‘You know, Milly, after all these years I can see the funny side of it. I really can.
Fred was a bastard. I don't miss 'im. I don't owe 'im nothin'. Except my Sammy of
course.
‘I never saw ‘im again. None of us did. I heard he'd gone to South Africa. From
that time on I put a Mrs in front of my maiden name. You know how narrow
minded people are. My father died of a stroke a few months after that, leaving
Sammy and me to fend for ourselves as best we could. Now Sammy’s a man, with
a good job to come back to. They say the war is nearly over. He’s a good boy. He’ll
take care of his old mum.’
June 6th,1944. D-Day. Death Day. The headlines screamed as a khaki tide
surged up the Normandy beaches and smashed against the walls of Hitler’s
Fortress Europe.
Within days the War Office’s messenger of death was busy about the realm
delivering his poisonous little envelopes. With meticulous egalitarianism he
delivered one to Mrs Ketley. I was at school when the telegram arrived — but I’ll
never forget the sight of Mrs Ketley’s bewildered, tearstained face when I got
home.
It turned out that Sammy had driven his truck over a mine and had been blown
into a dozen bloody bits.
Within six months Mrs Ketley was dead. They said it was her leg. Cancer. But
we knew better. It was the death of her Sammy that finished her. That was one
Mrs Ketley could not laugh off.
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INSIDE JOB
“The Leaning Tower of London,” announced the tabloid on Andrew’s desk. He
glanced casually at the report as he sat down to his first coffee of the day. It
seemed that a fault had opened up beneath the foundations of the famous Tower
causing a dangerous subsidence. The venerable structure would have to be closed
for at least a year while repairs were attempted.
The cup of coffee stopped halfway to his mouth as a sentence near the bottom
of the page caught his eye.
“ While the bulk of the Crown Jewels have been moved to the safety of a bank
vault, a selection of the more famous items will soon be displayed in Windsor
Castle.”
Andrew knew that the crown jewels were insured by the august and ancient
Royal City and Shipping Company — known throughout the financial world as “The
Ship”. As well he should. He had been on their staff for eighteen years rising to be
their star fraud investigator.
At the helm of “The Ship” stood Sir Frederick Hardcastle — an ex rugby league
forward who had shouldered his way to the top of the corporate ladder and a
knighthood. He was known throughout the firm as “The Guv”. Even the tea ladies
called him “Guv”. He liked that. It bolstered the shoulder-hugging, one-of-theboys chumminess that masked the ruthless, vengeful tyrant revealed to anyone
who got in his way. As Andrew had discovered when he had been fired for
contradicting The Guv at a management meeting.
That was a year ago. Before his abrupt departure from “The Ship” Andrew had
fixed up a job in his department for an old school friend and ex police detective,
James Bolton. He was to meet Jimmy later in the day for a pub lunch — ostensibly
for a friendly reunion. What he was really after was a return favour.
At 12.20pm Andrew closed his office door behind him. Over his shoulder the
sign read,
Andrew Lovemore
Corporate Remedial Action
The confidential nature of the business Andrew had started after his dismissal
from “The Ship” demanded a non-specific, low-profile title. He was in fact
embroiled in industrial espionage. His latest client was a shipper who had faked
the piracy of his own cargo of electronic equipment. He was insured with “The
Ship” and was nervous about the way one of their investigators — coincidentally
Jimmy Bolton — had been sniffing around. “Can you sort this out for me, Mr
Lovemore?” he had said. “Money is no problem.”

Al Todd 19

Two pints of beer into the lunch and halfway through the steak and kidney pie,
Jimmy Bolton furtively slipped a fat envelope into his pocket. “Leave it to me,
Andy,” he said. “’I’ll get it sorted.”
At 3.30 they were still in the pub.
“So how do you get on with the ‘Guv’?” asked Andrew.
Lovely guy; one of the boys,” said Jimmy in a slurred voice. “He must like me
because he has roped me in on a big secret project.”
Andrew knew that Jimmy Bolt could not hold his liquor — nor his tongue either
when he’d had a few. But he was unprepared for the monumental indiscretion
that then came from Jimmy’s lips.
“For God’s sake keep this to yourself,” said Jimmy. It’s the Guv’s pet project.
He’ll skin me alive if he finds out I’ve told you. It’s the crown jewels move to
Windsor Castle. He’s going to send an armoured van with half a dozen motorcycle
outriders on a high-profile trip through the city. But he’s leaked it to the press. It’s
a decoy to get publicity. The stuff will be already have been transferred the day
before in an unmarked bullet-proof Mercedes.
“I suppose they’ll be going out along the Embankment,” prompted Andrew
who then listened in astonishment as the drunken Jimmy gave him full details of
the route. “But what about the traffic?” he probed.
“No problem we’re leaving at 5 am.
“We?”
“Yes, we. And guess who’s driving?Yup, little old me — with three armed
heavies for company.”
“Jimmy, you’ve impressed me,” flattered Andrew. “And the Guv too by the
sound of it. Let’s have one for the road.”
On his way back to his office, Andrew bought a bunch of red roses and a large
box of chocolates. It was the birthday of the current woman in his life. He got off
at the floor below his and walked along the corridor to a door marked, MADAM
ROSA — Clairvoyant. Rosie Bingham was an attractive, ambitious 35-year-old
blonde, married to a older man she did not love. But there were compensations —
like the glossy new Aston Martin coupe parked in the basement, her husband’s
idea of a birthday gift. He had also funded her little hobby as a clairvoyant.
In the six months since he had met her in the lift Andrew had become obsessed
with Rosie. He visited her several times a week for a “reading” — which usually
took place in the horizontal position on a couch in a softly-lit back room. But, to
Andrew, a forty-something divorcee, these clandestine trysts were becoming
increasingly tawdry.
He spoke to her of his love, and pleaded with her to leave her husband. But all
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she said was, “Andrew, you are a sweetie, but I am afraid you could never keep
this lady in the manner to which she has become accustomed”.
When she answered the door Andrew’s pulse quickened at the swelling bosom
revealed by Rosie’s blue, full-length figure-hugging dress. She took the flowers
with a smile, started to kiss him, then drew back, her smile darkening into a frown.
“Andrew, you’ve been drinking,’ she snapped. ‘You know I can’t stand the
smell.’
“Just a quickie perhaps?” said Andrew hopefully.
“In your dreams,” said Rosie, almost pushing him out of the door.
Back at his desk, Andrew sat staring at the ceiling.
Andrew had been a disappointment to his father — a successful hotelier.
‘Think big, my boy,’ had been his repeated advice to his only son. But in his
heart he could not see the mild-mannered, bespectacled Andrew causing much of
a stir in the business world.
“See you tomorrow,” said Andrew’s secretary as she left for the day. But
Andrew did not hear. He remained shrouded in thought. He shifted his gaze to the
blank wall opposite as the rumble of homebound traffic slowly quietened.
Suddenly he saw it was getting dark. He rose stiffly to his feet. The jewel transfer
was due in just eight days. What was it his father had said? “Think big, my boy.”
Fine. But how the hell did you get into a bullet-proof car containing three
trigger happy thugs?
During his years with The Ship Andrew had encountered a number of shady
characters. Over the next three days he enlisted the services of two of them, a car
thief and a forger of driving documents. He paid them well — safe in the
knowledge that they would keep their mouths shut. He then contacted a small
engineering shop, a prop maker and a location scout in the film industry and a
lawyer.
Another clandestine lunch with Jimmy Bolton followed on day four — at which
he issued his now-willing recruit with certain driving instructions. “And, this time
Jimmy,” he promised, “you’ll need more than an envelope to hold the loot.”
That evening he lured Rosie out on their first public outing. Dinner at the
Dorchester. Her husband was away on business in Japan. To start the meal he
ordered Beluga caviar accompanied by a bottle of vintage Veuve Cliqout. Rosie
was impressed.
“What are you up to Mr Lovemore?” she asked. “What are we celebrating?”
“Your next birthday present.”
“And what might that be?”
“How about your own executive jet?”
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They were interrupted by the waiter bearing Omelettes au Truffles
accompanied by a superb twenty-year-old claret.
“You crazy man,” said Rosie leaning across the table and kissing the tip of his
nose. “Have you suddenly found a rich uncle?”
“No,” said Andrew, “we’re going to steal the crown jewels.”
“Oh sure,” she said tucking into the truffles.
He waited until the coffee and Cognac before revealing his plan.
“My God, you’re serious,” said Rosy. “I have to admit it is ingenious. But there’s
one little snag. How would you dispose of them? Surely they would be almost
impossible to fence.”
Andrew looked at her over the rim of his brandy glass. “That, my dear, is where
Madam Rosa comes in.”
Day eight dawned over the Tower with a sullen glow as Jimmy Bolton eased the
long black Mercedes, headlights dipped, out under the portcullis. Two burly men
sat behind him and a third in the front passenger seat. Each man had a loaded Uzi
on his lap. Jimmy gripped the wheel with white knuckles as he steered the Merc,
splashing, along the rain-drenched Embankment. Twelve minutes later they were
speeding through Chelsea. They took a sharp bend to the left. The wet road
stretched ahead empty — the neon street lamps still aglow against the
brightening sky. Suddenly a light flatbed truck shot out from a side turning on the
right some thirty yards ahead, blocking their path. A man in blue overalls and a
black ski mask jumped from the truck’s passenger door and sprinted towards
them. He was carrying something in his hand. Jimmy stood on the brakes. He
heard three click-clacks as the men cocked their weapons. He slammed the gears
into reverse and . stalled the engine.
The man in the mask reached the car. He placed the object on the bonnet just
behind the Mercedes insignia. From the metallic clang it made, it was obviously
attached to a magnet. There was no mistaking its purpose. Two cherry pink sticks
of dynamite were wired to a small black metal box. On its face was a small red
light that was winking at them evilly. The man was halfway back to the shelter of
the truck before anybody moved.
“It’s a bomb. Run for it,” yelled Jimmy as he flung himself out of the driver’s
door — leaving the key in the lock. In a second all four horrified occupants were
rushing back down the King’s Road on fear-winged legs. It was a good thirty
seconds before, gasping for breath, they dared to stop and look back.
The truck was still there. The Merc had gone.
A kilometer from the scene the Merc turned into a quiet side street and
stopped beside a gate in the high wall of a derelict factory. Rosie, now wearing
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dark glasses in place of the tell-tale ski mask, ran to open the gate. Andrew drove
through. In the factory yard facing outwards stood a large pantechnicon. While
Rosie closed the gate, Andrew swung the Merc round to face the rear of the big
vehicle. He opened the doors, and with Rosie’s help, lowered a pair of hinged
wheel ramps.
“That engineer did a good job,” said Andrew as he drove the heavy car up the
ramps into the pantechnicon. They stuffed the blue overalls behind a pile of scrap
iron standing against the factory wall. Within two minutes of entering the gate the
big truck was threading its way across West London through a maze of minor
roads to the sound of fading police sirens.
“You should have seen their faces,” said Andrew. “That film guy made a superb
job of that fake bomb. Now for phase two.”
At Scotland Yard all hell had broken loose. The chief duty officer was on the
phone to Sir Frederick Hardcastle. The rudely awakened, red-faced Guv was
shouting into the phone. “Just stop all black Mercs. No, you fool, they could not
switch cars. That boot is made of 2 cm tungsten steel. It’s like a built-in safe. It
would take all day to open it.”
At 07.00 hours, deep in the countryside, and seen only by a trio of cows,
Andrew drove the pantechnicon into a hanger on a disused airstrip which, like the
derelict factory, had been found by the film location scout. With Rosie’s help he
removed the seats from the back of the car and wasted no time in getting to work
on the armoured steel with a thermal lance supplied by his engineer contact.
Day twelve. The PA entered The Guv’s office bearing a piece of paper. The old
man was in a bad mood. He was not relishing the prospect of paying out the 15
million pounds for which the jewels had been insured.
. “Sorry to disturb you, Guv,” said the PA. “There’s a woman downstairs who
claims to know where the jewels are. She is a clairvoyant.”
“For God’s sake, George, don’t waste my time with that sort of bollocks,” “My
sentiments exactly,” said George, handing him the paper. “But I think you should
see this.”
“But this is just a crude drawing of some of the crown jewels. Look there’s the
Koh-i-noor and that big pear-shaped one is the Star of Africa She could have
copied these from a book.”
“Indeed,” said George. “But how did she know which ones to copy? These are
the very pieces that are missing. And look at the numbers she’s written across the
bottom. These are the numbers on the strong boxes.”
There was a silence, then, “Bloody hell,” said the Guv. “Better send her up.”
“One other thing, Guv,” added George. “She’s got a lawyer with her.”
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“You want how much!” roared The Guv” five minutes later.
“Five million,” repeated the lawyer in even tones.
“We’ll go to fifty thou, no more.” said The Guv.
The lawyer raised an enquiring eyebrow at Rosie. She shook her head.
“You’re in no position to bargain, Sir” said the lawyer. “We know the
arithmetic. I’ve drawn up a contract in which the Royal City and Shipping Company
agrees to pay my client five million pounds on receipt of information leading to
the recovery of the missing jewels. I’ll leave you to study it.”
“You’re aiding and abetting a crime,” shouted The Guv as they left.
The lawyer smiled thinly. “Madame Rosa, enjoys a wide reputation as a
clairvoyant. She assures me that a spirit guided her hand.
The Guv knew a shakedown when he saw it. But the document was watertight.
The Ship was required to deposit the money in a trust account before Madam
Rosa handed over the information. He turned to his PA. “Call an urgent board
meeting for this evening.”
The meeting was short. At the end of it the Financial Director said, “Sorry Guv.
But she’s got us by the short and curlies.”
“All right, pay the bitch,” growled the Guv. “But keep it out of the press.”
After the meeting, The Guv took his PA aside. “Get hold of Max,” he
murmured. Set up a meeting at my club tomorrow afternoon".
Max Skorinski was The Guv's secret weapon. He worked for the Ship on
contract as a fraud
investigator on certain specialised cases. It was rumoured that he had been a
Mafia hit man — a rumour supported by his broad New York accent. He sat facing
the Guv in a secluded corner of the club drawing thoughtfully on one of the old
man's expensive Havanas.
"We’re looking at an inside job," said the Guv, leaning close. "Get on to it Max.
Start with the driver of the Merc."
A week later, Max got back to The Guv. It was a comprehensive verbal report.
"Well, done Maxie boy," said The Gov. "I knew Bolton was the key. I haven't
seen him lately by the way. Where is he?”
“In intensive care. He’ll be out in about six weeks. In a wheelchair.”
“Excellent,” said The Guv. “Now, Max, I don’t want these bastards to get away
with it. Understand?”
Andrew disentangled himself from a drowsy Rosie and strolled, naked, to the
bedroom window. The view across the Indian Ocean from the five star Luxor
Hotel, at Manakara on the East coast of Madagascar was superb. Across the palm-
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fringed, turquoise lagoon the rollers thundered onto the coral reef, sending up
huge clouds of spray that lit up like flames in the rising sun. In the four months
since the heist, a baffled Scotland Yard had run up against a stone wall. The
flatbed truck turned out to be stolen and the pantechnicon, hired on a six-month
lease, had not even been missed, let alone found. The loot was safely stashed in a
Cayman Island bank account. His connection with Rosie remained unknown to the
police — who had lost interest in the case when Sir Fred Hardcastle had
announced the recovery of the jewels by the Ship’s security branch.
He yawned and stretched, taking a deep breath of the jasmine-scented air.
Rosie, warm from the bed, joined him at the window. She smiled as she rested her
head on his shoulder.
The crossed hairs of the telescopic sight lingered for eight seconds on Rosie’s
naked breasts — then moved to the right onto the man’s chest. The gunman in
the disused lighthouse 200 metres away raised his aim for a head shot. His finger
tightened on the trigger. Unexpectedly the woman reached up to kiss the man —
who then lifted her up and exuberantly swung her round. The blonde curls at the
back of her head moved into the crossed hairs.
Max could not resist it. Two with one bullet! He squeezed the trigger. Humming
happily, he deftly dismantled the weapon and fitted it back into its case.
“The Guv will love it,” he murmured.
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INCY WINCY SPIDER
HORACE PENFOLD stared down at his wife's face. Her skin was deathly pale.
almost as pale as the white satin cushions of the coffin in which it was framed. In
contrast, her lips and cheeks — betraying the hurried hand of an unambitious
mortician's assistant — were daubed a garish red.
"Good God," the scorn almost rose to his lips. "They've done you up like a tart.
How damned appropriate.”
A recording of Abide with Me, played on an electronic keyboard wafted
cloyingly on the flower-scented air of the funeral parlour. Behind him a handful
of friends and relatives conversed in hushed tones. His late wife’s daughter, an
unmarried mother, stood red eyed and alone with her six-year-old son.
“Well I won’t have to put up with her and her brat any longer,” exulted Horace.
He’d pulled it off. He’d got away with . murder. His eyes sidled across to a pair
of whispering old tannies who were sneaking a glance at him. They were
neighbours of Horace, enticed from behind their lace-curtained observation posts
to savour, first hand, this latest juicy morsel in the social life of the
neighbourhood.
“Not a breath of suspicion there,” thought Horace. “No questions on the
medical side either. And as for the police, they hadn’t even entered the picture!”
“Such a gentleman,” sighed the first old tannie, her eyes on Horace, “I don’t want
to speak ill of the dead but he was too good for her if you ask me.”
“Ag, he’s never been the same since his old mom died,” replied her companion.
His mother’s death, two years before, had devastated Horace. At the age of
forty-four he had hardly known a day away from her. He had barely known his
father, a merchant seaman who, after a huge win on the football pools, had
promptly jumped the family ship for another woman — younger, prettier and
decidedly sleeker in the stern than his corpulent spouse. Horace had been only
three at the time.
The shock had almost destroyed his mother — emotionally. But not financially.
She had inherited a fortune from her father and — practical person that she was
— soon came to accept that it had not been her portly figure that had caught her
husband’s eye. Vowing never again to risk a permanent relationship with a man,
she had turned her entire and formidable nurturing urge onto to her only child —
her “little chicken.” For more than forty years she had fluttered around him.
“Look what Mummy’s cooked for her little chicken. No, Chicken, you can’t wear
that old tie with that shirt. Let Mummy choose something nice for you.” She even
accompanied him to the barber , “We like it short at the sides and long at the
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back.”
She organised his social life — or rather their joint social life for, apart from his
work and related commitments, Horace rarely went anywhere without his
mother. Their few friends had learned to treat them like a married couple. It was
understood that an invitation to Mrs Penfold always included her son.
They were avid concert-goers and addicted bridge players. They enjoyed
expensive holidays aplenty — including two round-the-world voyages. Nothing
was too good for the little chicken. He could have anything his heart desired.
Except another woman.
Henrietta Penfold drew the line at that. She was determined to keep her little
chicken happy in her warm and cosy coop where he belonged. Thus, over the
years, a number of hopeful females had been sent packing by a variety of
stratagems — which had not excluded crude monetary inducement. But her
mission was less onerous than you might expect. For, in Horace’s veins, the flow of
testosterone was no raging torrent. Not that he was a total novice in the sexual
arena.
Indeed his first encounter took place while he was still at school where he
caught the eye of a sexually precocious fourteen-year-old named Amanda Bacon.
(Among the senior boys you were nobody until you’d had a “slice of Bacon”). But
the honour was not difficult to achieve. One winter’s day the thirteen-year-old
Horace had been lured by the amorous Amanda to a “snogging” session behind
the school bicycle shed. Shivering with cold, his fledgeling ardour was rapidly
extinguished when, to his unbelieving disgust, Amanda suddenly thrust her tongue
into his mouth.
“What’s the matter, Horace,” she jeered, “don’t you like French kissing?” By
the age of twenty-eight Horace had achieved only two more intimate encounters
with the opposite sex . Both were had been embarrassingly fumbling affairs. Then,
through an advertisement, he had discovered “Silky Hands” (Intimate Massage for
the Discerning Executive) — where he found the passive role he was expected to
play sufficient for his meagre and infrequent needs.
At school Horace had been a shy loner — a target the school bullies found hard
to resist. The sole ray of light in his otherwise miserable existence was his science
teacher, Mr Chacksfield’s who's enthusiasm for entomology deeply infected his
shy pupil.
One day Mr Chacksfield brought to school a live tarantula. It was a large
specimen which almost covered his palm. He explained that the eight-legged
creature was not an insect but an arachnid, the scientific name for spider. All were
predators, with sharp fangs, he said, but not all were venomous.
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“Now then,” he challenged, “which of you is prepared to hold this little beastie
in his hand?”
“Me Sir,” said Horace with only slight hesitation.
“Brave boy, Horace. Right, hold out your hand.”
Mr Chacksfield held the creature, which had curled up into a ball, two
centimetres above Horace’s palm.
“Don’t worry, its a cold day. It’s drowsy. I promise it won’t bite.” Horace bit his
lip as the huge spider gently settled onto his skin. But his fear soon gave way to
curiosity as it slowly unfolded its legs. He observed the lovely colouration of the
spider. Overall a silvery grey, it had a layer of pink hairs on the top of its abdomen
— a colour matched by its slowly waving antennae. Its legs were thickly covered in
hairs which Horace found delightfully soft. The tiny claws tickled his hand
pleasantly. His biggest surprise was its weight. He had expected the spider to be
light. Instead it lay heavy in his palm like a mouse.
Holding his breath, he gently tapped the spider on its carapace with a pencil
Immediately it reared up on its eight legs like a threatened cat.
“Don’t move,” hissed Mr Chacksfield. Horace froze. The spider slowly subsided
back onto his hand.
Horace was enchanted. In that moment he was bitten, not by the spider, but by
a lifelong obsession with the furry little creatures. An obsession that was to have
dire repercussions as we shall see. Encouraged by Mr Chacksfield and financed by
his doting mother, Horace went on to study entomology. He made excellent
progress over several years, culminating in a much applauded doctoral thesis
entitled, “Variables in Arachnied Web Designs.”
He became a lecturer — a role for which, truth to be told, he had neither the
heart nor the wit. But, if Horace lit no fires as a speaker, he could write. And, after
four plodding years behind a lectern, a brilliant series of articles in the prestigious
professional journal, Arachnapaedia, won him the respect he secretly craved.
The turning point was the arrival of an envelope bearing the crest of a famous
natural history museum. Horace tore it open and read the contents with mounting
excitement,
Dear Dr Penfold,
As you may know this institution is well known for its collections of tropical
insects and arachnids. We have recently been bequeathed the renowned Beswick
collection which includes, among other entomological treasures, what is arguably
the world’s most comprehensive private collection of arachnids. We are in the
process of building a wing to house the new material. An exciting feature will be
the construction of a temperature-controlled vivarium for which we have
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contracted a well-known expert.
The Benefactors have agreed to establish a to manage the new venture. Part of
the duties of the successful candidate will be to represent the museum on a
professional/academic level. This will involve providing a reference service to
universities world wide and liaising with our sister museum in Manaos, Brazil.
He/she will be required to represent the museum at various international seminars
and conferences.
Your expertise in this field has been drawn to our attention. Should you be
interested in this appointment please contact me urgently to arrange a preliminary
interview.
With kind regards
James Fremlin
Chairman of the Benefactors Committee
Horace got the job. For once his enthusiasm got the better of his timidity. The
Benefactors were impressed.
Horace did not let them down. Over the next five years he established a solid
international reputation for the new venture — and for himself in the process. But
Henrietta Penfold, while revelling in her little chicken’s success, jealously stifled
any signs of undue gregariousness on his part.
Thus Horace remained as timid and socially gauche as ever. Even his occasional
trips abroad to were too short and infrequent for him to make any meaningful
friendships. Until he met Professor Araujo. At a cocktail party during a conference
trip to Manaos he was introduced to the professor whose name he recognised as
famous in the field of anthropology.
“It is a privilege to meet you, Dr Penfold,” said the professor. “I have read some
of your wonderful papers. I am a keen amateur collector of arachnids myself. My
work as an anthropologist takes me to some remote parts of the rain forest where
I have enlisted the help of the native villagers to collect unusual specimens for
me.”
His tongue loosened by a glass of Caiperini — not a drink for the unwary — and
warmed by the flattering attention of the distinguished professor, Horace
launched into an animated conversation on his favourite topic. After innocently
imbibing another Caiperini he uncharacteristically accepted an invitation to dinner
at the professor’s house.
It was an outstanding meal prepared by Senhora Araujo herself. The
centrepiece was a splendid feijuada — that unique Brazilian concoction of beans,
tripe, and pig’s trotters that tastes much better than it sounds. With his coffee he
was offered a glass of aguardente (literally, fire water) which a momentary mental
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image of his mother’s pursed-lipped frown failed to prevent him accepting.
The professor leaned towards him.
“My dear Horace" — they were now on first name terms — "I would deem it an
honour if you would run your professional eye over my humble collection.”
After such hospitality how could he refuse. Horace followed the professor to a
concrete structure at the far end of his garden. The collection was good for an
amateur. He made sounds of polite approval as he peered casually at the
specimens.
Suddenly he stiffened. In a group of cases, separated from the rest, were half a
dozen tiny silver-grey tarantulas each with a bright green stripe running down its
back. In the subdued light it was obvious that the stripe was fluorescent. He knew
in an instant that he was looking at a new species. While there are over eight
hundred known species of tarantula and discoveries of new sub-species not all
that uncommon, Horace realised that this was a spectacular new find.
“Where did you get these,” he asked, struggling to keep his tone casual.
I am researching a small isolated Indian community in the upper reaches of the
Jerua River ,” replied the professor. “I found the local medicine man using these
little spiders crushed up with various roots and berries to make a potion to relieve
arthritis. He gave me these for my collection but warned me that they are
extremely venomous. He claimed they could kill a fully-grown man in two
minutes.”
Horace took this with a large pinch of salt . He knew that all tarantulas are
venomous to some
extent. But he had never heard of a case of an actual human fatality. As he gazed
in fascination at the spiders he began to entertain a highly unethical idea.
“Have you shown these to anyone?”
“No,” replied Araujo. “My main interest is anthropology. This collection is just a
form of relaxation — a rather lonely hobby as neither my wife nor any of my
friends will venture past that door.”
When Horace Penfold returned to his hotel that night he had two of the spiders
in his pocket, safely secured in a small, partitioned specimen case. As he had
lyingly put it to Araujo, “They are not particularly rare but they will fill a gap in the
museum’s collection.” Before he went to sleep he had settled on a tentative name
for the little creatures, Avicularia penfoldii.
Early the following morning, while Horace was enjoying a quiet breakfast
beside the hotel swimming pool, a friendly dog approached and licked his hand. It
was a cream-coloured, crossbred Labrador. He gave it a morsel of croissant. While
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the dog was licking up the crumbs he had an impulsive idea. From his jacket
pocket he took out the specimen case containing the spiders, followed by his
rubber-tipped, entomologist’s forceps. With a practised hand he extracted a
spider from the case and held it wriggling between the rubber jaws of the
tweezers. He placed another piece of croissant on the seat between his legs. As
the dog reached for the food he deftly pressed the frightened spider on to the
sensitive skin of its nose. The animal did not appear to feel much. It simply
brushed the spider away with its paw and went on eating. Then, as dogs do, it
lowered its head to the ground to search for crumbs. At that moment, and to
Horace’s astonishment, it fell onto its side as its legs buckled under it. Arching its
back it went into a series of violent spasms which became weaker and weaker
until, after little more than a minute, it became very still. And very dead — as
Horace established by feeling the limp carotid artery in its throat. Throughout its
death throes the dog had not made a sound.
Horace was aghast. Looking quickly round to check that he was unobserved, he
almost ran back into the hotel. As he collected his key at the desk he was handed
a folded message which he thrust unread into his pocket. Back in his room, he
raided the “frigo” bar for a dinky bottle of whisky which he downed in two
swallows. Blinking back the tears brought on by the whisky, he sat staring , white
faced, into space for several minutes. Then he remembered the message. He
unfolded the paper, glanced at it — and received his second shock of the day. It
read, Phone Dr Murchison urgently in connection with your mother.
Dr Murchison was the Penfold’s venerable family doctor. He had brought
Horace into the world. With trembling hands Horace dialled 0027 followed by a
Cape Town number. He caught the doctor at his afternoon surgery.
“Bad news, Horace old chap. Your mother has had a stroke. She is in intensive
care. You’d better come right away.”
Horace caught the next flight to Cape Town via Rio de Janeiro. In his anxiety he
left behind his shaving kit — and a clear plastic case containing a small silver-grey
spider. The chamber maid found it and, with a shudder, threw it into the waste
bin.
Horace got home too late — even to say goodbye to his beloved mother. It was
the second greatest shock of his life. (The worst was yet to come.)
Horace withdrew entirely from the small social circle he had shared with his
mother. For a few weeks he employed a housekeeper — until he caught her
stealing. After that he didn’t bother. He ate sporadically, living on takeaways and
pre-cooked, supermarket food. Over the months he lost weight until his
colleagues barely recognised the unshaven, unkempt creature he had become.
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“Bring the poor man home for a good dinner,” suggested the wife of one of his
colleagues.
But Horace declined the invitation and went home to a plate of packet soup and
yet another evening spent desultorily watching TV or just sitting and staring at his
mother’s empty chair.
Eventually a glimmer of the old Horace began to return when, in tandem with a
substantial government grant, a large batch of exciting new specimens was
donated to the museum. Then, one day, six month’s after his mother’s death, a
member of the bridge circle persuaded the lost sheep to return to the fold. “Just
for a rubber or two, old chap”.
That’s where he found Georgina. Or, rather, she found him.
Georgina Blenkinsop, after divorcing her improvident husband a year
previously, had moved
into the area to be near her daughter — an unmarried mother. Like many other
women who had put family before career, she found her new status as a single
middle-aged woman, devoid of business qualifications, to be financially
precarious. Her infrequent alimony receipts did little to augment her slender
resources. What’s more, her daughter Daphne, an unmerciful sponger, made
unending demands for money. Ostensibly it was for the baby — but, as Georgina
correctly suspected, most of it went to feed the drug habit of her layabout boy
friend.
Georgina and Horace sized each other up across the card table. For want of a
better word he would have described her as "squarish". Her hands were
unattractively large and square. She had a square jaw. Her shoulders were square.
And her short dumpy figure added to the overall square effect. Nevertheless she
exuded a certain vitality that some men found attractive. She admitted to 37 of
her 42 years.
Georgina studied her partner. She saw a tall, stoop-shouldered, glum-faced
individual who, when they were introduced, took her hand in a limp clasp. He
avoided her eyes. Whether through shyness or shiftiness she could not tell. He
looked as if he could use a bath and a haircut. His spectacles were held together
with a strip of plaster. His suit was rumpled. It was badly matched with his tie
which was stained with what looked like tomato sauce.
“Three no trumps.” Georgina opened the bidding in a confident voice. And she
had reason to be confident as Horace realised after a couple of rubbers. She was
good. Not quite as good as his mother had been. But good enough to be a highly
stimulating bridge partner to Horace — himself no mean player. For the first time
since his mother’s death he began to enjoy himself.
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During the following week Georgina made some discreet enquiries. What she
found out about her bridge partner’s background, especially his financial
background, led her to view the slovenly Horace Penfold in a new light. Her
unerring wifely instinct told her exactly what he needed in his life. At the next club
meeting she fussed over him — hanging on to his arm, even adjusting his tie. An
act that drew knowing winks among the other members. In a bizarre sense it was
a case of love on the rebound for Horace. During the following weeks he allowed
himself to bask in the warmth of her little attentions. He put on weight. The colour
came back to his cheeks.
The wedding took place five months later.
It was on their wedding night that Horace had his first misgivings. For a start his
bride revealed a startlingly robust sexual appetite. As we have noted Horace was
no athlete between the sheets. Halfway through their lovemaking Georgina
delivered an unwelcome reminder of his encounter with the amorous Amanda
Bacon. Without warning she thrust her tongue into his mouth. And a long tongue
it was too. True to form, Horace was too timid and embarrassed to remonstrate.
After that he tried to avoid her unwelcome oral incursions by keeping his mouth
shut. But she was often too quick for him and, to his dismay, the unhygienic ritual
became an all-too-frequent part of their sex life.
Their married life was occasionally disrupted by Georgina’s daughter, Daphne,
bent on extracting yet another handout from her long-suffering parent. She was
always accompanied by her six-year-old son, Rodney, whom Horace recognised as
an irredeemably obnoxious brat. And with good reason. After Rodney’s first visit
he found that all four knights were missing from a valuable antique chess set that
had belonged to his grandfather. Georgina regarded with tolerant amusement
Daphne’s shaven head, her tattoos, her be-ringed nose. But, to the conservative
Horace, the creature was totally alien. As was her taste in music — which he
discovered when, to his intense irritation, she took to bringing pop CD’s to play on
his treasured hi-fi equipment at a volume that drove him sulking to his study at
the far end of the house.
One evening, six months into their marriage, an event occurred that put the
relationship into serious jeopardy.
In various nooks around the house a few house spiders had taken up residence.
One dwelt on the wall behind an old daguerreotype of Horace’s grandfather,
another atop the lintel of the dining room door. And, behind the upright piano,
lived a fearsome — but harmless — specimen of Tegenaria domestica. Unknown
to Georgina, Horace was in the habit of feeding the little creatures from time to
time. On the evening in question Georgina had invited a few friends from the
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bridge club to dinner. Just as they were sitting down to their meal, Horace entered
the dining room bearing a matchbox which emitted an irregular buzzing sound.
“Time to feed my babies,” he announced. And, with a pair of tweezers,
extracted a protesting bluebottle which he carefully placed on the web of the
spider above the door. Extracting another unfortunate insect, he pinched off its
wings and placed it upside down on the rear edge of the piano lid. Tegenaria
domestica obligingly appeared, seized the prey and scuttled along the length of
the piano before returning to its lair. The guests, old friends of Horace and his
mother, had seen this bizarre ritual before and remained unperturbed. Not
Georgina. She went white as a sheet. Then, after struggling with her food for a few
minutes, said, “Please excuse me.” She rushed out of the room. Horace followed
her upstairs where he found her vomiting into the toilet bowl.
That night Horace, half asleep, thought he heard the distant sound of a vacuum
cleaner.
The next morning, at breakfast, he happened to glance up from his coffee. He
was surprised to see that the ledge above the door was clean and bare. With
growing suspicion, he strode across to the picture of his grandfather and peered
behind it. His suspicions confirmed, he had just reached the piano when a voice
behind him said, “If you’re looking for those horrid creatures you’ll find them in
there.” He turned to find Georgina pointing at the vacuum cleaner standing in a
corner.
Horace was appalled. But there was worse to come.
Georgina knew that Horace had a secret. Why otherwise did he keep the door
to his study locked at all times — even denying her access to clean the room? He
was uncharacteristically firm on this point,
“I’m sorry , my dear, it’s simply that I like to have just one little private place of
my own.”
After the spider incident Horace had even more reason to keep her out. Inside
the study, housed in an array of temperature-controlled glass cages, was his
personal collection of tropical tarantulas — including a specimen of the goliath,
mouse-eating Theraphosa blondi.
One morning, after Horace had left for the office, Georgina got a chance to
satisfy her curiosity. She was clearing away the breakfast things — and there
under his morning paper she found his keys.
Horace did not miss them until lunchtime. Anxiously, he caught a taxi home to
find them still on the table, apparently undisturbed. He unlocked the study. At
first all seemed well. Then his foot kicked against something on the floor. He
looked down and saw, to his horror, a large aerosol can of insecticide. He strode
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to the cages — to witness sheer carnage. In their death throes the creatures had
rolled themselves into pathetic little balls like tangled skeins of grey and black
wool. The only remaining sign of life was the feebly-waving legs of the huge
Theraphosa blondi.
Horace stood there rigid with grief and anger. She must have sprayed them
through the wire-mesh lids. There was no avoiding the awful truth. He was
wedded to a paranoiac arachnaphobe. Clenching his fists he came to a decision.
The bitch had to go. Horace had not forgotten Prof. Araujo. His dreams of
undeserved fame as the discoverer of Avicularia penfoldii had been temporarily
submerged in the turbulent emotional waters following his mother’s death. They
now rose to the surface in the shape of a more sinister ambition. A quick exchange
of e-mails revealed that the anthropologist had just returned from another
expedition to the Jerua River. He had secured several more of the deadly spiders
and declared that it would be an honour to supply the distinguished Dr Penfold
with a pair of females. There followed a lengthy transatlantic telephone call in
which Horace gave Araujo certain instructions.
Two weeks later he received a local phone call which led him to a coffee shop
several suburbs away. There he met a young man named Henrique who was
wearing the uniform of a Varig Airlines cabin steward. Horace handed him fifty US
dollars and received in return a wooden box about half the size of a cigar box. At
each end was a thumb-sized round hole covered in perforated zinc. Tiny silvergrey feelers were waving through the perforations at one end of the box. The box
was wrapped in a paper label bearing the innocent words QUEEN BEE on one side
and its Portuguese equivalent RAINHA ABELHA on the other. Horace had
augmented his private collection on previous occasions by enlisting Henrique’s
services to circumvent the tiresome red tape and paper work. With this particular
import the last thing he wanted was a paper trail.
The opportunity to put his plan into effect arose sooner than he had expected.
That very evening, as he arrived home with the deadly package in his pocket, he
met Georgina in the hallway, dressed to go out.
“ Agnes across the road has asked me go with her to the ratepayers’ meeting,”
she announced. “I knew you wouldn’t be interested. There’s a hotpot for you on
the stove. I’ll be back about nine-thirty.”
As he heard her drive away Horace took the box out of his pocket and placed it
carefully on the dining room table. He poured himself a whisky and sat down in his
favourite armchair. Except for the slow tick of a grandfather clock and the low
rumble of traffic on the distant freeway the house was silent. He felt calm —
elated even. He had the motive. He had the opportunity. He had the means. All he
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needed was the modus operandi. Sipping his Glenfiddich he allowed his
imagination to wander round the house in search of an idea.
His first thought — an ingenious one he felt — was the plastic container now a
quarter filled with Georgina’s blood pressure tablets. Plenty of room in there for a
small tarantula. Her habit was to tip the contents out onto her palm. But she
might just look into the container first. Or the spider, shy creatures that it was,
might not bite. There was her handbag of course. But the same problem would
apply there. The same was true of her jewellery case, and of her canister of herb
tea from which she always made herself a bedtime cup. He considered her
dressing gown pocket where she kept a handkerchief to polish her spectacles — a
habit she performed compulsively several times during an evening. Her thrusting
hand would surely provoke a favourably resentful reaction in the spiders. But how
could he persuade the little beasties to stay in the pocket? Horace poured himself
another whisky. He sat stroking his chin, deep in thought. The room began to
darken. The grandfather clock whirred and struck eight.
Then he noticed her slippers.
Georgina had bad feet. Her invariable habit on entering the house was to
remove her shoes and stockings and sink her feet gratefully into the softness of
her pink, fluffy slippers. She had placed them neatly under her armchair. He
switched on the light. He stood gazing thoughtfully at them for several minutes.
Then he knew exactly what he was going to do. He drew the curtains.
After rummaging around in a drawer he found a pair of scissors, a roll of
double-sided sticky tape and a pair of tweezers. Methodically he set them out on
the table alongside the package from Brazil. He started by cutting a 2 cm length of
the tape. Using the tweezers he inserted the tape and pressed it, sticky side down,
into the toe of one of the slippers. He did the same with its companion. Before
inserting the tape he had turned back a corner of the protective upper layer with
his thumbnail to enable him to peel it off inside the slipper thus exposing the
sticky surface. He removed the paper wrapper from the box. It had two
compartments, each with its own lid. He gingerly raised one of them. With a
practised hand he extracted a wriggling Avicularia penfoldii between the soft
rubber tips of his entomologist’s forceps. Pausing only to marvel once again at the
exquisite colouring of the tiny creature, he pressed the spider firmly onto the
sticky surface of the tape. He was careful to station the creature to the inside of
the big toe area. This would reduce the threat of it being crushed before it could
sink its little fangs and pump its venom into the softer skin of the smaller toes. He
repeated the process with the spider’s companion before replacing the slippers.
Feeling hungry, he went through to the kitchen where a pan of Irish stew was
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simmering on the stove. After a leisurely savouring of what he foresaw — with
some regret — would be his last plate of Georgina’s excellent cooking he retired
upstairs where he lay on the bed to read his evening paper. He’d got as far as the
financial page when he realised that, in view of anticipated events, it would be
more appropriate to don his pyjamas and dressing gown.
At nine-thirty-five he heard her car turn into the driveway. Soon he heard her
bustling about downstairs. He heard the kitchen tap running as she started her
nightly cup of herb tea. Then there came a crash followed by an intermittent
thumping sound, and then another crash like the first. Then . .silence.
Horace waited for fifteen minutes before descending the stairs. Georgina was
sprawled on the kitchen tiles in a pool of water spilled from the kettle which lay
alongside her. In her death throes she had kicked over two kitchen chairs. There
was only one slipper in sight and she was wearing it on her right foot. He took it
off and looked inside. The spider was squashed flat. If it had bitten at all it had
been unable to penetrate the skin. The foot was unmarked. Her left foot told a
different story. The middle toe was slightly swollen. Two tiny red spots just below
her toenail and a blueness around her lips confirmed that Avicularia penfoldii had
heroically fulfilled her mission. Inside the left slipper, which he found under the
kitchen table, the crushed spider was still moving. Horace scraped away the
evidence from the slippers with a kitchen knife which he carefully washed before
replacing it in its drawer.
Dr Murchison arrived at the same time as the ambulance. He was not surprised
at what he found. He had been keeping a wary eye on Georgina’s blood pressure
and her cholesterol levels for several months. He had no hesitation in diagnosing a
heart attack.
The recording had changed to Mozart’s Ave Verum. Horace continued to stare
down at Georgina — his face a convincingly bleak mask of grief. Unbidden, his
fingers lovingly caressed the polished mahogany at the side of The Serenity Casket
— which he had chosen with calculated ostentation from the top end of the
undertaker’s catalogue. Only one person was placed see the triumphant sparkle in
his eyes. But she was deader than a leg of mutton in a refrigerator. He became
aware that eighteen pairs of eyes were staring at him. Pulling himself together, he
steeled himself to perform what he hoped would be seen as the final gesture of a
grief-stricken husband.
He bent over to kiss the corpse. His face came close to hers. His mouth brushed
her cold lips as he breathed, “Goodbye, bitch.”
And it was then that Horace Penfold got the biggest and final shock of his life as
Georgina’s tongue, like a sliver of ice, slid deep into his throat!
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“Funny business, ” said old Dr Murchison to a colleague a few weeks later.
“There he was stretched out next to his wife’s coffin, dead as a doornail, and not a
damned thing wrong with him. His heart had stopped, of course, but for no reason
that the pathologist could find. His eyes were wide open — almost starting out of
his head. There was foam round his mouth, and he had emptied his bladder. The
only other time I saw anything like it was during the Korean war. I was a young
medical officer at the time. The Reds had sent a tank over towards us. On the
front they had strapped a prisoner — a young American sergeant. If it was meant
to inhibit our chaps it didn’t work. I saw several bursts of heavy machine gun fire
sparking and bouncing off the metal plates all round him. Then a bazooka, fired
from the flank, pierced the side of the tank and she went up in flames. We
managed to get to the sergeant and cut him free just as the hot metal was
beginning to singe his clothes. Miraculously there wasn’t a mark on him. But he
was stone dead. His only symptoms were foam at the mouth, bulging eyes and,
just like Horace Penfold, he had wet his pants. I couldn’t put it in so many words
on the death certificate. But I reckon he died of fright.”
Dr Murchison sucked thoughtfully at his pipe, “There was something else.
Something quite bizarre. And I struggle to find a convincing medical explanation
for it. Something — perhaps a freakish build up of gases in Georgina Penfold’s
pharangeal cavities — had thrust out her tongue. It looked obscene . Yet
somehow . he searched for the word . defiant.”
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THE GREAT GARDEN GNOME HEIST
Author’s Note, The seeds of The Great Gnome Heist of September 1994 were
sown at the club committee meeting of July 2 of that year. We reproduce the
minutes of that fateful meeting, verbatim, from A Spon’s diary. Subsequent entries
reveal the unfolding of this dramatic series of events.
Committee Meeting
No 154 Held at Sedgemead Bowling Club
2 July 1994
Present,
Councillor, Frendlieugh-Hoare President
G Frenzi, Publicity Sec
A Stensch, Treasurer
J Beltup, Forward Planning
A Spon, Hon Sec
Major van Trompe, Research and Library
L von Scheisserhosen, Membership
Apologies L Tardi, Meeting Convener
Meeting commenced at 20.00 hrs
1 Minutes of the Previous Meeting — Approved
2 Leak in Tea Urn — Smart detective work by G Frenzi revealed that the
previous users of the urn were the Sedgemead Philatelic society. Mrs
Frendlieugh-Hoare undertook to ask the philatelists to effect a repair at their
expense.
3 Major van Trompe’s 97th birthday — a bottle of malt whisky was
Presented to the club’s venerable librarian together with an attractive card
expressing congratulations and thanks for his years of dedication to the
gnomic cause.
4 Forthcoming Events — J Beltup requested members to diarise the following,
19 Sept L Tardi will give a slide talk on his recent visit to S.E. England entitled
Gnomes and decorative Garden Accoutrements of the Kentish Seaside
Resorts.
Nov 21 The James Thrump Memorial Lecture. Subject, Anthropic Mimicry, the
Garden Gnome in a Bourgeois Post-industrial Milieu. Speaker, Alec Pugh,
visiting professor of Social Anthropology at UCT
Dec 13 In conjunction with the Embrace the Earth Society, a talk will be
delivered by the well-known fenshuai practitioner, Ka Aa. Her subject will be
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Gnomic vibrations- a neglected dimension in the holistic energies of garden
furniture orientation.
6 New Members An application was received (via J Beltup) from a Mr W
Kaarvup of Chippe & Kaarvup monumental masons of Athlone. A heated
debate was sparked off by A Stensch who pointed out that this firm was a
supplier of garden gnomes and that there could be a conflict of interests.
Peace was restored by our lady chairman who, showing her consummate
political nous, proposed that Mr Kaarvup be admitted as “corporate” member
without voting rights. Motion passed with one abstention.
7 General — L von Scheisserhosen said that, while membership stood at a
healthy 35, all — with the exception of our charming lady chairman — were
male, white and over forty. It was agreed that a concerted effort would be
made to recruit members of alternative gender and cultural persuasions.
Meeting concluded at 20.45 and members repaired to the bar.
3 July. Have just finished the minutes of yesterday’s meeting (see above). As
always, and bearing in mind the mental capacity of Beltup who has the IQ of a
tapeworm, I have kept the language simple. I have, however, permitted myself a
modest literary flourish in my use of the unusual word “nous” (see item 5).
Much is said at committee meetings that is best left UNRECORDED — which is
where my natural sense of diplomacy stands me in good stead. It would never
have done, for example, to record that the abstaining voter (item 6) was the major
who was sound asleep, having made substantial inroads into the bottle of whisky
during his frequent visits to the toilet.
Beltup can be a real EMBARRASSMENT. For example, when the repair of the
tea urn by the Philatelic society (item 2) was being discussed he said in that
dreadful cockney accent of his,
“Ask ‘em to stick a stamp on it.”
From the chuckle that ran round the committee table, it was clear that the
members shared my opinion of this impractical suggestion.
And again, the reference to “our charming lady president” (item 6) evoked
from Beltup (not so sotto voce), “She’s about as charming as a monitor lizard.”
This remark revealed Beltup’s TOTAL LACK OF BREEDING — though I would
privately admit to the lady’s remarkable resemblance to that singular reptile. The
matter was again touched on by von Scheisserhosen over the rim of his postmeeting glass of beer when he muttered,
“I zink she vud not do much business in zer profession suggested to her name.”
I have no idea what he meant.
18 July. Last night’s club meeting was enlivened by the presence of our new
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member W Kaarvup who introduced a novel solution to that most vexing problem
of the gnome owner, the roving dog. Kaarvup produced an aerosol spray
merchandised under the odd label, Fido-OFF. (Inexplicably this name caused great
hilarity among the members.) “Gentlemen,” he claimed, “this product is
guaranteed to repel any life form within 100 metres.”
He proved his point by spraying it against a table leg. This set off the smoke
alarm, and in the rush to leave the room, Major van Trompe, who was returning
from the toilet, was bowled over. To our dismay he did not get up and appeared
to have stopped breathing. Frenzi rushed out to the bowling green to return with
medical help in the shape of Mrs Pusch, a local midwife. She applied the “kiss of
life” and soon had the major back on his feet. Those of us who were familiar with
the major’s drinking habits were not surprised to observe a slight stagger in the
lady’s gait as she left the room.
Kaarvup received orders for 21 cans of Fido-OFF at R98,00 per can.
Extract from the committee minutes of 6 August,
5 New Members An application (seconded by Councillor Frendlieugh-Hoare)
was received from a Ms Letty Crunch and Ms Charmaine Hendrikse. Passed
unanimously.
6 General — J Beltup produced an exquisite miniature Lithuanian Prancing Elf
mounted on an electrically driven revolving plinth. It had, he revealed, been
donated by W Kaarvup as a trophy. He suggested that an annual garden
gnome competition be held. He further proposed that this should be held in
front gardens to enable the maximum press coverage for the club. It was
agreed that the competition be held in two months time subject to members’
approval.
A Spon proposed that the competition be expanded to include garden
accoutrements such as decorative post boxes. This motion failed to enlist a
seconder.
Note, There was some dissension on item 6. L Tardi reminded members of the
anti-gnome activism of 1971. “I have no wish to become the target of the derision
of radical anti-gnomists” he said.
At this point Major van Trompe, (what a grand old warrior he is) rose to his
feet,
“Fellow gnomists,” he thundered, “it is time to leave the past behind and move
forward together into the future. There is a new wind blowing through
Sedgemead. It’s time to come out of the closet and nail our colours to the mast. I
second this courageous proposal.” The old boy then subsided, exhausted, into his
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chair before leaving to answer a call of nature.
On the subject of my own motion, I despair of the conservatism of my fellow
members. Sedgemead boasts a RICH HERITAGE of decorative postbox designs. In
my own garden, for example, dwells a white plaster cherub holding aloft a small
barrel slotted to receive mail. The charming little fellow might have been plucked
from the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. But for sheer originality it would be hard to
beat my neighbour’s giant slotted golf ball. Astonishingly it is mounted on a chain
that spirals upwards from the ground apparently DEFYING GRAVITY. A closer
examination reveals that the owner has welded the links together. (Isn’t that
clever?).
19 Sept. Last night’s club meeting was a huge success. L Tardi delivered a
splendid lecture on his recent gnome spotting visit to visit to SE England.
He showed a number of superb slides which drew gasps of admiration from the
assembled company.
Further zest was added by the presence of our new lady members.
Ms Letty Crunch turned out to be a sturdily built person with a forthright
manner. She was dressed, surprisingly, in an old maroon tracksuit the back of
which bore the legend, POTCH UNI Ladies Wrestling 1972
I was impressed by her handshake which was extremely firm for a lady. Her
companion Ms Charmaine Hendrikse was, by contrast, a petite and somewhat
timid coloured lady who I would estimate to be some twenty years her junior.
Throughout the meeting they sat holding hands. It is wonderful to see such
friendship in these materialistic days.
28 Sept. DISASTER STRIKES. During the small hours of this morning the entire
assemblage of gnomes, displayed throughout Sedgemead and surrounding
suburbs for tomorrow’s competition, was stolen The only witness was a Mrs van
Schalkwyk who, while admitting her cat at 2.30 am, noticed a small truck parked
outside the house of L Tardi who lives opposite. It was a moonless night but she
was able to discern two shadowy figures getting into the cab before driving off at
slow speed. She noticed that the right rear light of the truck was flickering as it
pulled away. The police were informed and of course the competition had to be
cancelled.
29 Sept. Today the Cape Times emblazoned the story across its front page,
Anti-Gnome Activists Strike in Sedgemead?
In a devastating blow to local gnome fanciers, scores of garden gnomes were
filched from Sedgemead gardens in a pre-dawn heist. Several valuable
specimens have disappeared — including a rare antique wooden troll from
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Norway, belonging to Councillor Frendlieugh-Hoare. Inspector Xoka Xola of
the Roodwood Police stated that he was baffled.
2 Oct. Extract from the minutes of yesterday’s committee meeting,
3 J Beltup conveyed a generous offer by W Kaarvup to replace the stolen
gnomes at a special price from a consignment expected shortly from a
prestigious Korean manufacturer. This offer to be promulgated at the next
club meeting.
17 Oct. At yesterday’s club meeting W Kaarvup took provisional orders for 58
gnomes at R250 each.
28 Oct. DENOUEMENT! At 1.30am Friday morning Major van Trompe, returning
from his weekly poker game in Paarl, stopped off at a deserted all-night service
station on the N1 highway to answer a call of nature. On emerging from the toilet
he noticed a small truck standing on the driveway with its engine running. As he
watched a car drew up alongside. The driver wound down his window to receive
an envelope that was handed to him through the truck’s passenger window. As
the car drove off he observed that the driver was none other than Beltup. A
minute later the truck set off in the same direction. The major noted that its right
rear light was flickering!
For all his advanced years the major is far from senile. He immediately set out
in pursuit. He soon overtook the vehicle and, though unable to discern the driver’s
face, he got a good look at the sign on the door of the cab. It read,
CHIPPE & KAARVUP Monumental Masons.
Minutes of the Extraordinary General Meeting of Nov 30
1 Address by police representative Detective Inspector XokaXola of the
Roodwood Police announced that, following information received, the
missing gnomes had been located in the yard of the Stellenbosch branch of
Chippe & Kaarvup. The miscreants having confessed to the theft, it would not
be necessary to hold the articles as evidence. Mr Kaarvup had agreed to
return the gnomes to the parking lot of the bowling club where they could be
collected by their owners.
2 Resignation A Spon announced that he had received a letter of resignation
from J Beltup. Accepted with alacrity.
3 General G Frenzi pointed out that there was time for members to reclaim
their exhibits and re-enter the competition which will now take place on Dec
15. A Stensch proposed a vote of thanks to Major van Trompe. (Seconded by
A Spon). This was duly delivered, amid cheers, on the major’s return from the
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toilet.
Note my use of the unusual word “miscreants” (item 1) instead of the vulgar
“villains” or the over-used “perpetrators”. Nice touch don’t you think.
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MURDER IN EDEN
The injured young chimp cowered under a bush whimpering with pain and
humiliation. The blood from his wounds mingled with the rain dribbling down
from the forest canopy to form a dark patch on the wet leaves under his body. He
was deeply regretting his foolhardiness in dallying with Layla the favourite wife of
the old dominant male who led the troop. Not that she had not encouraged him.
He was, after all, a handsome specimen, powerfully built. With the impetuousness
of a virile male on the brink of adulthood, he had responded recklessly to her
inviting grimaces. After glancing furtively around and seeing no sign of the old
leader he had allowed her to groom his back with gently tentative fingers.
Grunting with pleasure he had closed his eyes. That was his first mistake.
From a low branch above his head the old male, who had been fully aware of
what was going on, had crashed down on the interloper with his full weight. The
youngster managed to roll clear and, with fear in his eyes, turned to face his
adversary.
As the biggest and strongest of the young males, he was a good match, pound
for pound, for the old warrior. And fleeter of foot. Which is why he should have
turned and fled. He should have been warned by the old fighting scars that
crisscrossed the veteran’s face and body. He stood his ground. That was his
second mistake.
The leader feinted to his right and then, uttering a terrifying screech, launched
himself at the youngster. In a flash he had the young chimp’s right ear tightly
clamped between his teeth. Using his powerful neck muscles, he shook his
opponent like a rag doll. Unprepared for the ferocity of the attack, the youngster
tried to fight back. After several desperate minutes, and at the cost of half an ear,
he broke free. Using his considerable strength, he forced the leader on to his back
but the older animal soon had him again — this time by the side of the neck. Over
and over they rolled, raising a cloud of dust, amid loud screeches from the throats
of the fighters and from the rest if the troop who were dancing up and down with
excitement. Desperately the young chimp thrust his fingers into the eyed and
nostrils of his opponent forcing him to let go. But again the wily old warrior got
him in his jaws – this time by the left forearm. By seizing his own left paw in his
right and twisting, the youngster broke the vice-like grip — levering his adversary
off balance and throwing him to the ground. At that moment a bolt of excruciating
agony shot up to his shoulder, extinguishing what little fight was left in him. He
turned and dashed to the nearest tree.
The leader was soon up and after him, swinging from branch to branch in

Al Todd 45

pursuit. In spite of the pain in his arm, the more agile youngster gained on the
older animal and, when the terrain permitted a faster form of locomotion on the
ground, soon left him far behind. After almost a mile the leader, gasping for
breath, gave up the chase. Before turning back to the troop he emitted a loud
screech of triumph which echoed down the gorge and curdled the blood of the
young renegade.
Now the canopied darkness of the tropical forest enfolded him like a black
velvet glove as he lay shivering on the blood stained leaves. He shivered with the
shock of his injuries which included a cracked radial bone in his left arm. He
shivered with the cold induced by copious blood loss. And he shivered with fear.
His now-badly-swollen arm was useless for climbing. He would be easy meat for
any roaming predator. But, despite his pricked ears and anxiously-twitching nose,
exhaustion overwhelmed him. He slept.
He awoke as long tendrils of mist were drifting up through the forest canopy to
self-immolate in the heat of the risen sun. He had a raging thirst. The river burbled
nearby at the foot of steep slope. He loped painfully down to a small sandy beach
where he slaked his thirst in the clear, fast-flowing water.
Too weak to climb back to his former hiding place the young chimp forced his
way to the middle of a dense clump of undergrowth not too far from the water.
There he found a patch of sand that afforded him a degree of comfort.
He slept through most of the day, waking occasionally to stumble down to the
water for a drink. By mid afternoon he was hungry. But, to his dismay, he realized
that the troop, in their progress upriver had stripped the area of anything edible.
The forested riverbanks were no more than thirty metres wide and hemmed in by
sheer cliffs. On the ground there was nothing to be had save for a few grubs.
By the second morning he was in bad shape. The bite wounds, especially the
deep one on his neck were festering. He awoke shivering . This time from fever.
Once more his insatiable thirst drove him down to the water’s edge where the
sight of a pair of crocodiles on a nearby sand bank had him warily raising his head
between mouthfuls. Turning away from the river his first thought was food. After
two days without eating he was ravenous. He had just enough strength to regain
his hiding place in the thicket. The day passed and then the night. On the third day
the chimp awoke still burning with fever. His potentially lethal loss of blood had so
weakened him that he could barely raise his head. But his thirst drove him down
to the river again.
As he bent his face to the water he caught a flicker of movement out of the
corner of his left eye. Turning his head, he beheld an extraordinary sight. Perched
atop a nearby boulder was a large, yellow pawpaw and a handful of his favourite,
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soft-shelled Mbani nuts. He crawled across and sank his teeth gratefully into the
crimson flesh of the yellow fruit.
Next morning there was more fruit accompanied by a branch of the furry grey
leaves that the chimps instinctively ate when they were sick.
For nine more days the chimp fed daily on the mysterious breakfast. By the
tenth his fever had gone — and, though still weak, he could feel the first stirrings
of renewed vigour in his veins.
On the eleventh day he awoke to the clamour of a tropical storm. Torrential
rain poured down through the wildly swaying canopy. He slithered down through
mud and leaves to find that the little beach had disappeared under the roaring
brown torrent that the river had become. But the boulder, standing well clear of
the water, was to his dismay devoid of food.
He crept back up into his sanctuary. Despite the rain it was hot. Wisps of steam
rose from his saturated fur. By noon the rain had stopped. Again he clambered
down to the river. The boulder was still bare. He jumped up and sniffed the
surface of the rock. A faint smell hovered, barely detectable, but enough to
tantalize his nostrils with a pleasant sense of familiarity that he found hard to pin
down.
The absence of food placed the chimp in a dilemma. His immediate
surroundings had been denuded of forage. Despite his instinctive yearning,
rejoining the troop was an option his fear of the old leader forbade. To satisfy his
hunger he would have to retreat even further back down the gorge — where, at
best, he could eke out a lonely and hazardous existence. He raised his face to the
sky and screeched his distress.
A gentle breeze began to waft down the gorge towards him. His lamentation
stopped abruptly as he caught another whiff of the same tantalizing odour that he
had detected on the boulder. This time he recognized it and his heart turned a
somersault. It was Layla’s smell. He looked up the gorge and there she was about
fifty metres away crouched down holding a pair of succulent paw paws. When she
saw that she had gained his attention she placed one of the fruits on the ground
and bounded away out of sight up through the thick undergrowth.
The chimp scampered across to the fruit which he soon dispatched with relish.
He raised his eyes and there was Layla waiting for him. She placed the remaining
fruit on the ground and again disappeared further up the gorge as he moved
forward to eat it. Layla stayed within sight – indicating through her capering and
subdued grunts that she wanted him to follow her. Increasingly fearful, he
followed her for over a mile. Always, the lighter and fitter female kept a short
distance ahead.
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Suddenly his nostrils caught a scent that stopped him dead in his tracks. They
were getting close to the troop. He crouched low, hiding his face behind his paws
as he whimpered his fear. Layla backtracked until she was almost close enough to
touch him. She made a soft keening sound and gave excited little jumps.
Timorously he crept after her, stopping at the edge of a large clearing by the river.
Concealed by the foliage he peeped cautiously through the leaves. His eyes
widened. The harsh midday sun beat down on an astonishing sight. Three quarters
of the troop were laying on their backs fast asleep. The remainder were staggering
about and occasionally falling over. This was the troop’s first encounter with the
bwala bwala tree who’s fruit is a potent narcotic when overripe.
Layla had gone out into the clearing and was gesturing next to one of the
unconscious chimps. He saw that it was the old leader. With thumping heart he
crept cautiously forward until he found himself looking down at the snoring
warrior — his open mouth stained purple by the intoxicating fruit — and whose
slightest move would have sent him scuttling back to safety. But the old chimp lay
still.
Near to his head lay a large rounded stone weighing about five kgs. The
youngster stared at it
for several seconds. His gaze travelled from the stone to the sleeping chimp and
back to the stone. Suddenly his simian brain was flooded by an inspiration that
was very un-simian. For several more seconds his eyes swiveled back and forth
between the sleeper and the stone. Scarcely daring to breathe he bent down, got
a good grip on the stone with both forepaws and raised it high above his head.
Then, with a scream of hatred, he smashed it down on the leader’s upturned face.
As his victim tried to sit up he delivered another terrible blow. Still, the old
warrior, dazed and fighting for his life, turned over onto all fours exposing the
back of his head to the savage coup de grace which spilled his brains onto the
sand.
Hannes van Wyk stood up in the bow of the leading raft. The river was still
flowing swiftly after yesterday’s rain. Just ahead the gorge widened to admit a
broad shaft of sunlight. As they swept round the bend a beach came into view on
the right. The professor called over his shoulder to the helmsman.
“Head for that beach, George. It looks like a good spot for tonight.”
George canted the tiller to the left, throttling down to mute the roar of the
little outboard motor. The party behind followed suit and the two inflatables
nudged the sunlit sand within seconds of each other.
Hannes, Professor of Zoology at Wits University, Johannesburg, was the
expedition’s leader. He was accompanied in the leading raft by three of his
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students – two male and one female. His colleague in the second raft was John
Kirby, a senior lecturer in geology from the same university. He had, in tow, two of
his students, both young men. The expedition had been formed to catalogue the
fauna and to assess the extent of certain valuable mineral deposits in this hitherto
inaccessible stretch of a tributary of the Libquombo River in Gabon. The
expedition had been sponsored by a large mining company and the eighth
member of the group, Edward Sanders, was one of their engineers. The fifty-mile
stretch of river they were exploring was totally uninhabited. Steep and dangerous
rapids guarded both exit and entrance. For much of its length it was enclosed
between towering rock walls. Now, after five days on the river, they were glad to
emerge from the gloomy chasm to stop early in the day for a break.
While the students were drawing the rafts safely up the beach and starting to
unload stores, Hannes and John discussed the possibility of a three-day working
stopover at the pleasant little beach, backed by its sunny clearing.
“John, I’ll explore a little downstream,” said Hannes. “Why don’t you take a
stroll upriver towards that interesting-looking rock outcrop?”
As John approached the rocks he became aware of a steady buzzing sound. As
he climbed the few steps to the crest of the rocks, the buzzing became louder and
looking down the other side he saw that it was caused by a large cloud of flies. The
object of their attention was a big dead animal. So many of them were crawling
over it that it was hard to identify. He looked back downriver and cupped his hand
to his mouth, “Hannes, come and look at this.”
The rest of the party, catching the urgency in Tim’s voice quickly joined him at
his vantage point. As they stood in a semi-circle looking down, they were joined by
a slightly breathless Hannes. The zoologist turned to one of his students, “Identify
that for us, Temba.”
“Pan troglodytes” he replied without hesitation. “Or, to our rock-chipping
friends here, the common chimpanzee.”
“And a fine specimen too,” added the professor. “Probably the dominant male
in the troop.”
Ted, the mining engineer, turned to the professor, “I’ve heard that we share
95% of our genes with chimps. Is that true?”
“Sure is,” replied Hannes. “98.3% to be exact.”
“But that must mean that they are almost like us,” said one of the young
geologists.”
“They are indeed,” said the professor, thoughtfully eying the bloodied stone
that lay just in front of the animal’s death-glazed eyes.
“They are indeed.”
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ON COMPASSIONATE GROUNDS
“. socks one pair, striped shirt one, underpants one pair, overcoat one, cap
corduroy one,” intoned the discharge officer as he ticked off the last item on the
list and placed it on top of the pile of clothing. “Contents of pockets.” he
continued, emptying a small square basket onto the time-scuffed counter top, “.
one handkerchief, five shillings in change, two used bus tickets and one leather
wallet containing five one-pound notes, three betting slips and one season ticket
to West Ham United.” The official paused as he regarded the remaining item with
raised eyebrows. “One small brown teddy bear wearing a red neckerchief and,” he
added, peering closely, “one eye missing.”
“All in order, Smith?” he asked. “Right, sign here and take your stuff into that
cubicle and change out of your prison rig. Your cell stuff is in that cardboard box
over there. And the Governor wants to see you in his office before you leave.”
Governor O’Connor was a hard man. It showed in the hard eyes and in the thinlipped mouth, permanently clamped into a straight line like a sprung trap. He
came out from behind his desk and extended his hand to the now ex-prisoner.
“So they’re letting you out one year early, Smith,” he rasped through nearmotionless lips. “Big deal. You know I’m no bleeding heart, but I reckon, in your
case, thirty years was right out of order.” He stared at the haggard white-haired
figure with a rare spark of pity in his pale eyes. “As a first offender and with your
record of good behaviour you should have been out ten years ago.”
Jimmy Smith would never forget that day back in 1963 when it all started. He
was on his way home from his shift as a train driver and had popped into his local
pub for a refresher. As he waited at the bar to be served he heard a voice behind
him. “What are you drinking Jimmy?”
The voice belonged to an acquaintance, Ronald Biggs – carpenter and, it was
rumoured, smalltime crook. They had hardly sat down with their beers when Biggs
made a startling proposition.
“Jimmy, would you do something illegal for forty thousand quid?”
“Such as what?” said Jimmy.
“Such as driving a train for half a mile.”
“Are you serious?”
“Dead serious.”
“No violence?”
“No violence.”
“What about risk?”
“Some. For that kind of money you’ve got to take a chance or two.”
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“Are you in it yourself?”
“Up to my neck.”
Jimmy’s hesitation was brief. He took a long pull at his beer, swirled it round his
mouth, lips pursed in thought. Then, holding out his hand he said, “Count me in.”
Thus, the criminally unblemished Jimmy Smith became embroiled in Britain’s
crime of the century, the Great Train Robbery of 1963.
The plan was to stop the London to Glasgow night train at a remote cutting by
doctoring a signal. Two members of the gang would then overpower the driver
and uncouple the leading coach in which half a dozen post office employees
would be sorting mail. According to inside information, the coach would contain a
consignment of mailbags stuffed with used currency notes on their way to be
shredded. Jimmy’s job would be to drive the detached part of the train half a mile
up the line to an isolated road bridge where the rest of the gang would be
standing by with a small truck to load the money.
When Jimmy eventually climbed aboard the halted engine he was dismayed to
see the unconscious form of the driver laying at the back of the cab. Blood trickled
from his head. A moan escaped the man’s lips which were flecked with foam.
“Ronnie told me there would be no violence,” he said.
“He fell and hit his head,” said one of the masked and gloved men. “Now get on
with your job.”
Jimmy recognized the layout of the Class 33 immediately, and as he was about
to open the throttle, he noticed a large shifting spanner on the steel floor. With
his professional instinct for a tidy working area, he picked it up and stowed it in
the toolbox. Carelessly, in order to manipulate the controls, he had removed his
gloves.
At the bridge the coach was jemmied open, and the officials held at gunpoint
while the gang loaded the mailbags into the truck. The thieves holed up for few
days in a nearby farm rented for the occasion.
It is part of criminal history that they were arrested shortly after on the strength
of fingerprints found on a Monopoly set left at the farm. Jimmy Smith, having no
record in the archives of Scotland Yard, almost got away. But one of the gang
shopped him and, ironically, it was his fingerprints that branded him the worst of
the villains.
The defence lawyers had expected a maximum sentence of fifteen years – but
the judge, a crusty old traditionalist, appalled at the violation of Her Majesty’s
mail, had dug into his law books and advised the prosecutors to add the rarely
used charge of conspiracy to the indictment. He directed most of his ire at the
man whose fingerprints had been found on the handle of a heavy shifting spanner,
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the other end of which bore traces of the engine driver’s blood and hair. Although
the driver had lived, his damaged brain had left him partly paralyzed.
“James, Arthur, Smith,” the judge had pronounced, “along with your despicable
associates you will serve thirty years. However, in your case, there will be no
possibility of parole.”
Jimmy suddenly became aware that the prison governor was still speaking to
him. “So I’ve put in a word for you with this man,” he said, handing the old man a
small white card. “He is a headmaster – in your old patch I believe. He might be
able to help you.”
As the ancient oak and iron door of the prison clanged shut behind him,
Jimmy’s first instinct was to turn and hammer on it to be let back in. He stood
blinking in the sunlight at a world going about its business. The roar from an
adjoining freeway filled his ears. Across the road in a tiny city park a man walked
his dog. Screaming children kicked a ball on grass greener than any he dreamed
about in twenty-nine years with no relief from the grim, grey flagstones of the
exercise yard. A toddler in a pushchair let go of a pink balloon. It floated up
through the trees and Jimmy followed it with his eyes until it became no more
than a pink dot tossed around at the wind’s whim. He looked at freedom and it
scared him stiff.
For twenty-nine years Jimmy Smith had been told when to get up, what to eat,
what to wear, when to exercise, when to go to bed. As an old lag and as one of the
Great Train Robbers he had status in the prison community. He had earned certain
privileges. Life was secure and, above all, predictable.
Not that he was entirely without resources in the outside world. At seventytwo, his accumulated old age pension would buy him time to sort out some kind
of life for himself. The problem was that, literally, he did not know a soul in the
world. After only one visit, his wife Janice had divorced him and gone off with
their only child, he knew not where. His last regular visitor, an old workmate, had
died of a heart attack four years ago. The only family the shy and retiring Jimmy
Smith knew now lay behind that great prison door.
He crossed the road to the bus stop, where his old-fashioned bell-bottoms drew
a few amused glances. Soon a red double-decker drew up. It was going to Langley,
the working-class estate where he had lived until his arrest. It was a number 145.
At least some things hadn’t changed.
He almost missed getting off the bus, so changed was the old neighbourhood.
Gone was the cinema, gone was the dance hall where he had met Janice. He
searched in vain for his old apartment block before he worked out that the bleak,
graffiti-daubed high-rise blocks of his youth had given way to a smart new
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shopping centre. He looked in vain for a friendly face. He began to feel he was
walking through one of those architect’s sketches where pedestrian’s faces are
represented by blank pink ovals. He did eventually find a familiar street. He
knocked at the door of number 32, but the dark-skinned woman, breast-feeding a
baby, who suspiciously answered his knock, bore no resemblance to the wife of an
old mate who had lived there in the sixties. She slammed the door in his face.
Jimmy went to the bank to draw some pension money which he used to buy
clothes at the shopping centre. He lunched at a strange place called MacDonalds.
That night he slept at a Salvation Army hostel but by the end of the next day he
had paid a month’s rent in advance on a cheap bed-sitter. The drably furnished
living room looked out through a tiny window onto the back wall of a clothing
factory. In the early evening he went across the road to a bar hoping to cheer
himself up with a beer and to talk to somebody, anybody. But, neither the
barmaid nor the raucous throng of youngsters, were interested in the shy old man
nursing a beer at the end of the bar. For the first time in his life, Jimmy felt that
most refined form of human despair, being lonely in a crowd.
It was unfortunate fact that Jimmy’s natural shyness lent him an air of
ingratiating shiftiness. Thus, during the next few weeks, his increasingly desperate
approaches to strangers yielded him nothing more than blank stares, turned backs
or, worse, polite rebuffs. Soon his excursions into the real world were reduced to
essential shopping trips in which he avoided eye contact with anyone before
scuttling back to his rooms and bolting the door.
Safe inside, he began to live a caricature of prison discipline. He polished the
floor twice a day, made and remade his bed with military precision, removed
nonexistent dust from shelves and windowsills. At night he would sit watching the
tiny TV set — a special privilege he had enjoyed in his prison cell. Sharp a ten he
would switch out the lights. He refused to answer his door, fearing a second visit
from the social worker who had finally run him to earth. The same fear of
authority prevented him from approaching the person whose name was printed
on the card the governor had given him.
One glorious autumn day, while hurrying through the park with his shopping,
Jimmy could not resist sitting on a bench to bask in the sun’s warmth. He had just
turned his closed eyes up to the sun when a man stumbled over his outstretched
feet. Annoyed, he said, “look where you’re . . .” then stopped as he noticed the
white stick in the man’s hand.
“Terribly sorry,” said the stranger. “Isn’t it a lovely day? Doesn’t it make you
glad to be alive?”
Jimmy stared after the blind man long after he had tapped his way round a
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distant corner. Then, with the breeze-blown leaves rustling around his feet, he
came to a decision.
He stood outside the school studying the card the Governor had given him. It
read; Ian P Henderson, MA, Headmaster, Langley Comprehensive School. Looking
through the tall iron railings he was gratified to see that the Victorian monstrosity
in which he had spent his schooldays had changed not one whit. It was morning
break. He closed his eyes as the shrill voices of the children, echoing off the grimy
old redbrick walls, washed over him, evoking sweet pangs of nostalgia.
The headmaster’s study was still located just inside the vestibule. Jimmy
trembled in indecision as he stood outside the door — now painted a cheerful
blue. His sense of humour came to his rescue as he imagined the voice of a stern
cane-wielding figure, “The punishment for armed robbery is six strokes. Bend
over, Smith.” With a nervous smile he knocked timidly on the door.
Ian P Henderson was a tall, thin scot whose heavily jowled features
compellingly suggested a balding, bespectacled St Bernard dog. When he smiled
his eyes almost disappeared into the maze of creases that made up his face. He
smiled at Jimmy now, extending a friendly hand. His prim Edinburgh accent was
meticulously courteous.
“Sean O’Connor had some good things to say about you, Mr Smith. He says you
deserve a chance.” He went on to explain that the school urgently needed a
janitor, the previous incumbent having left without notice. “I’m willing to give you
a shot at it. The pay is not much but you’ll have your own quarters next to the
preschool playground. It will be a wee bit noisy at times, but the work is not
onerous. Generally keep an eye on the premises, report any serious maintenance
problems, and repair the odd broken window, that sort of thing. Sean tells me you
are good with your hands.” He paused. “We’d put you on three months trial. What
do you say?”
“In spite of my record?” said Jimmy.
“In spite of your record.”
This time Jimmy did not hesitate. “When can I start, Mr Henderson?”
“It’s Ian, and you can start on Monday.”
The grey eyes twinkled and retreated into the creases once again as the
headmaster extended his hand. “Welcome to Langley Comprehensive, Jimmy.”
During the next few weeks, like a fearful tortoise emerging from its shell, Jimmy
slowly began to enjoy the life of a free man. He was popular with the staff and a
hit with the children — especially the preschool toddlers among whom he soon
achieved fame as a mender of kites, dolls and toy cars.
One day as he crossed the playground he was stopped by a sad little six-year-

Al Todd 54

old.
“What’s the matter, little girl,” he asked.
“Billy called me a scaredy cat,” she sobbed through her tears. Jimmy never
looked at this particular child without an ache in his heart. With her big elfin eyes
and her slightly weak little chin, she reminded him of the little daughter he’d lost
all those years ago.
“What’s your name,” he asked’
“Angela,” she replied
“Now that’s a nice name,” he said as he gave her a sweet to comfort her. He
often gave the kids sweets — and that proved to be his undoing.
Police Constable Rose Hinds hurried down the school corridor towards the
sound of raised voices. She was running late for the PTA meeting and had had no
time to change out of her uniform. There was uproar in the room as she entered.
“I don’t want a jailbird anywhere near my daughter,” shouted a big red-faced
man at the back of the room.
“He’s violent too,” yelled a pregnant woman. “And he gives the kids sweets.”
“Pedophile,” roared her male companion.
“Please, ladies and gentlemen, one at a time. Please.” Ian Henderson’s plea for
order was drowned in the babble of angry voices.
“And what are the police doing?” the red-faced man demanded, suddenly
spotting Rosy. “Why haven’t you searched his place? Everyone knows these types
collect pornography.”
Rosy held up a gloved hand as if directing traffic. The symbol of authority had
the desired effect. The room quietened down. She realized they were talking
about the new janitor.
“We can’t search the man’s rooms without a warrant. And we can’t get one on
mere suspicion. But,” she promised, “I will report your misgivings to my station
commander in the morning.
Superintendent Blackstone, like most of his men, was attracted by Rosy’s
plumpish prettiness. But he had great respect for the tough, astute policewoman
that lay beneath. Only her commitments as a single mother had precluded her
from accepting promotion.
He listened to her report. “The old guy’s got form alright,” he agreed. “But from
what I’ve heard, he’s harmless. And he’s earning an honest living. Constable, why
don’t you go round and ask him nicely if you can look around his place. That might
cool the hotheads. If he loses this job he’ll be out on the streets for good.
Rosy had a word with Ian Henderson before tackling the old man. He warned
her about Jimmy’s almost pathological shyness. “If he sees a uniform he’ll be
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scared right back into his shell.”
So, wearing an innocuous floral dress and her best smile, and with the merest
flash of her police ID, she managed to charm her way past Jimmy’s shifty
defensiveness and through his front door.
“I’ve nothing to hide, Miss,” he said. “Help yourself. I’m off to clear a blocked
drain.”
It did not take her long to make a thorough search of the old man’s few
belongings. The nearest thing she found to pornography was the page-five pinup
in the Sun newspaper. Meticulously she put everything back where she had found
it. Finally, she rearranged the bed and restored to its place on the pillow a little
one-eyed teddy bear wearing a red neckerchief.
Then she called in at the headmaster’s study. Ian Henderson was pleased to
hear that the old man had no dark secrets but he doubted that it would be enough
to placate the angry parents.
As she crossed the playground on her way out, Rosy noticed a commotion. Two
girls were having a tug-of-war over a large doll. Suddenly one of the girls sat down
with a bump as the doll’s came off in her hand. Rosy stopped dead in her tracks
frowning. She thought about the teddy bear on Jimmy Smith’s bed. The missing
eye, the red scarf. “It can’t be,” she muttered. “Surely it can’t be.”
She strode quickly back to the old man’s place. He was still out and the door
was unlocked. She crossed to the bed, picked up the teddy bear and turned it
over. Down the back of the toy was a row of crude stitches. “It can’t be,” she
muttered again as she reached into her handbag for a pair of nail scissors. She
snipped open an old 3 cm slit. Feeling around inside the stuffing, she extracted a
yellowing piece of paper folded in four. There was a message pencilled in a child’s
hand, “Dear Rosy I love you. Yor very prity.” It was signed with an X.
It all came flooding back. The fierce tugging match with a boy, in which the bear
had lost its eye; the tiny scarf she had made from an off-cut from her mother’s
sewing. She never found out which boy had sent her the note.
Then she remembered the bear’s name; it was Jimmy, after her father
“Oh my God,” she gasped.
“What’s wrong, Miss?” said a voice behind her.
Jimmy Smith was standing in the doorway.
“Where did you get this teddy bear, Mr Smith?”
“It belonged to my little girl.”
“Was her name Rosy?”
“Why yes it was. However did you know?”
“Because I’m Rosy. I’m your daughter.”
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For perhaps twenty seconds the only sound in the little room was the
screeching of the children in the playground outside. Then the tears welled into
Jimmy’s eyes.
“Long time no see, Rosy,” was all he could think of, choking on the words.
An equally tearful Rosy stepped up to the old man and took him in her arms.
She was shocked at the thinness of his shoulders.
“I think we’d better sit down,” she said. “I’ll make a cup of tea.”
They were into their second cup of tea by the time by the time they had
brought each other up to date on the events of the past thirty years. At the time
Jimmy was sent to jail, his wife, as he now discovered, was having an affair with a
Canadian businessman who had whisked her and Rosy off to Toronto before the
little girl got wind of what had happened to her father. They simply told her that
he had run away to be a sailor and that she wouldn’t be seeing him again. Janice
had divorced Jimmy as quickly as she could and married the Canadian. They were
now living in the USA. Rosy had never liked her stepfather. As soon as she could,
and armed with a degree from Toronto University, she returned England and
joined the police. She got herself posted back to her hometown, Langley where
she fell deeply in love with a detective sergeant. Tragically, he was killed in a road
accident only a year after they were married.
“How did you come to have the teddy bear?” asked Rosy.
“In my overcoat pocket,” explained Jimmy. “I was shopping around for a
matching eye when I was arrested.”
“Now, Jimmy . . . Dad . . .,” Rosy corrected herself shyly. “I’ve got another
surprise for you.” She paused. “You’re a grandfather. Have been for the past six
years and, if you feel up to it, you can meet your granddaughter shortly. She’s out
on that playground.”
Now it was Jimmy’s time to spring a surprise. “She wouldn’t be called Angela by
any chance?” he said.
While they were waiting for Angela to finish school, Rosy came up with a
proposition for Jimmy. “Look, I’ve got a spare room at the flat. I badly need a baby
sitter if I want to get on in the police. Besides, we’d love to have a man about the
house — especially one as handy as you. Why don’t you come and live us?”
It was an offer Jimmy could not refuse, even if he had wanted to. The parents
had proved implacable and Ian Henderson had no choice but to fire him. Within
two weeks he was comfortably settled in Rosy’s flat. The arrangement was a
success. Jimmy supplemented his pension through his talent for mending
domestic appliances. He joined a chess club — a game he had learnt in jail. Rosy’s
role as a single mother became much less onerous, enabling her to pursue her
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career. But, above all, they were a family, and that was all that mattered to Jimmy.
One winter’s evening six months after he had left jail Jimmy found himself
alone with Angela. Her mother was out with her police friends celebrating her
recent promotion to sergeant. She also planned to spring a surprise by announcing
her engagement to a young construction engineer she had been going out with for
three months. Jimmy was reading the Brer Rabbit stories to Angela for about the
tenth time. This evening it was her favourite — the Tar Baby. Eventually he closed
the book.
“Oh, Granddad, just one more story . . . please,” pleaded the little girl.” But
Jimmy was firm as he tucked her in.
“Now close your eyes, I’ll leave the light on for you.”
He went back to his room to continue sorting some papers he had spread out
on the bed. A familiar envelope caught his eye. He took out the documents inside.
One was a letter from the Home Secretary. It informed him that his prison
sentence was being shortened by one year on compassionate grounds. “See
attached medical report,” the letter stated. The medical report, by a specialist,
diagnosed an aortic aneurysm.
That trip to the specialist had been Jimmy’s only excursion outside the prison
during his entire confinement. However, it had held little pleasure for him.
“Mr Smith, you have a dangerous swelling on one of the main arteries in your
chest,” the doctor had said. “I have to be frank and tell you that it could burst at
any time to produce catastrophic internal bleeding.”
“Does that mean I’ll die?” said Jimmy.
“The condition is invariably fatal,” said the doctor.
“How long have I got?”
“If you avoid anything strenuous you could last a year — two is possible but
extremely rare.”
Jimmy put the documents away in a drawer. He went through to Angela’s room.
The little girl was sound asleep. As usual she had her thumb in her mouth and,
tucked in next to her on the pillow, was the little teddy bear, now sporting a bright
new pair of eyes. Jimmy gazed at her and smiled. And, smiling, he tasted the salt
of a tear that ran into the corner of his mouth. He switched out the light.
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TICK FEVER
From the Cape Times, May 31, 2004
MYSTERY LIGHTS ON MOUNTAIN
Early this morning three missing tourists were found in thick cloud on Table
Mountain above Kalk Bay. They had taken shelter in one of the many caves
that labyrinth the area. One of the trio, schoolteacher Inge Zell, 25, had a
strange tale for our reporter,
‘Around midnight a dozen or so hazy balls of blue light sprang up all around
us in the fog. They were a little larger than footballs and appeared to float
above the ground. Then, from above our heads a beam of light like a
searchlight began to sweep back and forth across the ground. Between the
gusts of wind, we heard a sound like a helicopter, but heavily muffled.
Believing rescue was at hand we all shouted at the top of our voices. Abruptly
the searchlight was extinguished and the lights sped away to converge on a
point about a hundred meters away where they disappeared.’
Jan Brooker, leader of the rescue unit, speculated that the lights had
disappeared into the mouth of the nearby Ronan’s Well the largest cave in the
area. Enquiries reveal that no military or commercial helicopters were aloft
last night.
They are taking us over. They have wormed their way into the banks, the police,
the military, the multinationals, even the Freemasons. They have been softening
us up for years. They have turned the media into a sewer, channelling a daily flood
of enervating, morale-sapping, pornographic filth right into our homes. The music
industry is busy dissolving the moral fibre of our kids through a cacophony of ‘pop’
music that is SCIENTIFICALLY DESIGNED to hyper tune their young nervous
systems to the sins of the flesh. I bet you didn’t know that! Their clandestine
military headquarters are right here in Cape Town. I bet you didn’t know that
either. Nor that they are assembling a huge fleet of black, stealth helicopters
INSIDE TABLE MOUNTAIN. Of course, you didn’t know; the truth has been
ruthlessly suppressed.
How do I know? Because THE VOICES HAVE TOLD ME! The voices that fill my
head day and night. The voices of Marion and James Goodheart the famous
psychics who disappeared three years ago while crossing the Karroo. You may
recall that their abandoned car was found just off the main highway between
Laingsberg and Beaufort West. I KNOW WHERE THEY ARE. They are prisoners in a
laboratory below the surface of Calisto, one of the moons of Jupiter. Luckily, their
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captors are unaware of the Goodhearts’ formidable telepathic ability — not only
to read the minds of the aliens but also to transmit their own thoughts across the
vast reaches of space to Earth. Remarkably, it seems that, alone among millions,
my brain is tuned to amplify their distance-enfeebled signals.
The Goodhearts say the aliens themselves are disembodied — existing as pure
energy. In bright light they are invisible — but after dark, in fog or cloud, they can
be seen as faint, hazy, blue orbs just as the beam of a torch becomes visible in a
smoke-filled room. They are intelligent. They are immortal. They have no nervous
system. They feel neither pain nor pleasure in the physical sense. Aeons ago they
learned how to insinuate themselves into the brains of biological entities. Thus,
they were able experience primitive animal sensations — primitive because the
most advanced life forms in their part of the galaxy were a type of plankton. THEN
THEY DISCOVERED US — and, through us, the whole panoply of human physical
and aesthetic enjoyments. They also discovered the perverted convolutions of
human sexual pleasure. THEY DISCOVERED SIN!
This fateful discovery provoked a ‘gold rush’ of blue orbs from the far side of
the galaxy to our solar system.
Now they are poised to strike. Like worms at the rotten core of an apple, they
have invaded the souls of thousands of our key citizens. The Goodhearts call these
invaded ones ‘subverts’. Their nuclear strike force inside Table Mountain nears
completion. The voices grow shrill with desperation, ‘Stop them. Stop them now!’
But what more can I do? I have harried the media and influential persons with
letters, phone calls and e-mails. I have even harangued the public on street
corners. No one listens. No one cares. All my efforts are being systematically
blocked.
Friday June 4
My eyes are red rimmed and bloodshot. I’ve had no sleep since Tuesday night.
It’s the voices. Their clamour is driving me crazy. I sometimes stop in the street
with my hands clamped to my ears, rocking back and forth from the waist. People
are staring at me. ‘They must be stopped, you must stop them,’ the Goodhearts
scream in unison over and over and over.
Saturday June 5
I cannot take any more. Another sleepless night. I’ve been to a doctor. .
‘All I want is to sleep.’ I told him. ‘Just give me some tablets.’
I suspect he thought I was a drug addict. ‘I must know why,’ he said. ‘It’s the
voices,’ I screamed. ‘For God’s sake can’t you hear them?’
I grabbed one end of his stethoscope and pressed it against my forehead.
‘Listen,’ I urged, striving to be calm. ‘For God’s sake listen.’
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He positioned the other two ends of the scope in his ears. For about ten
seconds he listened intently.
‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘I see what you mean. Look I’ll give you something to make
you sleep tonight, but you need to see a specialist urgently.’ He leaned over and
spoke into an intercom, ‘Nurse, please make an urgent appointment for Mr
Dunbar with Dr Gavronski.’ He scribbled on a piece of paper, placed it in an
envelope and sealed it before handing it to me. ‘Just give this to Dr Gavronski.
He’ll take care of you.’
Monday June 7
Last night I took a tablet and slept like a baby.
But the respite was short lived. Just after dawn the Goodhearts were back to
impart some vital information. They have discovered how the subverts are able to
recognise one and other.
‘Look for the sign, look for the sign,’ they whispered excitedly. The sign, they
explained, was a sort of shallow ‘V’ with the right arm extended — a ‘tick’ in fact.
My God, they are everywhere. On my way to Dr Gavronski I saw a jogger with
the ‘tick’ on the side of her running shoes. I saw two more as I passed a tennis
court. And then a man with the sign on his peaked cap. Dr Gavronski shared
rooms with four other doctors. I barely glanced at his name as I passed through
the door. ‘Mr Dunbar?’ said the receptionist. ‘Please go through. Doctor will see
you straight away.”
The consulting room was dimly lit. Gavronski ushered me into a comfortable
reclining armchair and, to my surprise, came out from behind his desk and sat
facing me in another armchair, slightly smaller and more upright. He was a dainty
little sparrow of man, grey-goateed and wearing rimless spectacles.
“Are you feeling all right, Mr Dunbar,’ he asked.
‘Why do you ask?’ I said.
‘Well you’re perspiring and you seem to be short of breath.’
‘So would you be, doctor, if you’d just walked up eight stories.’
‘Why didn’t you take the lift?’
‘Because there’s a chance I might find myself alone with one of them. It only
takes a few seconds for them to implant the chip you see.’
‘Yes, I see,’ he said and wrote a single word on the notepad at his elbow. ‘And
who are they Mr Dunbar?’
So I told him. And he listened. Thank God he listened. To the whole story, the
voices, the blue lights, the abductions. He listened, his pencil clasped forgotten in
his hand, for nearly half an hour. At last, at last I was getting through to someone.
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I could see the sense of urgency dawning in his eyes. Then, just as I was telling him
about the secret sign, the receptionist knocked and beckoned him to the door.
The moment he turned his back I sneaked a glance at the word on his notepad. It
read ‘CLAUSTROPHOBIA’. Was the man deaf! I had given him a perfectly rational
reason for my avoiding the lift.
‘Sorry about the interruption,’ he said. ‘Just a minor emergency. Now, Mr
Dunbar, tell me about your childhood.’
My childhood? My childhood? The truth dawned on me, the man is a SHRINK
for petes sake! For the first time I noticed the medical diplomas on the wall behind
him. Bloody hell, they think I’m a nutter.
I got out of there fast.
On the way back to my car I happened to look up. My jaw dropped. A new
high-rise office block had just been completed in the city centre to house a wellknown multinational corporation. And there, right across the front of the building,
in glowing neon, a brazen proclamation of their planned domination of mankind,
was a GIANT TICK! But such blatant overconfidence will it was, it had to be, the
corporate headquarters of THEM. be their undoing. Their entire leadership,
concentrated in one place, will be vulnerable to a devastating surprise attack.
‘The time is nigh. Strike now.’ The voices scream in my ears as I stride up and
down my apartment. But what can I do? Are they not immortal? I think back to
what I have read about werewolves, vampires and zombies. Are they not
vulnerable to a wooden stake through the heart? Or is it a silver bullet? I settle for
the silver bullet. I am, after all, an accomplished shottist. I have the equipment to
load cartridges.
Thursday June 10
THE TEST. This morning I collected 200 rounds of .45 calibre ACP bullets that I
had taken to be silver-plated. At six this evening I went for a walk Concealed in my
shoulder holster was a Colt Double Eagle semi-automatic loaded with six of the
silver-plated bullets crimped into cartridges. I strolled along a quiet path that
winds up the lower slopes of the mountain through a pine forest. Soon I was
overtaken by a fair-haired young man jogging up the hill. He was a subvert — as I
could see by the sinister black tick on the side of his shoes. He had to come back
the same way. In about fifteen minutes I saw him approaching. I cocked the pistol
and placed it in my jacket pocket. I stepped out in front of him. ‘Excuse me,’ I said.
He stopped. I shot him in the face. Curiously he fell forward, grasping me by the
shoulders before sliding to the ground. The size of the exit wound gave little doubt
of his demise, but I checked his pulse all the same. He had made a ghastly red
mess on my shirt. I hastily buttoned my jacket. I walked quickly back to my parked
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car with a spring in my step. It worked, by God, it worked. Now for the big one!
I went home and started loading cartridges.
Friday June 11
This morning I made a call to the new building and asked for the managing
director. I got through to his secretary, ‘I’m sorry, sir, he's in a board meeting for
the rest of the day.’ I could hardly believe my luck, all the bastards together in one
place!’
I eased the loaded Colt and a Glock .45 into a pair of shoulder holsters. I took
ten spare clips, five in each jacket pocket.
The security check at the building was flimsy. I strolled through and walked up
to the twentieth floor. ‘Can you direct me to the boardroom?’ I asked the
receptionist.’
‘Its just down the corridor on the left, sir, but you can’t go in.’
‘This is a special occasion,’ I said as I took out the Glock and put a bullet
through her heart.
The directors had heard the shot. There were eleven of them sitting round the
huge polished table looking at the door as I came in. I got two clean head shots
into the two nearest men. The next shot took a woman in the shoulder. She spun
round on to the floor. It cost me a few second to adjust my aim and finish her off.
By this time the element of surprise had gone and they were all diving under the
table. No problem. I simply got down on my knees and pumped rounds into the
huddled bodies. I felt perfectly calm, but it was getting a bit messy. There was
nothing for it but to go round and shoot them individually at close quarters. I
reloaded. A woman at the far end of the table was screaming. I went round and
finished her off first. I used eight of my spare magazines before I was satisfied.
One of them I used to riddle the sinister corporate logo displayed on the far wall.
On the way out I skidded on the bloodied carpet, banging my elbow on the table.
The pain was lost in my elation.
Back at the lifts, a security guard reached for his gun as he rushed out through
the sliding doors. I dropped him with a splendid shot between the eyes. Calmly, I
stepped into the open lift and descended to the ground floor. I strolled out and
down the steps to merge with the lunchtime crowds.
Caledon Square CID office, Tuesday 15 June
Detective Constable Marlene Retief placed the folder on the desk in front of
Detective Chief Inspector Cowper. ‘Its from ballistics, Sir.’
‘About bloody time,’ he said as he rapidly scanned the opening page. ‘It looks
as if there were two perpetrators, both using forty-fives.’ He frowned. ‘Now,
here’s something odd. The bullets were silver plated.’ He turned to the sergeant
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who had just entered the room. ‘What do you make of that Harry?’
‘Well, you can’t buy silver-plated bullets, the sergeant replied. ‘Someone must
have had them electroplated. Locally I would imagine.’
‘Right, it’s the only lead we’ve got’ said the inspector. ‘I want you interview
every electroplating firm in the city ASAP.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Get onto it
first thing in the morning.’
No one noticed DC Retief as she slipped out of the office and headed for the
nearest telephone.
Wednesday June 16
‘Chief inspector,’ said the sergeant’s excitedly. ‘I’m calling from the Acme
Plating Company. A man brought in two hundred bullets to be silver-plated and
collected them last Wednesday. We’ve got a good description. But why didn’t you
tell me you had sent some men round late yesterday afternoon?’
‘What the hell are you talking about? I didn’t send anybody.’
‘Well, these characters had police ID. The firm has a surveillance camera
covering their parking area. It records the car registration numbers of all visitors. I
don’t think your going to like this Sir, but these guys, whoever they were, took the
tape with them.
Cape Times, Monday 21 June, 2004
GRISLY MURDER IN VREDEHOEK
This morning police were called to a Vredehoek apartment where they found
the body of James Dunbar , a local eccentric. His body was naked, tied to a
chair. He had over two hundred severe burns on his body. An electric soldering
iron was found plugged in to a wall socket next to the body. His carotid artery
had been cut. The copious flow of blood had been used to daub a mysterious
symbol on the wall. It was shapedlike a shallow ‘V’ with the right arm
extended — like a giant tick. Said DCI Cowper of the Caledon Square CID, ‘The
motive is a matter for speculation. However it bears all the hallmarks of a
gangland interrogation.’
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THE TEETH OF MACDONALD
I stood at the back of the gully facing out. My legs were braced against any
sudden tightening of the rope that led out and down over the edge of the broad
sloping ledge on which I was standing. Out to the west, framed by the black walls
of the gully, a treeless wilderness of rock and heather tumbled away to a distant
sliver of silver-blue sea. There the isles of Rhum, Eigg and Canna floated,
shimmering gold and purple, in the July haze. Far, far beyond, where the Atlantic
misted into the sky, the pale mauve shapes of the Outer Hebrides hung like a
mirage.
This was our second day on the Isle of Skye. The magnet had been the great
ridge of the Black Cuillin. The ridge, some six miles long and nudging 4000 feet,
offered the finest rock scrambling in the British Isles. Its dark volcanic rock,
Gabbro, offers the climber's hand a friendly roughness unequalled anywhere in
the world.
"Take up slack."
The urgency in the words broke my reverie. My companion had evidently
reached the tricky bulge that I had negotiated some fifteen minutes before. I
quickly pulled in the slack, holding it tightly round my waist in case he slipped.
A hand appeared over the lip of the ledge. It was a soft, city dweller's hand.
Incongruously, as I had noticed often in the past, its nails were black rimmed. Not
what you'd expect of its owner, a specialist in abdominal surgery. But adequately
explained when you knew that he spent less time delving into the bowels of his
patients than he did into the innards of some ancient motor vehicle. Indeed we
had set out for this holiday in his latest acquisition — an elderly Daimler. Sadly,
the vehicle had expired before we had got sixty miles from London. We had
completed our journey to the west of Scotland in a hired Ford Prefect.
The hand scrabbled around looking for purchase.
"Over to your right," I shouted.
The hand got a grip on the incut I had found earlier. It was soon joined by its
fellow. Then by the dark tousled hair and, finally, the exertion-reddened face of its
owner John Primrose FRCS. He flopped onto the ledge and looked at me through
eyes made tiny by thick-lensed spectacles.
"Phew. Where's that water bottle?"
The gully petered out a hundred feet below the summit, which we reached
through an exhilarating unroped scramble. At the crest we were grateful to meet
a stiff little breeze that cut through our sweat-soaked shirts.
On the mainland, to the east, Ben Nevis heaved its shoulders into the sky — its
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snow cap impervious to the hot July sun. Far below us, to the right, the Loch of
Coruisk lay cradled in its stony uninhabited corrie, its surface silvered by the sun
as it wound its way down to the sea at the southern end of the ridge. Near the
seaward end, a series of massive "boiler-plate" slabs of gabbro sloped back up
towards the crest of the ridge.
I well remembered another sultry summer's day some nine years earlier when I
had paused halfway up those slabs to look down on the little trawler that was
chugging its way out of the mouth of the loch. The tiny vessel had brought a small
party of us around the toe of the ridge from Glen Brittle on its western side. Our
route back lay directly across the main ridge. My girl friend, Anne, awed by the
great slabs, had decided to go back on the boat with its owner — a New Zealander
named Jim Brent and Duncan MacDonald, postmaster of Glen Brittle village. Had I
known at that time of MacDonald's reputation I would have had second thoughts
about leaving her on the boat. I mean; would you leave your girl friend with a man
who was known far and wide as Macdonald the Ram?
We had met him again, John and I, only yesterday. We had crossed from the
mainland on the Kyle of Lochalsh ferry. The moorland road wound its way towards
the black saw-toothed Cuillin Ridge ahead. We passed a herd of highland cattle
standing, motionless as a painting, in a shallow loch. They were perfectly reflected
in its surface. An old man was cutting peat with an odd-looking spade. It was
John's first trip to the magical isle. He was enchanted.
Half way to our destination we approached the Sligachan — a hotel that stands
where five roads meet, miles from the nearest habitation.
"How about a pint John?" I said.
"You're on," he said.
We went through a door into a narrow passageway at the back of the hotel,
where half-a-dozen locals were drinking whisky.
"The pubs out here don't have a bar," I explained to John. "You either drink in a
chintzy resident's lounge, or you get your drinks through a hatch standing up with
the hoy poloi."
I spotted MacDonald straight away. He had aged. He was probably in his mid
fifties. But there was no mistaking that weather-reddened West Highland face.
Eagle-nosed and grey-eyed he was wearing a tam o'shanter that had been old and
tatty when I first saw it nine years before. He didn't recognise me. I refreshed his
memory.
"You may remember my girl friend Mr MacDonald. You gave her a ride back
from Coruisk with that New Zealand bloke back in fifty three."
His eyes lit up. "Och, aye a pretty little lass she was. Lovely bum if you don't
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mind me saying so." He spoke in the slow lilting brogue of the islands. When I first
heard his nickname spoken by an islander it came out as Macdonald the Rhaam.
"Things have changed a bit since you were last here," he continued. "They've
put in a fancy bar upstairs. You'll remember my lass Fiona. She was at school when
you last saw her. She serves up there in the evenings."
He pointedly drained his whisky glass. We bought him another.
"They've made a few changes in the glen as well. They've built a youth hostel a
mile above the village." He said this with a bit of a leer, which was explained by his
next remark, "I take a stroll up there most evenings to run my eye over the
lassies."
I had often wondered how Macdonald had achieved his notoriety. He was a
skinny little man, plain of feature. He relied, it seemed, on sheer thick-skinned
persistence combined with the enthusiasm of a bulldog after a cat. As he once
confided to me, "You win some you lose some."
"We know about the hostel, Mr MacDonald," I said. "That's where we are
staying."
"Oh, then could you give me a lift home?"
We put him in the back of the Prefect and took the narrow twisting road down
to Glen Brittle.
For the next ten days the heat wave held. We roped up the Bhaister Tooth, we
ran down the Great Stone Chute, we conquered the peaks of Sgurr nan Gillian,
Bannadich, Alaisdiar and Thearlich (pronounced, surprisingly, "Charlie"). We got
burned by the sun and harassed by clouds of midges. Happiness.
We ate well too. The hostel warden, a young single mother named Dorothy,
was a fair cook Sadly she was lumbered with the kind of face and figure that must
have prompted Noel Coward to advise Mrs Worthington not to put her daughter
on the stage. All the same, she had a kind smile. And that was good enough for
some of the randy young patrons of the hostel. And, it was rumoured, more than
good enough for MacDonald the Ram. His frequent heathery trysts with her, it
seemed, went suspected but undetected by Mrs MacDonald.
Apart from a couple of outlying sheep farms, the settlement of Glen Brittle was
nothing more than a dozen whitewashed cottages arranged like a string of white
beads around the black sand beach at the head of Loch Brittle. A red post-box
marked the home of the MacDonalds. It used to puzzle me how they made a living
in such a remote, godforsaken place. True they sold a few stamps, sweets, and
cigarettes, and put up a few visitors. But the season was short. Then, on an early
morning walk round the headland, I got an inkling of the truth. I spotted
Macdonald coming ashore with two bulging and moving sacks. But he did not stop
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at robbing lobster pots. His poaching of the local salmon earned him a pretty
penny too. Through the back door of the Sligachan Hotel so we heard.
On our third day, he offered to lend us his rowing boat for a day's fishing on the
loch. "It'll only cost ye a few bob," he said. Within three hours we had filled a tin
bath with gleaming silvery saithe — some of them as long as your arm. We
wondered what we could do with them. But, as we dragged the little boat onto
the beach, MacDonald appeared.
"Well done lads," he said. "I'll take them off your hands if you like. And I'll get
the missus to fry one up for your dinner."
It seemed a good swap. Mrs Macdonald served us the fish with the best chips I
have ever tasted. "I only use pork dripping," she said. Afterwards MacDonald had
the cheek to hold out his hand. "It'll only cost ye a few bob," he said. We were in
too good a mood to quibble.
On the morning of our last full day on Skye we were accosted by MacDonald
outside the Youth Hostel.
"Would you lads fancy a dance?"
"You're not my type, Macdonald," said John.
Macdonald smiled. "No, I mean there's a dance at Portree tonight. If you'll give
me lift, I'll take you there. It'll only cost ye a few bob."
"You're on," we said.
Portree, a substantial harbour village, is the capital of Skye. The dance was due
to start at 10pm. When we arrived at eleven, the western sky was still bright. To
our surprise, Macdonald told us he would not be attending the dance. He would
be meeting some of his friends for a drink.
"I'll see you by your car when the dance is over," he said.
There was quite a buzz in the already-crowded Presbyterian Church hall. The
men were congregated along one side of the hall and the women along the other.
At a table in the corner, keeping a watchful eye on his flock, sat the minister and
his wife.
As we entered, a kilted giant sporting a great red bush of a beard made an
announcement in Gaelic. The company arranged themselves into lines of four men
and four women. The band struck up. The sound, which was produced by an
extraordinary combo of violin, drums and bagpipes, was, to our Sassenach ears,
unique — to put it kindly. The dance looked fearfully complicated. We decided to
sit it out. After the eightsome reel came a foursome. A little less complicated but
still beyond our ability, we felt.
We had noted, with some dismay, both the absence of a bar and the presence
of the minister's beady eye. Yet the boisterous bonhomie that pervaded the hall
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left little doubt as to its origin.
"I wonder where they are getting it?" said John, leaning close to make himself
heard. The mystery was solved when we visited the toilet. It was blue with
tobacco smoke and crammed with Scotsmen. They were drinking from small flat
bottles of whisky. They were as friendly as we had come expect of the islanders.
One of them, who turned out to be the owner of the local bus service said, "Have
you lads no got a dram?" Then, to our astonished gratitude, he handed us the
bottle he was about to open.
"But what about you?" asked John.
"Don't worry," he said. "The wife's got a spare in her handbag."
After a hefty dram, we re-entered the hall — where we began to see the
eightsome reel in a new light. And when two pretty lasses took our hands and led
us into a circle we started to enjoy ourselves. In spite of our cumbersome boots
we soon got the hang of it, though, at one point, I found myself whirling around
with the red-bearded giant.
Before we knew it, it was 2am and time to leave. The eastern sky was
brightening as made our way to the car. There was no sign of MacDonald.
"Where the hell can he be at this ungodly hour?" I said.
As I walked round the car my feet stumbled against something soft and yielding.
A snore told us we had found Macdonald. He had evidently been left there by his
pals to sleep off a monumental binge. We loaded him on to the back seat. When
we arrived at Glen Brittle, the sun was already burnishing the Cuillin peaks.
Unwilling to waken his wife at three a.m. we laid him on the doorstep of the post
office with his tammy over his face.
We managed a couple of hours sleep before setting out for the ferry at 6am.
We again passed the old peat cutter who had started on another trench. The
cattle were still standing in the loch.
Half way across the sound we turned back for a last view of the island. The
black, jagged spine of the Cuillin was thrust up through a girdle of white mist.
Streaks of snow still lingered in the north-facing gullies. I grabbed my camera.
"Buggar," I said to John. "I'm out of film."
"I think there's a roll on the back seat," he said.
I scrabbled around under a pile of hastily stowed climbing gear. Suddenly my
fingers encountered something odd, very odd. To my astonishment, I pulled out a
complete set of dentures. We took them to the ferry master.
"These are the teeth of MacDonald of Glenbrittle," I announced.
He looked at them for a long time. Then, without even a blink, he said, "Oh,
aah, that will be Macdonald the Rhaam. I'll see that he gets them."
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THE SEASON OF THE YEAR
‘Your usual Bert?’ said Peggy, the innkeeper’s wife as she reached up to the
shelf where the personal tankards of the regular customers were kept. Her
muscular barmaid’s arm pulled the black handle of the pump as the golden stream
of best bitter surged into the glass. The brass nozzle burbled deep in the tankard
as the foam spilt over the brim. She wiped the glass and set it down before him.
Bert always liked a good head on his beer.
‘Are you feeling all right love?’ she asked. ‘You look awfully tired.’ Then, looking
over his shoulder, she said, ‘There’s your mate, Fred, just coming in the door. Shall
I pull you another pint?’
‘Sure,’ said Albert as he turned to wave Fred Perkins to an empty table in the far
corner.
Peggy noted that, although it was only half an hour after the noon opening
time, the pub was gratifyingly full — a sign of the times in those prosperous, early
years of the ‘roaring’ ‘twenties.
She stared wistfully at Albert Bateman’s back as he strode to the corner with a
pint in each hand. At twenty years old he was a strapping lad. Not for the first
time her mind filled with unwifely thoughts as she took in those broad shoulders
and that delectably tight little bottom. And he had the good looks to go with it.
Hair black as coal, blue-grey eyes and a swarthy complexion that was popularly
attributed to his mother, a beautiful gypsy girl whom his father had married when
she was sixteen.
She had tragically died giving birth to Albert.
Albert’s father, George, an unrivalled master poacher, had outfoxed two
generations of gamekeepers on the nearby estate of the Duke of Bellington The
Duke was known as a tyrannical and heartless employer — a fact that earned
George a good deal of popular support for his nefarious activities.
Albert, who still lived with his father, had been introduced to the poacher’s
craft at the age of twelve. Although he now had a regular job as a farm labourer,
he was out with his dad on many a moonlit night checking their expertly laid traps.
Albert had recently acquired a motor bike and sidecar, an innovation which
enabled him to extend his customer base among butchers and hoteliers farther
afield.
‘Cheers,’ said Albert.
‘Down the hatch,’ said Fred. And, taking a deep draught, ‘Are you all right, Bert?
You look as if you’ve been up all night.’
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‘As a matter of fact, Fred, you’re spot on. Pin back your ears and I’ll tell you
about it.
‘Late yesterday afternoon I takes a drive up to Top Wood to check some traps
my old man had laid. And what do I find? Two of the finest hares I ever laid eyes
on. Now rabbits is one thing, and pheasants is another. But hares is something
special. The nobs go crazy about them — which when you think how tough they
are, is surprising. They like to ‘ang ‘em up until they are half-rotten. The point is
they fetch a pretty penny — if you can find the right customer. I needed some
quick money and it was getting late. So I puts the old grey matter to work and
comes up with a sharp idea, Ted Coles the timber merchant.’
‘I wouldn’t have thought he was the type,’ said Fred.
‘You’re right he ain’t. But think of that French wife of his, Charmaine. She’d
know what to do with a hare.’
Ted Coles’ divorce and his marriage to the family housemaid, a French girl
twenty years his junior, had been the talk of the village some ten years before.
Albert continued, ‘So, just as it is starting to get dark, I find myself at Ted Coles’
front door holding a whopping great hare in each hand. His bird comes to the
door, takes one look at them and says, “Mon dew, zey are beautiful” and,
squeezing a hind leg, “and so plump.”
‘Would you like to buy them?’ I says.
“Ow much you ask?”
‘Half a quid,’ I says.
She gives me a long look. “Won’t you come inside for a moment?”
‘I follows her into the house.’
“Bring them through to the kitchen.”
‘I lays the hares on the table.’
“Please sit down while I fetch my purse,” she says. “Make yourself at ‘ome
Albert. Zat is your name isn’t it? Wouldn’t you like a little glass of wine while you
are waiting?”
‘Now wine is a bit on the fancy side for me. But I didn’t want to be rude so I
takes the large glassful she pours for me. I find it a bit sharp so I downs it in one go
while she is out of the room. She seemed to take ages to find her purse and, when
she comes back, I realise why. She has changed into a red silk dressing gown.
‘I stand up to face her. “Albert,” she says, “I ‘ave a little problem. I have no
money in my purse. But I ‘ave an idea.”
‘What would that be, Miss?'
‘“Well,” she says coming very close. “Could I not pay you in a different way?”
‘How do you mean,’ says I.

Al Todd 71

‘“Like this,” she says. And, no kidding Fred, she does no more than slips her
hand between my legs and gets a good grip on the old John Thomas. And then,
before I know what’s ‘appening she’s got her other arm around my neck and her
tongue halfway down my throat.'
‘“Wouldn’t you like to come upstairs, Big Boy?” she says. Then she draws back
to arm’s length and undoes the sash of her gown. I swear to you, Fred, all she had
on underneath was a pair of stockings. And she's got a pair of knockers on her that
almost had me believing in God."
‘What about your husband?’ I says.
‘“Don’t worry, cherie. ‘E’s gone up to ze London office for a conference ‘E
won’t be back until eleven tomorrow morning.”
‘I ask you, Fred, what would you do?’
Without waiting for an answer to this superfluous question Albert continued, ‘I
follows her upstairs and, before you could say Bob’s your uncle, we’re both
starkers on the bed. And, I tell you Fred, that woman knows more tricks than a
cartload of monkeys.’
Fred listened, goggle-eyed, as Albert described Charmaine’s sexual repertoire
in minute detail. At one point the hand lifting his drink to his open mouth froze for
almost two minutes. Then, remembering his beer, he downed it in one go.
‘Hold on Bert,’ he said. ‘This deserves another round.’
Returning with two brimming pints, he set them down, spilling some in his
excitement. ‘So, what happened next?’
‘We falls asleep,’ said Albert. ‘When I wake up the full moon is shining into my
eyes. I goes to the window and looks out. It’s as bright as day and there, standing
by the gate like a neon advert, is my bike. If anybody saw it, the story would be all
round the village quicker than a ferret down a rabbit hole. I get as far as pulling on
my socks and trousers when a voice behind me says, “Where are you going Big
Boy?” She pats the bed beside her. “Come ‘ere, cherie,” she says. “We’ve still got
lots of time.”
‘Stretching out for my hand she pulls me on to the bed. Well, I must tell you
Fred, apart from anything else, I was completely shagged out. “Sorry love,” I tells
her. “I’ve got to go.”
She pouts all sulky like, and then smiles at me like a sly little schoolgirl. “Listen
Albert,” she says. “I make, ’ow you say, a deal with you. If you make love to me
one more time, I will give you back your ’ares.”
‘Well, Fred, that was quite a proposition. I needed the money and, looking at
that cracking pair of tits in the moonlight, I begins to feel the rumblings of a
returning appetite.
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‘It must have been an hour later when the sound of a crowing cock tells me its
time to scarper. Out in the street I tucks the hares into the sidecar and pushes the
bike about two hundred yards up the road and round the corner before starting
her up.’
‘You lucky bugger,’ said Fred, draining his glass. ‘And, by the way it’s your
round.’
Albert fought his way back through the noisy throng to the bar. ‘Same again,
Peggy love’ he said. And then, looking over her shoulder at the serving hatch to
the pub’s tiny bar parlour, he saw, waiting to be served, the last man in the world
he wanted to encounter. Their eyes met.
‘Albert,’ bellowed Ted Coles over the noise. ‘I want a word with you lad. Wait
there, I’m coming round.’
This was bad news. Ted Coles, although over fifty, was a big bastard and had
been the Royal Navy heavyweight boxing champion in his day. Albert carried the
drinks back to Fred and set them down on the table. ‘Shit!’ he swore.
‘What’s up, Bert?’ said Fred. ‘You’ve gone all pale.’
As Albert started to tell him, the door swung open to admit Ted Coles who
jerked his head at Albert indicating that he wanted him outside. Shaking in his
shoes, Albert followed the burly timber merchant. But, out in the street, Ted Coles
merely smiled, came conspiratorially close, and said, ‘Albert, lad, I hope you can
help me. I’m a bit late getting home. The wife’s going to chew my head off. Unless
I can give her a little sweetener. I thought something nice for the table would do
the trick. You wouldn’t by any chance. .’
‘Say no more Mr Coles,’ Albert interrupted. ‘I’ve got just the thing in my sidecar
— two of them in fact. And they’ll only set you back half a quid.’
Not ten minutes later, Peggy noticed Albert’s return. His swarthy face was
creased in a broad grin. He rejoined Fred Perkins. For a few moments their heads
came together and then they burst into uproarious laughter that continued for
several minutes.
‘That must have been a good one,’ said a customer to Peggy.
She watched them clink their glasses together. Then Fred, soon to be joined by
Albert, launched into the chorus from “The Lincolnshire Poacher,” Oh, ‘tis my
delight on a shining night in the season of the year.''
‘Cheers,’ said Fred.
‘Cheers,’ said Albert draining his glass.
‘And it’s your round.’
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DON’T PLAY WITH THE PYRAMID
The radiance had faded from the pyramid. For some thirty seconds Natalie
stood staring open-mouthed at the 15cms high, jet-black object. The tuning fork
lay on the carpet where it had fallen from her hand. Warily she reached out to
touch the pyramid. Unexpectedly it was pleasantly warm at the tip where the
glow had been. She half closed her eyes as, once again, her fingers caressed its
surface — a surface polished to an almost supernaturally silky smoothness by the
hands of an ancient craftsman. It had, in fact, been the sensuous feel rather than
the look of the pyramid that had seduced her into stealing it two years before.
As a first-year archaeology student she had had the luck to be invited join the
famous Professor Dartmann on a dig in southern Egypt. Dartmann had uncovered
a complex burial site to the west of Karnak. Natalie, an attractive redhead, had
been the one to stumble across the concealed entrance to the tomb of the
legendary Queen Phatatiki. All alone, she had been the first to enter the great
burial chamber — the first to see the beautifully-preserved hieroglyphics, the
dazzling gold ornaments, the great marble sarcophagus of the queen — and the
miniature black pyramid that stood at its head.
The team’s excitement had been intense. And, in their eagerness to raise the lid
of the sarcophagus, no one had noticed the small clean square on its dust-laden
surface.
With the heavy object in her rucksack, Natalie had passed through the
Johannesburg customs without challenge.
For some two years she had kept the pyramid hidden in a cupboard — until,
one day, she had noticed some paper clips clinging to its surface. Unable to
contain her curiosity she had shown it to her fiancé, George, a third-year geology
student.
“I think I know what it’s made of,”’ he’d said. “But let me take it up to the lab at
‘varsity.”
Next day he was back with the pyramid.
“Just as I thought, it’s made of magnetite, a form of iron oxide. Where did you
get it?”
Natalie had hesitated. “Remember my trip to Egypt?”
George had listened to the whole story.
“Look,” he’d said. “Let me do some research on the Internet for you. It’s
probably worth a fortune. So, not a word to a soul.”
But, having broken the story, Natalie could not resist showing the pyramid to
her friend, Alexia — a woman deeply immersed in the esoteric practices of the
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“New Age.” She was a practitioner of the ancient art of Fenshuai.
“My goodness, what a beauty,” Alexia had exclaimed. “And its magnetic you
say.” Instinctively her fingers had touched the large blue crystal that she wore
permanently at her throat to protect her from the negative vibrations emitted by
her microwave, her TV and anyone she did not like.
“You do know, don’t you, that pyramids have magical properties. Aubrey and I
keep one under our bed. It has utterly transformed our sex life. He keeps his razor
blades under another one in the bathroom. He swears it keeps them sharp for
ages.”
She paused for breath.
“But where on earth did you get it?”
Natalie had adroitly parried the question by asking one of her own.
“Will it make my roses grow?”
“Sure will,” said Alexia. “But it must aligned correctly. Which is where my
Fenshuai training can help you.”
Natalie had led her out into the tiny garden that adjoined her granny flat. The
roses did indeed look sorry for themselves.
From her handbag Alexia had produced a compass and a small silver-bobbed
pendulum in a leather case. After much trial and error she had sited the pyramid
in the dry bowl of a birdbath. Shortly after Alexia left, the phone had rung. It was
an excited George.
“Listen, Darling, I’m on to something. I’ve found an article called The Legend of
Queen Phatatiki and the Black Pyramid. The story goes back to the third
millennium BC. The queen was given the pyramid by a famous necromancer in
gratitude for saving his son from execution. The pyramid, it seems, had the
remarkable property of being able to duplicate precious stones placed in its
vicinity. The queen is said to have become fabulously wealthy. But her enjoyment
was short lived. She was drowned a year later in a sudden Nile flood. The pyramid
was buried with her.”
That night Natalie had taken her engagement ring into the garden and placed it
on the tip of the pyramid.
She was back in the garden at dawn. The ring was still there, but her solitaire
diamond remained solitaire. There was no change in the roses either.
“Not much magic there,” she had thought.
A few afternoons later, Johannesburg had been visited by a particularly violent
version of its frequent electric storms. Natalie had sat in her storm-gloomed
lounge counting the seconds between the flashes and the subsequent thunder.
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Three seconds, she knew, meant the strike was a kilometre away. The gaps got
shorter and shorter until there arrived, simultaneously, a blinding flash and a
thunder crack that set her ears ringing. She had rushed to the window to see that
the birdbath had been split asunder and that the pyramid was lying in the smoking
rubble. Just as she had gone out to retrieve it, a few mothball-sized hailstones
preluded a hissing bombardment that had stripped every petal from her roses.
The pyramid was warm. She had placed it on top of her piano next to a slim
mahogany case that contained a tuning fork. On an irrational impulse, she had
extracted the instrument, struck the tines sharply on the pyramid and then
pressed the fork against its apex. The note that rang out seemed louder and purer
than usual. But something much more remarkable had then occurred. The tip of
the pyramid had begun to glow with a lovely violet light. In her astonishment,
Natalie had dropped the fork, which clattered over the keyboard to the carpet.
The glow had slowly faded.
Now, as her fingers caressed the pyramid’s surface, she speculated,”Could it be
some sort of electrical effect brought on by the lightning?”
The next afternoon, Friday, she opened the door to her sister who had brought
her six-year-old son, Timothy, to stay the weekend with his aunt.
“Hi, Timmy,” said Natalie. Then, noticing the large plastic bag clutched in his
arms, “What have you got there?”
“It’s my goldfish,” said Timothy.
“I hope you don’t mind,” said his mother. “He wouldn’t leave home without it.”
“Not at all,” said Natalie placing the fishbowl on the piano. “What a pretty little
fish.” The bowl was inches away from the pyramid.
Next morning there were two fishes in the bowl.
Natalie looked thoughtfully at the boy. “That was a clever trick to play on your
Auntie. Now tell me how you did it.”
But Timothy simply looked baffled. Later she phoned George, who was in
Durban on business, and told him about the strange happenings. He suggested
that perhaps the lightning had indeed activated the pyramid’s legendary powers.
“Let’s put it to the test,” he said. So Natalie placed the pyramid in the centre of
the yellow wood dining table that she had inherited from her grandmother
together with six handsome old Cape Riempie chairs. She ‘energised’ the pyramid
with the tuning fork — again producing the violet glow. Then, following George’s
suggestion, she put an egg next to it and went to bed.
Next morning, the egg was still there. Alone. While she was staring at it in some
disappointment, she picked up something in her peripheral vision. Something very
odd indeed. There were no longer six Riempie chairs round the table. There were
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seven!
She picked up the phone to call George. Then slowly put it down as she recalled
her earlier conversation with Alexia. A mischievous smile lit up her face. Recently,
and for the first time, she had invited George to sleep with her. And it was to be
that very night. She took the pyramid through to the bedroom where she placed
carefully under the centre of the bed.
At 6 pm the phone rang. It was George to say that he would have to miss the
last plane out of Durban. “Sorry, Darling, I’m as disappointed as you are. Let’s set
it up for tomorrow.”
That night Natalie slept fitfully. She had a vivid dream that she was walking
around the flat in the dark. When she awoke at dawn, she saw that the bedclothes
were badly rumpled. Yawning, she walked through to the kitchenette.
Where she got a shock.
In front of the window, with her back to Natalie, stood a woman. She had red
hair. She was wearing a blue negligee, identical to Natalie’s. She turned round.
Natalie gasped. She felt she was looking into a mirror. The woman held the
pyramid in her hands. It glowed brightly. For perhaps five seconds they stared at
each other. Then the woman raised the pyramid high above her head and brought
it savagely down on Natalie’s skull.
Queen Phatatiki relaxed back into the passenger seat of her red Lamborghini,
her red hair fluttering in the slipstream. She was happy with her curvaceous new
body. She was entranced with her green eyes and red locks. Her new brain held all
the memories and skills she needed to slot into this dazzling world. She’d had little
trouble getting rid of the corpse. After all, who would look for it? George had been
amusing for a few weeks. But, with her fast growing wealth, she had soon
upgraded to the gorgeous hunk of a chauffeur sitting next to her. They were on
their way to the gaming tables at Sun City. The pyramid was tucked away behind
her seat. She turned languidly to the hunk.
“Andre, I didn’t buy this machine to tootle along at a hundred and forty. Put
your foot down. There’s a good boy.”
Andre obliged and soon they were flying along at nearly 200 kms per hour. The
driver of the big articulated truck, en route to Johannesburg, had not slept for
twenty-six hours. The last thing he saw before he nodded off was a fast-growing
red dot on the road ahead.
Retrieving the bodies from the wreck was a gruesome task. The bloodied
Lamborghini, flattened beyond recognition, was taken to a car wreckers in xxxxx
where it was dumped onto a pile of shattered vehicles.
A month later Sergeant van Wyck and Constable Parker were driving past the
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car dump on their daily patrol.
“Sergeant,” said Parker, looking at the pile of wrecks, “is it my imagination or is
that dump growing at a hell of a rate?”
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THE LEMON TREE
Home at last after a bitch of a day at the office, I snicked shut the garage
padlock with relief. It was getting late — a dark, damp night muffled by thick, low
cloud. Save for the croak of a solitary frog, and the odd far-off rumble from the
freeway, it was unusually quiet.
Suddenly, I was startled by a voice behind me. It was a young, female, well-todo voice, “Hasn’t this rain made a lovely change”, it said. I turned. The owner of
the voice was standing at the entrance to the driveway by the lemon tree. Against
the black sparkle of the wet lamp lit road, I could discern only that she was tall and
slim. Before I could reply, a man appeared behind her and took her by the arm.
“Come away”, he said brusquely, “come away”. They turned back along the
pavement and out of sight behind the lemon tree. I was puzzled. Could the poor
girl be mentally retarded? But, seconds later, I heard her again — and this time
there was no mistaking the intelligence in her voice — “Daddy”, she said, “isn’t
this a lemon tree?
On my way to the front door I saw them again as they crossed the road under
the street lamp. The yellow light revealed the girl as no more than eighteen years
old and strikingly attractive. On reaching the far side, they slowed as the girl
reached clumsily for the kerb — with a stick. A nice new stick. Painted a nice new
shiny white. Tap, tap it went.
I turned back to face the door and listened. Tap, tap went the stick. Tap, tap,
tap. On down the street. Until the sound faded. Leaving me alone with the silence,
the darkness and, something I had never noticed before, the scent of the lemon
tree.
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THE DEVIL’S JACKPOT
BEATRICE HAYES
Metaphysician
Astrological Charts - Channeling
Tarot Readings a Speciality
JAMES GORE stared at the card in the health shop window. He went in — but
not before glancing furtively to right and left. It would not do for an attorney, who
advised companies on their financial affairs, to be seen consulting a fortuneteller.
He paid the consultation fee of R250 at the counter before being directed to a
red velvet-curtained archway half hidden by a display stand of sun-dried organic
tomatoes.
The windowless interior was lit by a single dim red lamp.
"You're a punctual man Mr Gore. Please sit down." The owner of the voice
emerged from behind another curtain as he sat down at a small table. She was
wearing a purple robe with a gold-embroidered mandarin collar. A matching
headband circled her jet black hair. Behind her, a stream of incense smoke formed
a halo round the red lamp. A bit theatrical he thought. But what else had he
expected? It was all a load of nonsense. He had only come at the nagging
insistence of his mother — a regular devotee of the fortuneteller.
"She's simply amazing, James. Why don't you go and see her for a reading. See
if she can shed light on your little problem. James’s ‘little problem’ was that, after
trying for over two years, he had been unable to get his wife pregnant.
The woman sat down opposite James, her head down as she squared up the
pack of cards that was waiting on the table. When she looked up his scepticism
took a jolt. The eyes were totally unexpected. Black as night, they seemed to
pierce into his soul. Nothing theatrical about them. An icy finger of unnamed
dread slid between his shoulder blades as she stared at him, unblinking, for
perhaps twenty seconds. She turned over the first card and spoke
"My friends call me Beetie. May I call you James?"
"Of course," he said as she continued turning the cards. At the fifth card she
stopped. "I see someone called Susan. Do you know a Susan?”
“No, I don’t,” he replied. Then he frowned. That Wetherbridge woman, the new
magistrate, wasn’t she a Susan? “Sorry,” he said. “I do know a Susan.”
“You'll be getting a communication from her.” She pursed her lips, frowning.
“Something you won’t like.”
She turned over three more cards. “I recall from your phone call that you were

Al Todd 80

borne on April 25. Would you call yourself a typical Taurus?”
“What is a typical Taurus?” he asked.
“Well, would you say you had a short fuse?”
“I believe I have.”
“What side of your family would that come from?”
“My father, actually. His sharp tongue often got him on the wrong side of a
judge.”
The conversation continued along these lines for perhaps ten minutes before
James realised he was being pumped. He placed his hands flat on the table.
“Look," he said. “I am not impressed. I know exactly what you are doing. In your
profession I believe it is known as ‘cold reading’. And as for you seeing a Susan in
my life, you were on to a safe bet. I guess almost everybody knows a Susan.” He
stood up to leave.
“Don’t be angry, my dear,” she said. If you’ll just listen, I’ll give you two solid
predictions that will make you eat your words.”
James paused.
“The first is that the third number in this week’s lotto will be your age. The
second is that your wife is pregnant.”
James stared at her open mouthed. How could she have known about it, but,
of course, his mother must have said something. He thrust the curtain roughly
aside on his way out. For the rest of that week his encounter with Beetie was
forgotten as he wrestled with a big case in the Supreme Court.
On the Saturday morning James was watching cricket on TV. He heard his wife’s
car draw up. A moment later she burst into the room, with tears of joy in her eyes.
“Fantastic news, darling. I’ve just come from the doctor and guess what? I
missed my period last month and now he’s confirmed it. We’re going to have a
baby.” She flung herself into his arms. As they clung to each other the thirty-eightyear-old James could see the TV screen over her shoulder.
The cricketers were having drinks. Across the bottom of the screen the winning
lotto numbers were displayed in a row. The third number was thirty-eight.
A week later James was again sitting opposite Beatrice Hayes.
“I owe you an apology,” he said humbly. “Look, I’ve been thinking. Suppose I
doubled or even trebled your fee could you perhaps give me a tip I could make
use of?”
Once more, the eyes impaled him. Uncomfortably he sensed a gleam of
triumph in their depths.
“How would you like to win the jackpot?” she said.
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James stared at her. He knew the jackpot had run over for four weeks and was
standing at a record six million. “Are you serious?”
“I can give you the last number.” she paused, “and the names of five people
who have the remaining numbers.”
James’s quick legal brain saw the possibilities immediately.
“How much do you want,” he asked.
“No money, my dear, just a lock of your hair.”
His every instinct told him to get out there and then. But greed got the better of
fear and he sat with eyes tight shut as he felt her scissors snipping behind his right
ear. He opened his eyes to see her secure the lock of dark brown hair with an
elastic band and pop it into a small silver box. Before she closed the lid, he caught
a glimpse of several other locks of hair. What the hell was he getting into?
“Now I’m going to give you your number,” she said. She reached across and
clasped his left hand between both of hers so that her palm was pressed tightly
against his.
“Close your eyes and listen carefully. If you disclose this number or even
mention its existence to anyone other than the five names I will be giving you,
your plans will fail. And if you ever mention what has taken place here today to
anyone whatsoever you will be struck down by a catastrophic personal tragedy.
Do you understand?”
“I do,” he replied.
She released his hand. “Look at your palm.”
In the dim light he could just make out a number, 42. Later, in daylight, he
would see that it was formed of whitish scar tissue like a long-healed burn.
Beetie opened a drawer in the table and extracted a small sheet of white paper.
She placed it in front of him. There was a list of five names, each with a telephone
number.
“Now listen carefully,” she said. “These five people each have a lotto number.
They are unknown to each other but they are expecting phone call. That will come
from you. They have been sworn to secrecy. The correct order for the numbers is
the same as that of the names on the list. So make sure you don’t lose it.
James folded the paper in half and tucked into an inside pocket. He started to
mumble his thanks, but she cut him short.
“There’s no need to thank me,” she said.
“But what’s in it for you, Beetie? Why aren't you the richest woman in the
world?
She fingered her gold necklace and smiled a sly little smile. “My dear, I have
other satisfactions." James noticed that the pendant was a tiny upside-down
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crucifix.
His first act on returning home was to make a copy of the list and hide it
between the pages of his Webster's Dictionary. He sat down at the telephone with
the list before him. There were four women and one man on the list. The man was
Johann Scholtze — the owner of a small vegetable farm. There was Myrna van
Trompe a retired widow; Jill Barker an estate agent; Milicent Premm a teacher;
and Hetta Saayman, a nurse. His proposal to all of them was the same, to enter
the competition as a syndicate in which they would all have an equal share.
“If everyone agrees I will draw up a formal document — I am an attorney by the
way — which will be signed by all of us and which will protect our individual
interests. Of course we will keep our numbers to ourselves until we finally
assemble at a Lotto station to submit the entry form.”
He had learned from the farmer, Johann Scholtze, that his smallholding was on
an isolated site a kilometre from the highway — and that he lived with his elderly
mother who was deaf. He phoned the farmer back.
“It seems to me, Johann, that that your house would be an ideal place to meet
and set up the syndicate. We’d be sure of privacy.
Johann Scholtze agreed. They settled for 10 pm when his mother would be
asleep.
Two nights later five cars followed their headlights down the rutted track that
led to the Scholtze smallholding. By ten fifteen they were all sitting round a big
yellowwood table in the dining room. James noted with amusement that they
were all wearing gloves. James had simply stuck a plaster across his palm. Nobody
was taking any chances at this stage of the game. James had no trouble in
asserting his leadership as he stood up to address the group. To break the ice he
suggested they start by giving a name to the syndicate. The little silver-haired
widow, Myrna van Trompe, came up with the most popular idea.
“Let’s call it ‘Beetie’s Choice,” she had suggested.
“Beetie’s Choice it is,” said James. “Now, my friends, let get down to the serious
business of the evening.” He opened his briefcase and produced a sheaf of papers.
“Please pass these around so that every one has a copy,” he said to the rather
severe Milicent Primm. “Now this is a simple agreement to form a syndicate in
which we will all be entitled to an equal share f the winnings. Read it carefully and,
if you find it acceptable, sign and pass it to the person on your right and so on
until we each have a fully signed copy.”
When they had each signed, James announced, “As a further safeguard I
suggest we all sign an extra copy which we will seal and hand to my bank manager
for safekeeping.”
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He reached into his briefcase and produced, not the expected document, but a
nine millimetre automatic pistol fitted with a silencer.
He worked his way round the table — scoring with clean shots to four of the
heads. He was quick but not quick enough to catch the petite estate agent, Jill
Barker before she dived under the table. He got to his feet and walked round to
where she lay, whimpering, in the foetal position. He put two bullets through the
back of her head. A low moan came from Johann Scholtze who was slumped over
the table in a pool of blood. James snapped fresh magazine into place and finished
him off with a single shot to the temple. Methodically he walked round the table
removing the left glove from each of the bodies. He took a notebook out of his
pocket and, using Milicent Primm’s expensive gold pen, wrote down the numbers
scarred into the dead palms. He collected the blood-spattered papers, put them
into a plastic envelope and returned them to his briefcase. On his way out he
stopped to wipe some blood from his shoes with a chair cushion. He saw no one
as he drove back down the dark track and onto the highway.
Detective Chief Inspector Visagie tried to concentrate on his breakfast and the
Sunday newspaper, which he had propped up against the milk jug. It was no good.
He was still smarting at the chief Constable’s reprimand for his lack of progress in
the farm murders case. It was now three months since the murders had made
international headlines. He was totally baffled. Why the gloves? Why the numbers
burned into the hands? A quarrel between members of some Mafia-like
conspiracy seemed the only explanation. But thousands of hours put in by the
investigators had failed to reveal the slightest link between the victims.
He speared a piece of bacon as he gazed with scant interest at the newspaper.
Then he noticed a row of circled numbers boldly displayed across the bottom of
the page. Abruptly the forkful of bacon came to a halt halfway to his mouth —
where it remained for the next fifteen seconds as he stared at the numbers. It was
worth a shot. He reached for his cellphone.
“Sergeant,” he barked. “I want you to get me the winning numbers of the lotto
for the past twelve weeks — and the names of the major winners. Yes, I know it's
Sunday. Just get onto it and get straight back to me.”
An hour later the phone rang. As the Chief Inspector listened, his face lit up in
an unholy grin. “Bingo,” he yelled.
“Are you Mr James Gore?” asked Detective Sergeant Mwezi.
It was 5am the following morning. James stood in a blue velvet dressing gown
at the door of his ostentatious new Bishopscourt residence confronted by four
plain-clothes policemen.
He swallowed hard and nodded.
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“I have a warrant to search these premises.”
James stood back to let them in. The sergeant deployed his men to various
parts of the house. “Van Wyk, you can start with that bookcase.”
James looked in horror at the red Webster’s dictionary standing out like a
beacon on the middle shelf. How, in the name of God, could he have forgotten
that spare list? cont.
“May I see that warrant again, Sergeant,” he asked desperately. But his hope of
spotting an irregularity was in vain. The document was correctly drawn up and
signed by a magistrate.
Her name was Susan Weatherbridge.
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THERE'S A SHEEP IN MY RUCKSACK
We first heard the sheep some three hours into our ascent of the Buchail Etive
Mor, the great crag that broods over the valley of Glencoe. The pair of us were
three days into our climbing holiday in the Scottish Highlands. My companion was
Brian Mole, known to his friends as "Mr Mole" or "Moley". Indeed, with his pointy
face, chubby frame, big strong hands and his cheerfully sensible disposition, he
was the very embodiment of Kenneth Graham's loveable rodent.
We had set out that morning cheered by an azure sky whitely dappled with
fair-weather clouds. But by noon the clouds had banded together to blot out the
sun and had descended the mountain to envelope us in thick grey mist.
We were taking a rest at a comfortable belay high on the face when Moley
cocked his head to one side.
"Isn't that a sheep bleating?" he said. We must be near the top. Sounds a bit
distressed though."
"So would you be," I said pointing across to the right where, through a sudden
rift in the cloud, the creature had come into view. It was stranded on a ledge.
"Must have fallen," I said.
"Fat chance of getting back up from there," said Moley.
Fifty feet further up we reached the top of the crag where we sat down in the
tussocky grass for a sandwich and a hot coffee from the rucksack. We were
uncomfortably aware of the pitiful bleating rising up to us through the mist. We
exchanged a long look. "It will be nearly dark be the time we get back to the
village," said Moley. "And the poor buggar could starve or fall off before anyone
would bother to slog up all this way."
"OK," I said. "Who is going down?"
You are," said Moley. "You're lighter, I'm stronger. Most of the pulling will have
to be done from up here. Besides, you're the better climber," he added
grudgingly.
As close as we could judge above the sheep's ledge, we looped a nylon sling
with a metal snaplink around a spike of rock. Then we threaded our main climbing
rope through the sling and lowered both ends over the edge. I abseiled on the
doubled rope down the slab. After about forty feet the easy slope abruptly
changed to the vertical. Looking over the edge, I saw the sheep some fifteen feet
below. I slid down to the ledge which was a good three paces wide and about
eight long.
The sheep stopped bleating and stared at me. I stared at the sheep. I
approached the animal avoiding any sudden movement. It retreated to the far
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end of the ledge where it stood with its tail over the abyss. I moved closer. The
sheep started to bleat again. I detected a note of panic.
"It's all right, Sheep," I said soothingly. "I'm a mammal just like you."
Suddenly it started to slip, its back feet scrabbling on some loose rock. I dived
full length and caught it by the scruff of the neck as it went over the edge. It was
an unusual situation to be in, nose to nose with a terrified sheep as its
hindquarters dangled over a 500 feet drop. It started thrashing about wildly — its
sharp little hoofs opening a cut on my forehead. As the warm liquid trickled into
my eyes I managed to get a grip on one of its horns. With the other hand, I
reached down to grasp it under the tail. I heaved and heaved. By God, it was
heavy. Eventually I managed to roll over sideways ending up with the animal on
top of me. Then, by holding a front hoof in each hand and gripping it firmly with
my knees, I got on top of it. I unclipped a sling from around my waist, intending to
tie its back legs together. Unfortunately, I was facing the wrong way so I had to do
it behind my back while the sheep wriggled about like a stranded fish. Tying its
front legs was easier.
"That's got you, you little buggar," I said. "Now for stage two."
I dragged the struggling animal along the ledge to the dangling rope, which I
passed under its belly and secured with a bowline. . Then, cupping my hands, I
yelled, "Take her up Moley."
Now Moley is a strong bloke. But it is hard to get a grip on a half-inch nylon
rope and overcome the friction that occurs as the rope slides over an edge. And
that sheep must have weighed a good forty pounds. Nevertheless, it started
upwards in a series of short jerks — all going well until it reached a slight bulge in
the rock some ten feet up. There it stuck.
"Let her down a few inches," I yelled. "Then give a sharp pull."
Moly did as I suggested. But, as the sheep jerked upwards, the rope somehow
slipped over its legs and lodged around its throat. It started writhing frantically in
what looked suspiciousl like death throes. Quickly I stretched up and grasped its
back legs trying to take the weight off its neck. An unfortunate decision. The
sheep, in extremis, emptied its bladder onto my upturned face. I quickly ducked —
only to get the balance down the neck of my anorak.
"Slack, for God's sake slack," I yelled up to Moley.
He evidently caught the urgency in my voice because the sheep suddenly
dropped into my arms, knocking me to the ground where I clung to the animal in a
damp and pungent embrace. I wondered what the hell to do next.
Then, from above, the calm voice of reason, "Untie the rope, George"
I did so and was surprised to see it disappear up into the mist. I held the

Al Todd 87

hobbled sheep down with my foot on its neck. I was taking no chances.
Soon a rustling above heralded the return of the rope with Moley's
commodious rucksack attached.
"OK, I've got it," I yelled. What's the plan?"
"Put the sheep in the rucksack," came the reply.
It was a big rucksack. But then it was a big sheep. I squatted astride the sheep's
head as I tried to squeeze its tethered hindquarters into the rucksack. It was like
trying to get a mother's foot into her baby's sock. But after several cursing,
sweating minutes I had squeezed it in up to its hips. I had started to pull the
drawstring tight when the sheep decided enough was enough and gave me a
painful bite on the left buttock. My last remnants of compassion evaporated.
"I'll fix you, you little sod," I growled — and sat down firmly on the side of its
head tying the drawstring as tightly as I could. I stood up holding my backside as I
surveyed my handiwork. The arrangement looked decidedly top heavy. I could not
see how it would help Moley to ease the sheep's passage over the bulge "What's
keeping you, George?" Moley's impatient voice floated down.
"It's OK, Moley, I've got the sheep in the sack and I'm tying it onto the rope."
"No, you silly buggar. You tie on and put the rucksack on your back."
It was all right for Moley sitting up there in comfortable safety. I'd like to see
him tackle that bulge, even without a sheep on his back.
The only way to don the rucksack was in the sitting position. But standing was
something else. The sack, with two thirds of the sheep protruding above my head,
was hopelessly top heavy. Then inspiration! I sat down again, eased out of the
straps and took out my Swiss army knife. Manoeuvring the blade down past the
sheep, I was able to cut two slits in the bottom corners of the rucksack. I then
untied its back legs and forced them through the holes. At last, with the animal on
my back and securely ensconced up to it chest in the rucksack, I turned to face the
rock.
Reaching up for the first handhold, I took comfort in the knowledge that the
sheep was facing backwards. If I did make it to the top, at least I would get there
with my ears intact.
In the end, I scrabbled my way inelegantly over the bulge, skinning both knees
in the process. Mercifully, the sheep kept still, no doubt frozen in terror. At the
top I flopped down exhausted while Moley released the now highly vocal animal.
We watched it gallop away into the mist. Or, rather, I did. Moley was staring in
disbelief at the huge rents in the bottom of his expensive new rucksack
The next day found us shopping for provisions at the butcher's in Glencoe
village. We told him about the episode.
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"Och, aye, that's sheep for ye," he said. "No gratitude."
"No gratitude," echoed Moley.
"Let's have a pound of those mutton chops," I said.
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PREPARE FOR BATTLE
‘Treadgold, my son, you are standing like a dog shitting over a cliff.’ Thus spoke
Sergeant Jimmy James to Marine Treadgold, a tall man whose 6ft 4inches were
accentuated by his reed-like build. Neither the shouting nor the pushing and
pulling of the exasperated sergeant had been able to correct the slightly bent
knees, the forward lean and the protruding buttocks that characterised
Treadgold’s position of attention until the day he left the service. The year was
1948. It was our first day of training at the Royal Marine barracks at Chatham in
Kent. The raw recruits of 983 squad were being introduced to the correct position
of attention — lesson number one in foot drill, or square bashing as we called it.
On that first day we were required to stand rigidly to attention for an hour or
more at a time. At no time subsequently, even during the most strenuous
commando training, did I feel such muscle fatigue as I did after that first day on
the parade ground.
In his ripe Devonshire baritone, Sergeant James addressed all his charges as
‘My Son.’ He was a little terrier of a man whose bark could awaken the dead. I
recall one evening during our first week at Chatham. I was strolling along the edge
of the parade ground — strictly against orders because trainees, when out of
doors, were required to move everywhere at the double. Suddenly I was assailed
by a thunderous voice.
‘That man, double,’ it bellowed.
I looked around as a flock of startled pigeons took to the air. At first I could see
no one. Then across the parade ground, which was so vast that it almost
disappeared over the horizon, I detected a tiny figure looking in my direction.
‘Double, bloody well double.’ The voice of Sergeant James came rolling across
the intervening quarter of a mile like a clap of thunder.
It was always a mystery to us how a man of Jimmy James’ limited stature had
been able to get into the marines. From the number of times he referred to his
height it obviously bothered him. But he was nothing if not a positive thinker. I
once heard him comforting Marine Walker who was the shortest man in the
squad,
‘Walker, my son, there’s a trick or two to making yourself look taller. For
example, whenever I walk through a doorway I duck slightly’ He did too. And once
the word got around, his daily entrance to our barrack room became an eagerly
awaited event.
In the years after the Second World War, all fit young men in the UK were
required to sign up for military service on their eighteenth birthday. I was
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surprised to be accepted in the Royal Marines since they were a professional
service in peacetime with a minimum contract of twelve years. Our squad of
national servicemen was therefore something of an experiment. We were
regarded with curiosity by the old stagers at Chatham. They were not slow to take
advantage of our naiveté. Naval bases and military garrison towns — and Chatham
was both — are characterised by a preponderance of men over women. For a
bunch of able-bodied, testosterone-inflamed eighteen-year-olds, this made ‘going
ashore’ less than exciting.
We were assigned a barrack room under the watchful eye of Corporal Sloane
who occupied the bed next to the door. And, as a sort of father figure, we were
allocated an ‘old soldier’ — a wily bird, named Pilchard, who had managed to
evade promotion since he joined the corps in 1936. He was quick to turn the local
shortage of females to his advantage.
‘Lads,’ he said. ‘Don’t waste your time skulling around Chatham. I can take you
to a village dance on Saturday night where you’ll find more spare crumpet than in
a sheikh's harem. All I ask is that you pay my bus fare and buy me a pint or two.’
Nine of us took him up on his offer. I have to point out that this was our first
excursion from the barracks in six weeks. Neither had we much experience of
alcohol.
While Marine Pilchard satisfied his prodigious thirst at our expense, our equally
urgent need for female company remained unfulfilled. Our presence at the village
church hall was not appreciated by the locals. This may have had something to do
with the fact that we had each consumed several pints of good Kentish bitter in
the local pub. Or it may have been due to my own unorthodox entry to the
premises on a bicycle that I found leaning against the wall outside. It was one of
those large black upright models that policemen rode in those days. And a
policeman’s bike indeed it was. I almost collided with its owner just inside the hall
where he was talking to the local vicar. The next thing I remember was being
marched out of the hall by the scruff of my neck, presumably on my way to the
local nick.
At that point, kind fate intervened in the form of Sergeant Jimmy James who
was attending the dance in civvies. With much tact and humility he persuaded the
cop that I was just a just a young serviceman on his first leave, unaccustomed to
alcohol and otherwise of sterling character.
‘Leave him to me, constable. I’ll see that he gets disciplined.’
Next morning, in the throes of a dreadful hangover, I faced up, trembling, to
Jimmy James, in the sergeants’ mess.
‘You look pale my son,’ he said. ‘Your eyes look like piss holes in the snow.’ But
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all he said about the previous night was, ‘If you ever do anything like that again I’ll
shit on you from a great height. Now get out of my sight.’
A curious sequel to this incident occurred a few days later when Marine
Pilchard went AWOL. The RM Police never traced him. The suitcase that he left
under his bed provided no clues to his whereabouts since all it contained was a
collection of worn, ladies’ high-heeled shoes!
We continued our basic training for a total of twelve weeks. Most of our time
was spent in more square bashing — soon including arms drill which is a
something of a fetish in the Royal Marines. We spent many seemingly pointless
hours under the lash of Jimmy James’ tongue.
‘Slope arms, right turn, shoulder arms, left turn, halt, present arms.’ It went on
and on. Without any sense to it as far as we could see.
At the end of three interminable months, we gratefully took part in a passing
out parade which was followed in the evening by a monumental booze-up in the
NAAFI. We were roused by the bugler at 4.30 the following morning. It was pitch
dark and bitterly cold. My head was pounding and I was gripped by acute nausea.
Worse, I discovered that two of my comrades-in-arms had pee’d into my boots (by
the sheer volume of the ice-cold fluid there had to be at least two culprits). They
gave us hot sweet cocoa, which some of the lads immediately puked up. We fell
in, shivering, at 6 am on a dark parade ground before marching in full kit to
Chatham railway station en route to Portsmouth for a month’s training in
seamanship.
The marines’ association with the navy goes back to the seventeenth century.
Their main task seems to have been to enforce the navy’s ruthless discipline
among its often-reluctant sailors. Their seamanship was the subject of popular
derision. Hence, the expression, which survives to this day, ‘tell it to the marines.’
Our training at Portsmouth took place in dismally cramped quarters aboard a
veteran cruiser that was permanently moored in the harbour. I learned little
beyond the ability to tie a reef knot, row a cutter through the cold grey waters of
the harbour, and how to enter a hammock without banging my head on the mass
of steel pipes from which it was suspended.
The next stage in our training was the Infantry Training Centre at Lympstone in
Devon where we left the parade ground behind and got down to the serious
business of becoming soldiers. There we met the ‘Mad Mile’ — an assault course
devised by some twisted military genius to induce a state of total exhaustion
when traversed at a gallop in full kit. The most daunting obstacle was a rope
attached at one end to the upper branches of a tall tree on the lip of a gorge, from
where it descended at about forty-five degrees to the base of another tree at the
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foot of the far side of the gorge. Known as the ‘Death Slide’, it was a good sixty
feet high.
On arrival at this fearsome apparatus, we were required to climb up to the
starting platform bearing a short piece of wetted rope with a loop at each end.
The ‘descendeur’ had then to pass his rope over the main rope, insert his wrists
into the loops and jump off.
One drenched morning, Marine Hinton — an ex ploughman, whose athletic
ability considerably exceeded that of his brain — was, as usual, the first to arrive
at the top of the tree. With his customary bravura, he stepped out into space.
Unfortunately, the main rope had sagged in the wet weather. Halfway down,
Hinton slowed to a halt a good twenty feet above a tangle of barbed wire and
mud. He hung there for about five minutes, his face creased in a puzzled frown.
He then came to a courageous decision. He decided to let go of one of the loops
and reach up to the main rope. And, in so doing, confirmed (with a broken ankle)
the scientific credentials of Sir Isaac Newton.
Our field training at Lympstone was peppered by little nuggets of military
wisdom delivered by Jimmy James. One of his favourites was ‘crossing a gap’. The
idea was to get a group of men safely across a gap in a hedge or a wall that was
under enemy fire. Instead of rushing across one at a time, the men were to
arrange themselves line abreast and then charge across altogether. One day,
during a simulated platoon attack, I had the pleasure of observing this curious
manoeuvre from behind a Bren gun, which I had sighted on a gap in a hedge to my
front. Suddenly a figure with ten arms and legs rushed across the gap. I laughed so
much that it would have been far too late to fire the gun. Perhaps that is how it
worked — though, on second thoughts, a humourless German gunner could have
got them all with one bullet.
But the field order that Sergeant James loved to spring on us, especially when
we were tired, was, ‘Prepare for Battle.’ On hearing these words we were required
to ready our weapons and then rush around looking for mud to smear on our
hand and faces before seizing handfuls of the ambient vegetation and stuffing it
into the scrim netting on our helmets.
One day in late spring we were sprawling around exhausted in a meadow, having speed-marched, non-stop, across country for four hours. A warm, hazy sun
smiled down. The lush grass was spangled with bright yellow cowslips, the air
scented by cascades of pink dog roses in the hedgerows. We lazed on the banks of
a clear stream where speckled trout lurked under mattresses of wild watercress.
And there I saw, nodding and dancing in the breeze, would you believe, a crowd, a
host of golden daffodils.
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“Prepare for battle.’ The command came like distant thunder from the tiny
figure of Jimmy James at the far end of the next field.
‘Buggar this,’ said Marine Tappin, a normally shy lad. And, in a fit of rebellious
whimsy, he proceeded to decorate his helmet with daffodils. We managed to get
fallen in by the time the sergeant got there. Jimmy James stared at the floral
helmet.
‘Tappin, my son,’ he started gently. ‘I said, “Prepare for battle,” not a bloody
wedding!’
After three months at Lympstone a tougher, fitter 983 squad headed for the
Royal Marine Commando School at Bickleigh on the edge of Dartmoor. There we
exchanged hobnailed boots for rubber-soled climbing boots, battle-dress blouses
for anoraks, and the life of a soldier for something closer to that of a boy scout on
his annual camp. The discipline was tough but much less formal. We did survival
courses among the granite tors of a Dartmoor, which became progressively colder
as winter approached — until, one night, we found ourselves sleeping out in the
snow. One day, among the frozen bogs and icy mist of the moor, I was out on a
map-reading exercise with my oppo Mike Dudding when we heard the distant
baying of a dog.
‘Christ,’ said Mike, through chattering teeth. ‘It’s the Hound of the bloody
Baskervilles.’
The severity of the commando training brought us all closer together. And that
included Sergeant James. One black night, as the platoon crouched in the
dripping, waste-deep heather to escape the bitter wind, Marine Henderson from
Liverpool (known inevitably as ‘Scouse’) had the temerity to ask Jimmy James if he
was married.
‘No, my son,’ he replied. ‘I’ve always liked a bit of crumpet, but I suppose you
could say I’m sort of married to the regiment. I joined up as a drummer boy at
fourteen. It’s the only life I know.’
So that’s how he got in below regulation height,’ I said to Mike afterwards. ‘He
didn’t grow as much as they expected.’
‘Must have been the food,’ he said.
After Bickleigh, we parted company with Jimmy James when the platoon split
up to do various types of specialised training. About a third went on a naval
gunnery course. A third did a specialised course involving cliff climbing and the use
of exotic weapons such as knives and crossbows. The rest of us volunteered for
signals. Thus ten of us returned to Portsmouth where we took up residence at
Eastney barracks. There we learned such useful skills as Morse code, setting up a
field telephone, and erecting a 40ft radio mast in a strong wind.
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Like Chatham, Eastney was a Victorian relic. It had a vast drill shed —
essentially a covered-in parade ground. A regular but unmilitary frequenter of the
shed was a notorious, pink-eyed bull terrier named Pilate. He terrified everyone
except his owner, the chaplain. The animal had a fondness for bricks, lumps of
angle iron, bottles and old cans. In the dead of night, to the annoyance of marines
trying to sleep, he would noisily push these objects with his nose at full gallop
along a cement floor polished by generations of military boots. One night I was
voted to go out and relieve him of his current plaything —, which turned out to be
a two-foot length of ‘I’ section steel girder. As I approached Pilate he grasped the
girder, dripping with saliva, between his jaws and stood growling and glaring at
me through his vicious little piggy eyes. Not in the best tradition of the marines, I
decided to withdraw.
Down one side of the drill shed stood a row of flat-roofed concrete air raid
shelters. A few days later, I had occasion to go up onto one of the roofs. I was less
than surprised to observe that it was littered with a collection of bricks, cans and
lumps of iron — obviously thrown up there by desperate marines trying to get a
decent night’s sleep.
The signals course took three months. After that there was little to do but loaf
around until we were demobbed six months later.
In 1951, I took my parents to see the Royal Tattoo at Earl’s Court in London.
The main attraction for me was the arms drill competition in which the Royal
Marines nearly always ousted their rivals, one or other of the Guards regiments. I
was delighted to see the youngsters of the current King’s squad strutting their
stuff. A familiar authoritative bark rang through the stadium. And there, out in
front, straight as a ramrod, stood Sergeant Jimmy James RM, swagger cane under
his arm and a double row of medals across the chest of his blue serge uniform. My
mother must have wondered why her grown-up son had tears in his eyes.
It’s thirty five years later. A mysterious, large envelope arrives at our Cape
Town address bearing a Liverpool postmark. I extract a group photograph of
twenty-two middle-aged men — none of whom I recognise. The mystery is solved
by the accompanying letter, which tells me that I am looking at most of the
survivors of 983 squad.
The letter was written by ex-marine Pullen who had kept in touch with his old
oppo Scouse who had ended up as a detective inspector in the Liverpool police.
On Scouse’s retirement, Pullen had suggested that it would be nice to get the lads
together again. ‘You’re a detective,’ he’d said. ‘You find them.’
Eventually Scouse found us all except Jones who had died, Wilton who had
gone to Canada, and me. They had held a reunion at a Birmingham hotel, which,
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judging by the raised tankards in the photo, was a determined attempt to relive
that wild booze-up in Chatham thirty-nine years before.
Now they had found me through my brother. The squad’s fortieth anniversary
was due in nine months’ time. I was invited. Sadly, I was unable to attend.
There was a PS to the letter,
‘Unfortunately Jimmy James couldn’t make the party. I’m sorry to tell you he
was killed at sea during the Korean War. We held a minute’s silence for him.’
In my reply I wrote, ‘I don’t know for certain where Jimmy James is now. But I
fear he is in a place where he could shit on us from a great height.’
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THE VACUUM CLEANER SALESMAN
A row of sparrows rose from the washing line in a startled chattering cloud as
Janine came out of the back door bearing a basket of damp washing. From their
new perch in the pink-blossomed peach tree, they cocked their heads as they
looked down at her. It was a warm summer’s day. Bees hummed as they busied
themselves in the honeysuckle planted by Janine when she and Grant had moved
into the cottage two years ago. Their Yorkshire terrier, Halifax, barked as he
chased a passing butterfly, his red ribbon topknot bobbing merrily. Basking in a
wheelbarrow, lay Ming the family cat, her eyes half closed, forelimbs contentedly
folded under her.
Janine hummed a little tune as she selected a blue romper suit from the top of
the pile. As she stretched up to the line, her firm, milk-filled breasts strained
against her spotless pinafore. A picture of little Wayne, now fast asleep in his cot,
filled her mind as she pegged the tiny garment. Next came one of her husband’s
shirts. She thought of his favourite steak and kidney pie now cooking in the oven
— and of the appreciative hug she could count on.
Just as she was removing a clothes peg from between her lips a musical chime
rang out which set little Halifax dashing, barking, to the front door. Janine was so
proud of that doorbell. They had bought it as a birthday present for the house. It
could be set to play the first few bars of a choice of ten different tunes. She was
looking forward to the visit of her mom and dad at Christmas. As she had said to
Grant, “Won’t they’ll be tickled pink when they press the doorbell and hear Jingle
Bells.”
She put the chain on the door, opening it no more than a hand’s width. As
Grant had told here repeatedly, “Let no-one in you don’t know.” A young man was
standing on the step. Next to him stood a large cube-shaped box that reached
about halfway up his thigh.
"Not today, thank you,” she said.
“But you don’t know what I am selling,” he replied.
She looked the box. It was pink and completely blank except for an inscription
stamped on the side. It read,
ASTRAL CORPORATION
Mark 1
Model 666.
He was a presentable young man, a little below average height, wearing an
immaculate suit and tie. He smiled, to reveal a row of dazzling white teeth. But
what really got her attention were his eyes. They exactly matched the brilliant
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blue of his tie and his eyelashes were the longest she had ever seen on a man.
“OK,” said Janine, “so what are you selling?”
“A vacuum cleaner . . . but wait,” he said as she started to speak. “You’re going
to tell me you’ve already got one aren't you?”
“Yes,” she said.
The man inwardly congratulated himself. Principle number three in the sales
manual, Get them saying yes right from the start.
“And it runs on electricity, right?”
“Yes.”
“And you have to empty the bag every so often?”
“Yes, of course.”
The man’s smile broadened. Three “yes” responses in a row. He was right on
track
“This machine,” he said touching the top of the box, “is quite revolutionary. It
needs no power source. It is completely wire-free. And," he said, pausing for
effect, "you’ll never have to empty it.”
“Oh, come on,” said Janine, laughing, “pull the other one.”
“I know it sounds unbelievable,” said the man, “but, if you’ll give me ten
minutes of your time, I'll prove it to you.”
Janine looked at him doubtfully. Over his shoulder she noticed, parked outside
the gate, a little van painted in exactly the same pink as the box. She looked down
at his feet. His shoes were brown and beautifully polished. Somehow, she found
this reassuring.
She unlatched the chain.
“Please come in Mr er . . . er . . .”
“Call me David,” he said.
“And I’m Janine Primrose.”
“How d’you do.” He glanced around the room. “Mrs Primrose, may I
congratulate you on your lovely home,” he said, mentally ticking off principle five
in the sales manual.
Janine did a quick visual check. The soft toys were nicely lined up on the
windowsill. The scatter cushions artfully arranged on the sofa. Best of all were the
flowers brought home by Grant the night before. The flower-arranging classes had
been time well spent.
The man opened the lid of the box and carefully extracted a curious object. If
this was a vacuum cleaner, Janine thought, it was like no other she had ever seen.
It was a little above knee height and shaped like a teapot. Where the spout would
have been, a short stubby pipe protruded. In place of the handle was a round
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panel fitted with a small knob. On top was a dome-shaped light rather like the
revolving lamp on top of a police car. The whole contraption stood on a cradle
equipped with four rubber-tired wheels. It was finished in a shiny, bright pink
enamel spotted with white polka dots.
From a compartment in the box, the man produced a flexible tube about twice
as thick as the normal vacuum cleaner hose and attached it to the stubby nozzle.
“Notice how thick the tube is,” he said. “That is to handle the tremendous
suction developed by this machine. It’s even more powerful than an industrial
cleaner.” After he had connected two lengths of chrome-plated tubing and a
conventional fan-shaped end piece, he turned and looked around the room.
“There’s a power socket over there by the sofa,” said Janine.
“Oh, Mrs Primrose, I see you don’t believe me. When I said it doesn’t need
electricity I wasn’t joking. I was just wondering where on such an immaculate
carpet I could demonstrate my vacuum cleaner."
Without another word, he produced a black plastic bag from the box and
proceeded to scatter its contents over the floor. To Janine’s anxious glance it
looked suspiciously like soot roughly mixed with handfuls of damp soil. Then, to
her horror, he proceeded to grind the mixture into the carpet with his feet.
“Just like when your little doggy comes running in from the garden on a wet
day, eh Mrs Primrose. Now just watch. He opened the panel on the back of the
machine to reveal a switch and two buttons — one red, one green. Now it's very
simple. Green button to start, red to stop. But you must click the warm-up switch
first.”
As he clicked the switch, the machine emitted an extraordinary sound. It
buzzed, it hummed, it cheeped and it warbled for about eight seconds. Then the
light at the top lit up a bright green. He pressed the green button. A deep
rumbling roar filled the house — rather like the bass notes on a church organ.
Halifax who had been growling at the machine since it had been unpacked fled
howling into the garden. The salesman picked up the handle, started to vacuum
the floor and then offered it to Janine. She started on the worst patch of dirt. To
her amazement, it vanished as if someone had waved a magic wand.
“How do you like the frictionless action?” Asked the salesman.
“It’s so light. It feels as if it’s floating,” said Janine with an amazed expression.”
Within two minutes, the carpet was pristine.
“Impressed?” he asked.
Janine nodded smiling. “And I bet it costs the earth.”
“It will indeed, Mrs Primrose. When it comes on the market. What you’re
looking at is a prototype — one of ten only — that we are placing in selected
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households as a pre-production field test. With your permission, I would like to
leave this model with you for three weeks. At the end of that time, I will collect it.
All we ask is that you fill in an assessment form giving us your opinion of the
machine. In exchange we guarantee to give you, entirely free, a brand new
production model as soon as they come on to the market in about six month’s
time. You don’t have to sign anything. In fact, we have to trust you with our
machine. What do you say Mrs Primrose?” he said mentally ticking off the final
principle in the sales manual, Ask for the sale.
Ten minutes later, he was walking back towards the pink van. “See you in three
weeks," he called over his shoulder.
“Just one thing, Mr Er.er.”
“Call me David.”
“There’s just one thing, David. How do I get the bag out to empty it?”
“You don’t, my dear, I wasn’t kidding. Just look and you'll find that the unit is
completely sealed. This is revolutionary technology. You’ll find an explanatory
leaflet in the box.
An hour later found Grant frowning in concentration as he read the leaflet,
Model 666 incorporates the first commercial application of a recent advance
in quantum physics. Two powerful cross-reacting scalar fields situated at the
inlet end of the hose have the effect of contracting the inter-atomic space —
effectively reducing a typical 2kg load of household floor debris to
microscopic proportions. The intense flash heat generated by this process
ignites a confrontation with anti-matter contained by a stepped series of
beryllium super-conductors phased to produce an enhanced Beswick effect.
Over a period of three hours, the contents of the machine are transported via
a five-dimensional Frendling/Pemberton cone to the company's headquarters
where they are re-materialised into their original configuration. They are
then subjected to a conventional waste disposal process. Mild attendant
magnetic fields are utilised to generate electrical currents, which are used to
charge the battery in the base of the machine.
"Hmmph, certainly makes sense," said Grant in a display of male omniscience.
"Now that's odd, there's no address given. Are you sure you didn't sign anything?"
Next morning Janine took the machine into the main bedroom. Ming was
sitting on the windowsill washing her face.
"Now you be a good cat and stay there while I do the floor," she said.
She successfully started the machine. It really was a pleasure to use. Its deepthroated roar gave her a strange sense of power. Then the phone rang. She bent
down to switch the machine off but, after fumbling with the switches to no avail,
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she ran into the lounge to pick up the phone.
"Just hold on," she told her caller. "I've just got to switch off the vacuum
cleaner."
She rushed back to the bedroom and this time got the switching-off sequence
right. Then she noticed something odd. The pretty pink teapot-shaped machine
was two meters closer to the window than where she had left it. Must have rolled
somehow she thought. Ming had disappeared, presumably through the half-open
window — an unusual exit route for her.
Later that evening Grant came back through the back door after dumping some
kitchen waste in the dustbin.
"That's funny," he said. "Ming's dinner is still out there on her plate. Has she
lost her appetite?"
"You know, I haven't seen her since this morning." said Janine "I'll go and call
her."
But her calls echoed away into the darkness unanswered. Next morning the cat
was still missing.
"Don't worry," said Grant. "Remember your Mom's cat. He used to disappear
for weeks at a time."
"Yes, but he was a randy old tom. Ming is perfect little lady." Next day Janine
phoned all her neighbours. She even stuck little notices on lampposts around the
neighbourhood. But by that evening, there was still no sign of the Siamese. That
was on Wednesday. On Friday the puzzle of the still-missing cat was
overshadowed when the Primrose family was struck by another distressing
mystery.
By now, Janine was starting to enjoy her new vacuum cleaner. It was so light
and easy to use. She especially loved its cheerful humming and burbling when she
switched it on. That Friday morning she was busy with the lounge floor. Halifax,
who by now had got quite used to the machine, was chasing a bluebottle around
the room. Suddenly she smelt burning. "Oh, dear," she thought. "There goes my
toast." She dropped the vacuum cleaner and rushed into the smoke-filled kitchen.
She switched off the toaster at the wall and lifted the toast, which was in flames,
with a pair of salad tongs and doused it with water in the sink. "I really must get
Grant to do something about that toaster," she vowed. "I've told him often
enough."
The vacuum cleaner was still roaring away in the lounge so she went through
and switched it off. As she leaned over the machine, she caught a glimpse of
something red under edge of an armchair. She bent to pick it up. It was Halifax's
hair ribbon. The tiny dog was nowhere to be seen. He must have squeezed out
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through the security trellis into the garden. She turned back to the machine
intending to pack it away. As she bent over it, it uttered an extraordinary sound.
It burped! A loud, ripe, thoroughly human burp. Janine blinked in
astonishment. And, as she lifted the machine into the cupboard, she could have
sworn that it was heavier than when she had taken it out earlier.
She made some fresh toast and sat down to eat while skimming through her
favourite womens' magazine. She became aware that something was missing.
Where was little Halifax? He always came to beg when she was eating. She went
to look for him. He was not in the garden. He wasn't hiding under the beds. She
opened all the cupboards. Nothing. Her heart began to beat faster. Where could
he be? There was no way he could have jumped over the garden wall. She phoned
the agency. Grant was at a client meeting. She left a rather hysterical message on
his cellphone.
He managed to get home an hour earlier than usual. Janine was comforted by
his calm, masculine manner as took charge of the situation. He searched the
house and then the garden. He pointed to a pile of bricks that were stacked
against the wall.
"He could have jumped the wall from there," he said. "In fact he must have
done, there's no other way out. Don't worry, darling, he's got our address on his
collar. We'll soon find him."
But a week later, there was no sign of either animal. And, on the Monday
morning, as she sat giving little Wayne his ten o'clock feed, Janine finally accepted
the loss of her pets. Grant had been wonderful, insisting that the cat, at least,
would eventually return.
"We know better, don't we pet," she said to the baby. "But we've still got you
and that's all that really matters."
Feeling the need to work off her distress, she decided to give the house a
thorough cleaning. "I'll vacuum Wayne's room first before he drops off for his
morning sleep."
She lifted him into his cot under the window. It was a hot day so she did not
cover him and she opened the window wider to let in the light breeze that was
stirring the shrubs in the back garden. She left him sucking his thumb as she went
to fetch the new vacuum cleaner. She assembled it and clicked the warm-up
switch. The machine cheeped and burbled as usual until the green light came on.
She was about to press the green start button when she remembered that the
hose was still running on the front lawn. She walked out through the front door
and as she bent over the tap, she heard the vacuum cleaner start its low rumbling
roar. With a sudden sense of foreboding, she ran back into the bedroom. The
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machine was roaring away. The cot was empty.
Janine stared at the open window for a moment then rushed screaming into
the garden.
Fifty minutes later Grant came screeching to a halt outside the house — almost
piling into the police car that was parked there. Janine was sitting on the sofa next
to a policewoman. He rushed across and took her in his arms. But she just sat
there rigidly staring into space She didn't even seem to recognise him.
"She's in shock, Sir," said the policewoman. “The doctor has just left. He gave
her an injection."
Grant went through to Wayne's room. The curtains were billowing over the
empty cot. Outside, a police sergeant was examining the ground below the
window. He raised his head and saw Grant.
"You'll be Mr Primrose. I'm so sorry Sir. They can't have got far. We got here
five minutes after your wife's call. The dog squad are already searching the bush
on the other side of the wall and a helicopter is on its way."
Grant pictured the five square kilometers or so of sandy wasteland that backed
on to their property.
It was covered in dense Port Jackson. But, surely, with radios, dogs and a
helicopter the abductors would soon be flushed out.
But, by three that morning, Wayne was still missing. Red-eyed and exhausted,
Grant finally sank down onto the bed next to Janine who was deep in a druginduced sleep.
Miraculously he slept. Then, just as dawn was breaking he was awakened by a
loud banging from somewhere in the house. Janine's side of the bed was empty.
He rushed through to the kitchen where he found his wife violently assaulting the
pink vacuum cleaner with a broom handle.
"It stole my baby," she screamed. "It’s taken my little Wayne. It's horrible." She
continued to hammer away at the machine. She saw Grant standing in the
doorway. "Get rid of it. Get rid of it," she screeched. Then her shoulders sagged
and Grant took her in his arms. She began to sob violently and, at last, the tears
flowed and ran down her chin onto his shoulder. Grant prayed.
Later that morning he took the machine to the municipal refuse dump and
hurled it with all his strength far out into the rubbish.
The church was already crowded when Rose and Henry Duxbury brought the
twins in through the vestry. The whole family were there to see the christening —
even great grandmother Cicely in her wheelchair. The priest had just got started
on a busy morning. He had nearly thirty christenings to get through. Already half a
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dozen mothers were desperately trying to pacify their yelling babies. Eventually
the Duxbury babies took their turn at the font, resplendent in their long
christening robes, hand-crocheted by Rose's mother. They were just three months
old. "Ag shame," whispered an old tannie sitting in the front pews.
Three rows back, taking a sharp-eyed interest in the proceedings sat a goodlooking young man. A little below average height, he was wearing a smart suit
with a bright blue tie that exactly matched the colour of his eyes. He was
congratulating himself on his foresight in fitting a radiolocation beacon into the
machine. If he had lost the Mark 1, he would have been in very serious trouble.
Later that week, two neighbours were walking their dogs past the Duxburys'
newly built house. They stopped at the gate
"I must say they've done a splendid job with the garden in the six months since
they moved in," said one. "Just look the way that lawn has taken."
As they strolled on, her companion looked back over her shoulder and said, "I
wonder what that pink van is doing parked outside?"

