Fan Fiction – The Caves of Wrath by Natbat 

Mick Macnamara opened his eyes, and instantly regretted doing so. Although he appreciated the light streaming into his small bedroom between the crack in his curtains (he was not fond of the darkness), it sadly signified the start of the day. Yet another day when he was responsible for taking yet another lot of Royston Vasey’s brain-dead public around Stump Hole Caverns (the village’s second finest showcase), yet another day during which he was forced to endure yet more horrific memories and repercussions of...that dreadful time. He didn’t want to think about it. 

He shook his head slightly, as if trying to banish the thoughts from the caverns in his mind, and sighed, audibly and visibly. Rolling apathetically out of his rather-too-hard bed, he grabbed a pair of obscenely small shorts from a nearby chair. After quickly pulling them on, he reached for his thick spectacles, grimacing as his world came into focus. He longed to just shut his eyes and forget all about his pathetic life. If he could have, Mick Macnamara would have slept for eternity. If it wasn’t for those damned dreams... 
* * * 

Mike Harris sat at his tidy desk in his small office, unhurriedly glancing over a list of names that were to be his interviewees that afternoon. Mike knew from personal experience that Royston Vasey Plastics wasn’t the most exciting and stimulating company to work for, but you could easily do a lot worse. For example, you could be on a restart course with that hideous woman Mike had seen wandering around the town. What was her name? Paula Camping-Homes or something. 

Bored with his rather mundane task of allocating appointments to each potential employee, Mike took to reading each name and imagining what weird and wonderful lives they might lead. Derek Johnson. A millionaire from the nearby town of Spent who just wanted a little hobby. June Forsyth. An ex-circus performer who’s main trick involved sticking her hand up an elephant’s arse. She left because the constant cramp became a little too unbearable. As Mike smiled at his own ludicrous thoughts, his eyes were drawn to the last name on the list. Mick Macnamara...now, where had he heard that name before? 
* * * 

Mick stood nervously outside the office door, marked neatly with a name plate: “Mr Harris”. The expression on his face mirrored that which he had worn upon his waking that morning-one of total resignation to an almost certain doom. It had taken a lot of courage for Mick to apply for this job. He hated telephones-he’d had to speak on them a despicable amount when...that event had occurred, and now, even the sight of one left him with a feeling of deep dread laced generously with unjustified guilt. 

But Mick was determined. No more was he going to be forced to relive those horrific happenings every single day. No more was he going to stare, apparently blankly at that rock wondering what would have happened if only, if only he’d held out his hand, what he might have prevented... 

Mick, you can’t go on blaming yourself, it wasn’t your fault. 

He remembered Michael Buerke’s words, blinked once, and slowly and deliberately knocked on the door. 

“Come in!” was the happy welcome from inside the office. Mick pushed open the heavy door, to reveal a smiling man in a suit, sitting behind a surprisingly tidy desk. The man was not wearing his jacket, and it was draped neatly over the back of his chair. He looked expectantly at Mick. “Good afternoon, Mr...Macnamara, isn’t it?” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you mind if I call you Mick?” 

There was a slight pause and uncomfortable tension momentarily entered the atmosphere of the room, as if Mick was genuinely trying to decide the answer to Mike’s question. But his eventual response left Mike almost relieved. “No.” 

“Good, good. Mick, I was trying to think where I’d heard your name before. Now I see your face, it’s obvious...you worked in Stump Hole Caverns didn’t you?” 

Upon this revelation, Mick’s face seemed to freeze into an expression even more unreadable than his normal uninterested blankness. When he spoke, his monotone voice mirrored his visage. “I was trying to get away from there.” 

Mike spoke quickly, aware that he was touching upon a sensitive area. “Of course, of course. Well, there’s nothing like a change in direction to keep your career interesting. Actually, that’s a good place to start. Why did you decide to leave Stump Hole Caverns?” 

Mick rolled his eyes in an only-just-perceivable gesture, and bit his bottom lip in apprehension. Deciding that there was no possibly humane way that he could avoid the subject, he sighed, and began to speak. “I just couldn’t stand being there any more. Every time I saw that rock, the one that looked like...a little pair of hands...it reminded me of the boy. I had to turn the lights out every time I took a group of people down there. It’s in the darkness I see the boy’s face. I couldn’t stand it any more.” Throughout this speech, Mick’s voice never altered from the constant, bored drone of a well-established tour guide. He seemed unaware of the inappropriateness of his confession. 

But Mike was well aware of it, and his shock and surprise were made obvious by his slightly open mouth and wide eyes. He realised Mick had stopped speaking before the silence had time to become embarrassing, and swallowed dryly. “Are you saying...” Mike chose his words carefully, “...that you saw someone get killed?” 

Mick said nothing, simply nodded, his blank stare continually fixed on a point in the centre of his spectacle lenses. 

Mike continued, unsure now where to take the interview. Mick clearly was not a normal applicant. “Well, um, that’s terrible, Mick. I can see the subject upsets you...let’s go on to why you chose to apply here.” A glimmer of relief momentarily shot across Mick’s features, before it was once more snatched away and replaced by the stony expression, as if any positive emotions had to be extinguished before Mick had a chance to believe that they might actually be real and justified. 

Mike was talking again. “So, why did you choose Royston Vasey Plastics?” 

There was no hesitation in the answer this time, although his voice remained on a steady, low pitch. “There are lots of lights.” 
* * * 

Fifteen minutes later, Mick left Mike Harris’ office. After the door had closed behind him, he paused to sigh, a habit which had become familiar to him since...the boy. The interview had gone terribly. Mick was well aware of this. Actually, he’d been expecting it. 

He started to continue his journey down the long corridor, when a short, middle-aged man with a moustache and curly hair ran into him from the other direction. 

Mick made no reaction to the collision, but the short man seemed quite perturbed. “Hey, watch where you’re goin’, will ya?” He stopped, and looked up at the tall, lanky figure. “Are you one of Mike’s interviewees?” Mick nodded. “Ah, well, I hope the interview went all right.” Mick gave a knowing look to nobody in particular, appreciating the irony. “Wait, I’ve seen you before haven’t I? You used to work in...” 

“Stump Hole Caverns, yes.” 

The short man didn’t notice the frustration in Mick’s voice. “That’s it! I’m Geoff Tipps, by the way.” 

“Mick Macnamara.” The two men awkwardly shook hands. 

“Hey, do you wanna come down Shebabs for a drink? I’m just goin’ for me lunch break.” 

Mick thought for a minute. He’d never had a social life before. He supposed it couldn’t hurt. Might take his mind off of his despicable existence, anyway. He looked at Geoff, and actually managed to smile in agreement. 
* * * 

High upon a hillside overlooking the pretty vista of Royston Vasey, a small, innocent building stood, the only one of its kind for miles. It’s purpose was clearly advertised by a large white sign attached to the door, proclaiming it to be a “Local Shop”. The interior was just as quiet and serene as the exterior surroundings. A lone figure, small and hunched, went about its duty without complaint. Its activity was, apparently, counting snow globes. 

“One, two, three, twelfty, six, none...” Tubbs Tattsyrup never bored of looking after her precious things. She had no idea why they were precious, why they meant so much to her, but they were so pretty when you shook them. She could stand for hours watching the way the small chips of white plastic settled round the various objects trapped inside the glass, and then she would amuse herself by mischievously shaking it again, and unsettling the snow.    

It was in the middle of this process that Tubbs was interrupted by the familiar shout of, “Hello, hello, Tubbs, what’s going on? What’s all this shouting? We’ll have no trouble here.” The fact that there had been no noise at all didn’t seem to occur to Tubbs, and she guiltily replaced the snow globe on the shelf and began to count again. 

The owner of the voice, her husband Edward, walked over to her. “Tubbs, Tubbs, you don’t have to do that, you know. Why don’t you come and sit down with  me?” His voice was dramatically over-pronounced. 

“Stop counting the precious things? But..what if..what if someone comes? What if a stranger comes, Edward, what then?” 

“Don’t worry yourself, Tubbs. We’ll rig a trap.” 

The woman’s face seemed to brighten at this idea, and a faraway look entered her eyes. Edward continued. “I think we need a rest. All of us. You, me and David. We’ve been working too hard.” 

“Well, the shop does keep us busy doesn’t it Edward?” 

“Yes, yes. Perhaps we need a holiday.” 

“A local holiday?” 

“Of course. What other kind? Perhaps, even, just a family day out. Somewhere David will feel completely safe and at home.” 

“But David is local. He only feels completely at home in his own chamber...” A distant roar emphasised Tubbs’ last words. 

“Well, then, we need somewhere that will remind him of his own den. I know of a lovely place called Redscar Caverns...” 

Any more deliberation on the idea was halted in its tracks by the shop bell omitting a high-pitched tinkle, closely followed by the appearance of a young, blonde woman. She glanced at the couple and gave a little smile, to which Tubbs urgently responded, “Yes? can I help you at all?” 

“Oh, no, I’m just browsing.” 

Tubbs continued. “Are you local?” 

The woman looked surprised at the question, but was happy to make small talk. “No, actually, I’m from London. I’m doing a degree in Veterinary Science, and my work placement is here with a Doctor Chinnery...do you know him?” 

Tubbs didn’t answer. She simply looked over at her husband, a gesture mirrored by him, and their expressions were mutual. Knowledge of some foreseen and undoubtedly terrible event. Sick, corrupted excitement crossed both of their faces, and, in synchrony, they turned to face the woman. 
* * * 

The late afternoon sun was beginning to find a comfortable position just above Royston Vasey’s war memorial as Mick Macnamara walked past it in his usual deep contemplation. He had got on surprisingly well with Geoff, who had told him all about his failed marriage to Katie, and how he was convinced that he had something to do with the fact that she had been screwing both of his best friends. It had taken his mind off of his own problems...well, briefly, anyway. But now, he was once more submerged in his familiar melee of guilt and self doubt. 

Taking time to check where he was walking, he looked up, and noticed Maurice Evans on the other side of the High Street. He looked away even more quickly than he usually would. 

Maurice was one of Mick’s fears. It wasn’t difficult to be classified as one of Mick’s fears; he had many. But the odd thing about this particular fear was that Maurice, as far as he was aware, had not done anything to endanger his non-fear-inducing relationship with Mick. Not that the pair had a close relationship-Mick made sure of that. It wasn’t that he disliked Maurice-he had barely allowed himself to get to know him. They had met once at a party, in itself a bad omen, taking into account Mick’s usual experiences at parties. But they had somehow managed to fall into a peripheral conversation, during which Maurice had casually mentioned that he was a magistrate. Since that fateful day, Mick was determined to avoid him whenever possible. He would not  get put on trial for something that wasn’t his fault (or so Michael Buerke always insisted). There would be no-one on his side. The boy could hardly give evidence, could he? And even if he could be somehow raised from the fiery pits of hell (that Mick always pictured to be ever so similar to his own bedroom), he would tell Maurice the truth: 
He let me fall. He could have caught me, but he let me fall. Oh, please, Mr Magistrate, put away the nasty man. Lock him up and take away his dinner. 

Mick sped up his pace as the vision of Maurice’s feet coming towards him became clear. 

“Hello Mick!” Damn. He was trapped. He would have to make brief and guarded discourse with the dreaded magistrate. He decided it was safest not to respond to the greeting, but Maurice seemed unaware. “Lovely evening, isn’t it?” 

Mick mumbled something that merged with a sigh of disagreement to create a strange cacophony of bodily sounds. 

Maurice continued, oblivious to Mick’s obvious discomfort. “I was just doin’ me weekly shoppin’. Just gonna pop in the butchers. Why don’t you join me?” 

Mick was about to flatly refuse (despite knowing how rude that would appear), but he had always been drawn to raw meet. Something about the fact that it was untouched, unadulterated, left there for him to do whatever he liked with it. He could get some minced beef for his tea. Maybe sculpt it into the shape of Errol Flynn. On this thought, he turned, and followed Maurice into the small shop. 

The bell tinkled loudly, advertising the pair’s presence to resident butcher, Hilary Briss. The tall man with large, unnecessary sideburns paused in his activity, his tongue in the process of licking his top lip. He looked fairly ominous, with his long, white coat splattered with animal blood. His eyes shone with a lustre which was unjustified for a butcher. What could he possibly have to be happy about, Mick wondered. Stuck in here all day with the smell of tainted death clinging to his every appendage. Nevertheless, Hilary seemed delighted by his visitors. “Maurice!” The word was hissed out in a not-unfriendly manner. “Glad to see you here.” 

“Yes, Hilary, not me usual day, I know.” 

“And who’s this?” Hilary used a carving knife which had been conveniently placed in his right hand to indicate Mick, who cowered back automatically. Hilary’s smile broadened. 

“Oh, that’s Mick, he works down at Stump Hole Caverns.” Mick didn’t bother to correct Maurice about his use of the present tense. Maurice continued. “To get straight to the point, Hilary...well...me supply’s run down.” The last part of the sentence was said in a hushed tone, almost whispered. 

“And why would that be, Maurice? You know I don’t have a constant supply. You’ve got to learn to ration it.” 

“I know, Hilary, I know...it’s just that...it tastes so good.” Hilary rolled his eyes, but his smile remained in place. 

“All right Maurice. It just so happens that I’ve just this minute had another delivery. But I’m doing you a favour, you know.” 

“Thank you Hilary.” Maurice looked genuinely relieved, and Mick wondered what sort of fantastic meat they were talking about. The lanky butcher disappeared momentarily into a small room behind the counter, and emerged holding a small, sealed bag. Maurice grabbed it hurriedly, and shoved it under his coat. “Normal arrangement?” He asked nervously. 

Hilary nodded. “I don’t see why not.” Maurice smiled and turned to exit the shop, but he was halted in his tracks by Hilary’s voice. “Manners, Maurice! What about our friend here?” 

Maurice turned around unnaturally slowly. He shook his head, and a desperate expression came over his face. “Oh, no, Hilary, no...” 

“I don’t see why not.” Hilary repeated his words from moments earlier. “I am always willing to add to my list. Mick here looks the perfect candidate. No chance of him blabbing to anyone...hasn’t said a word since he’s been in here.” Mick, the silent subject of the conversation, acquired an expression that was the nearest he was ever going to get to “interested”. 

The despair on Maurice’s face now became apparent in his voice. “Are you sure, Hilary?” 

“I’m always sure. I’m a businessman.” The butcher turned towards Mick, same smile plastered over his features. “I’ve got a little of it cooked out the back. Would you like to try some?” 

Mick considered his options. He was being offered free food. There had to be some sort of catch. His first thought was that they somehow knew about the boy, and Hilary was going to bribe him to buy an eternal supply of this meat that was quite probably disgusting in return for his silence. But then he realised how ridiculous it was, and decided that the meat must be poisoned. He was about to decline, when he caught a glimpse of Maurice’s face. The look of despair had been replaced by one of hope, almost longing. The spark of curiosity was triggered inside Mick, and his cautious nature was suddenly thrown into the dark abyss of his mind. 

“Yes please.” Hilary’s lips thinned as his grin became wider, and even Maurice smiled nervously. 
  
* * * 

Anyone strolling down Royston Vasey high street at 5:15pm on the evening of 6th November would have been met with a highly unusual sight. Actually, Royston Vasey had had more than its fair share of unusual sights, but the one this afternoon was definitely more strange than the normal concoction of freaks and killings. It was of Mick Macnamara, running as fast as he could, almost exploding out of the door of Hilary Briss and Son, turning the nearest corner, deliberately shoving his fingers down his throat and spewing the contents of his stomach all over a patch of neat grass. As it was, most of the Royston Vaseyites had their concentration taken up by Anne Robinson on The Weakest Link whilst this frightening charade was occurring, so, much to Mick’s relief, it went unnoticed. 

He straightened himself up, panting, and wiped his mouth coarsely with the back of his hand. He knew he should never have attempted to mix with a magistrate. OK, so it was his fault the boy had died. There was no need to do this to him, no need to feed him his empty carcass in some desperate, childish attempt at justice. He would have never have agreed to it if he’d known beforehand...God. What would the boy’s family think? 

Mick sighed again, very loudly, his self confidence now completely shattered. 
* * * 

The Royston Vasey moonlight twinkled off the corner of a large, new, high-quality machine-painted sign, drawing the onlookers’ attention to it’s significance, and advertising the presence of “Redscar Caverns”. Redscar was a trifle flashy for Mick’s taste, but its gift shop, Granary-style cafeteria and 100% safety  record did nothing but reassure its prospective visitors, who flocked there regularly to see the spectacularly coloured rocks and to purchase some trilobites in perspex or stegosaurus-shaped pencil tops. 

The normal crowd was gathering outside, awaiting the tour guide. In the middle of it, Tubbs Tattsyrup stood chatting excitedly to her husband. “Edward, can we see the fake dinosaurs? Can we climb on the rocks? Do they sell precious things Edward? Do they?” 

Edward laughed fondly at his wife’s enthusiasm. “I don’t know Tubbs. We’ll have to ask the tour guide.” 

“Is he local, Edward?” 

“Oh yes. He’s definitely local. Where’s David?” 

“He went to discharge his bowels.” Her innocent voice using such technical and undesirable terminology evoked odd looks from several of the people around her. 

“Well, he’d better speed up his activities if he wants to see the start of the tour.” Edward’s concern was dispersed as he heard a familiar growling in the distance. 

“Don’t worry, Edward. He’s coming back.” 

The echoing sound of footsteps on the concrete outside the caverns indicated a new presence. Friendly, expectant faces turned in the direction of the sound, and caught sight of their tour guide. 

Mick Macnamara stood, full height, dressed in a heavy-duty jacket and shorts that only just extended past his hips, armed with a torch, his face shielded by helmet and thick glasses. His normal, vacant expression was fixed on his face, and he sighed, his shoulders raising and sinking to aid the exhalation. 

His eyes registered the crowd, and he indicated the high, roomy entrance with his torch. He addressed his slightly puzzled audience. “If you’d just like to follow me, the entrance to this particular cave is quite low down, so watch you don’t bump your heads.” As he turned to lead his proteges like sheep into the darkness, he smiled slightly to himself. He really was good at this job. 
 

 

 

No 1 - Pets By  heather@compsoc.man.ac.uk
Matthew Chinnery had had enough. 
After spending most of Christmas Day rescuing a horse's genetic heritage using just a lemon squeezer and an ice-cube tray, he had come home to burst pipes, and since there wasn't a decent plumber in the whole rotten town, he'd had to fix them himself before sitting down to a lonely salad. 
Matthew was a vegetarian out of basic politeness. There was only so much death you could apologize for in one lifetime.
Some days later, he sat in his chilly office, flicking through his appointment book. Three calls this week, and any one of them could end in horror.
 He opened the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet and thoughtfully withdrew a small parcel. If he could just get a locum up here for a few days, all this would end. But he was too moral to do that and, like his forefathers, was determined to keep the curse localized. At least he was certain it would die with him. For a crazy few moments last week he had actually believed it was all in his mind. He remembered the jolly drive from the vicarage as a distant and ludicrous memory. This had been soon eclipsed by the foul, rubbery sensation of...no. This had to end, He needed some distraction or he would go insane.
Stifling a sigh, he got his tools together and set out to clip Mrs Parkhurst's budgie's claws. With any luck, he'd just hack the poor creature's foot off. He packed one of his miniature coffins just in case.
 Driving back from the house, his hands still sticky on the wheel, Matthew glanced at the poster in the Jobcentre window.  "New Start? Come inside for a career review". He parked the car and walked in. The place was freshly decorated but deserted.
 A man sat at a desk in the corner, idly flicking through a newspaper. Matthew sat down opposite him. The man coughed, pushed his glasses to the end of his nose and looked up. Matthew suddenly realized that you could live in a town for your entire life, stand behind people in the supermarket, pass them in the street and still never really see them. This (he looked at the name badge) Ross Gaines had been around all the time, but until now had been invisible. 
In a second, Matthew took in the neat nose, the sharp shoulders and the muddy blue eyes, hidden behind a triple layer of fringe, glasses and enormous eyelashes... Matthew fell in. Of course there wasn't any chance he would... Men with Matthew's luck didn't form relationships; they just drifted round after people until the feeling wore off.
Ross waited politely for Matthew to speak, but to no avail.
"Ah, Mr.... Chinnery, isn't it? Are you looking for a change of employment?"
"I thought I'd just...pop along and see what's out there."
"I see. What areas are you interested in?"
Matthew laughed over-cheerfully.
"Oh, anything really. I just want to see what's out there." He wiped his palms on his knees.
Ross turned to the new computer and raised an eyebrow.
"There are hundreds of opportunities online, Mr. Chinnery. Hundreds. I'll just read a few out for you."
He turned to the screen, which gave his face a peaky glow that only enraptured Matthew further. The little eyebrows drew together and the perfect mouth began to pout as Ross read the screen.
"Sorry about this, Mr. Chinnery...there doesn't seem to be as much on the system as usual. Horse handler at the riding school?"
Matthew shuddered. "No, no. Not horses".
"Right...let's see...Tree surgeon?"
Matthew was about to ask for more, but suddenly remembered the poor squirrels.
"No, better not."
There was an awkward pause as Ross cursed the computer system and Matthew looked on sympathetically.
"What about your job?" asked Matthew in an attempt at conversation.
Ross smiled derisively and looked straight at Matthew, causing great inner turmoil.
"My job?" he started coolly. "My job? Well, Mr. Chinnery, look around you. Do you see a room full of people waiting to be placed in fulfilling employment? Do you see the many ways I could gain promotion?"
He started to poke the desk.
"Not to mention the violence. I don't suppose you meet much violence in your job..."
"Well, actually, I tend to..."
"No, it's all tea and biscuits. Clipping claws. How much do you think I earn?"
"I really wouldn't like to say."
"Go on, guess", said Ross intently, gripping Matthew's wrist.
Matthew looked straight at him, vaguely.
"Oh, about eighteen thousand, I suppose."
This caused Ross to smile horribly again.
"Eleven"
"Eleven?"
"Eleven. Do you want to know where I live?"
Matthew was amazed by Ross's mind-reading skills.
"I live in a rented room", said Ross distinctly, "I rent it from Judee Levenson. She knocks on my door every evening just to inform me that she doesn't need the money, but is simply keeping the room aired for when her husband returns."
Matthew winced in sympathy. Judee Levenson was always trying to get him to her parties as the ultimate eligible bachelor.
"I suppose I shouldn't complain about my job, then." Matthew tried never to tell people about his...little mistakes, and somehow the truth never fully revealed itself. "Well, thanks for taking the trouble. You haven't got any little animal troubles I can help with", he asked rather hopefully.
"No, I don't have any pets. Mrs. Levenson won't have animals in the house - except for that fur coat."
They both smiled, and Matthew reluctantly left.
  
Back at the surgery, Matthew ran through his appointment book with a lighter heart. He now had something else to think about apart from his own bad luck. His next job was an old man with a new puppy. He arrived at the house to find the man wheezing and trying to restrain a noisy Jack Russell. The dog had a nasty skin condition, which would need careful shaving. Cold sweat was already breaking out on Matthew's forehead. He placed Trixie on the rug and began shaving...
Three hours later, he sat dazedly in his car. Trixie was curled up on the back seat with a bandage across his back. The police had questioned him for a long time, but had finally accepted that Mr. Simms had simply died of a heart attack after seeing his dog being skinned. Since he had no relatives, Matthew had agreed to look after the unfortunately named 'Trixie'. A thought gnawed at him that maybe the curse was getting stronger, since it seemed to be felling people now. Matthew pushed the thought away and visualized Ross's perfect nose instead. 
It helped a little.
As he drove back to the surgery, he saw Charlie Hull standing outside.
"It's the neon tetras", he said excitedly, "They're swimming round in circles!"
Matthew wearily put on his cage-side manner.
"Now, Mr. Hull, don't get in a tizzy! I'll just fetch my bag and follow you along. Let me just put this dog inside."
"Oh righty oh. What's wrong with its back?"
"Slight skin problem. It's nothing really."
Matthew settled the dog indoors and followed Charlie up the road to his house. They got to the front door when Charlie turned urgently
"Keep it quiet, please. Stella is sleeping on the sofa, and I don't want to wake her and listen to her moan about the tanks again."
They crept into the lounge, lit only by the street-light. Stella was lying asleep on the sofa, skirt rucked up a little and a discontented expression on her face.
"Pissed again, aren't you?" said Charlie at her. "Well, Mr. Chinnery doesn't want to see your knickers, you silly cow." He roughly threw a blanket at her, tucking it in round the edges. Matthew hummed silently and inspected his fingernails.
"Here they are", whispered Charlie, "in the middle tank".
Matthew turned in the half-light and nearly fell over an enormous row of fish-tanks. Hundreds of little fish swam in them, hiding behind miniature castles and a rather inexplicable snow globe.
"Ah, how impressive. You know, Mr. Hull, there's nothing so restful as a well-kept fish tank."
"Try telling her that. She just moans about the dusting. You never dust anyway, you cheeky cow", he hissed at the sleeping form.
"Erm...I see what you mean about the tetras." Several fish were frantically swimming in circles. He peered closely at one. "It'll probably be a simple fin infection, weighing them down on one side. A simple course of antibiotics should do the trick".
He rummaged in his bag, then was struck by a sudden pang.
"Look, Mr. Hull, I really need to have a light on so I can give you the right medicine." He laughed hollowly. "You wouldn't want me to poison them all! I mean, I could hand you formalic acid, or iron filings or"...he laughed harder."...anthrax spores, or" He suddenly couldn't stop laughing. Charlie tried shushing him but it was too late. Thirty years of pain came out in a stream of noise.
Stella woke up with a jerk.
"What the fu...Oh, hello doctor." She was up in a flash, smoothing her hair and putting on the lamps. "Has my stupid husband dragged you out to look at fish again?"
Matthew was shaken out of hysteria by the force of Stella's flirting.
"He was quite right to call me, Mrs. Hull, these fish are very sick"
"Well, he has to be right once in his life I suppose. Has he offered you a cup of tea, doctor?"
"Well, I've hardly..."
"No, of course not. You never get anything from Charlie here."
Charlie sighed.
"She's just trying to get a rise out of me doctor"
"Well, I have to try, doctor."
"Shut up you stupid cow and make the frigging tea."
She shot Charlie a poisonous look and slunk off to the kitchen, surreptitiously taking her lipstick with her.
"Bitch", said Charlie thoughtfully to her back. "So now the light's on, Mr. Chinnery, have you got the medicine."
"Oh. Oh. Yes, it's right here." He started at the label. "You have to sprinkle this on the water once a day for a week. Can you confirm the label says that?"
Charlie looked at the label, mystified.
"Yes, it definitely says that."
"Good. I am glad. Well, do call me if anything...Oh, tea, how kind!"
Stella stood right under his nose, handing him a mug, and gave him the benefit of her lipsticked pout.
"Sugar?" she said throatily.
"Excuse me?"
"Do you want sugar in your tea, or are you sweet enough?"
"No, no, it's fine. Lovely, thanks."
Charlie folded his arms.
"Don't mind her, doctor, she can't keep away from anything in trousers."
"I keep away from him well enough, doctor"
:"Not when she's pissed she doesn't. Never leaves me alone then."
"Well, you'd have to be drunk to sleep with that, wouldn't you?"
Matthew put down the mug and burst into tears.
Stella led him to the sofa. "Hard day at work?"
Charlie sat down next to her "We're lucky not to have a job like that. All them decisions!"
"I know. Catch me having to think at work!" said Stella merrily.
Confused by the mood swings, Matthew nearly blurted out his romantic longings, but settled for describing the day's work instead.
"And now I have a dog to worry about and I really don't think I can give it my full attention", he concluded.
Stella patted his arm understandingly.
"You can give it to our Tony. He said he wanted a dog"
Charlie went quiet and rubbed his temple.
"When did he tell you this?" he asked ominously.
"Er...he was on the phone to Julie and she told me"
"Oh. Was he really?"
"Yes. What are you trying to say?"
"You know what I'm trying to say Stella. Don't make me say it."
"No, go on. Say it. You know you want to"
Matthew found the strength to put down his cup and back out of the room. Halfway along the road, he could still hear them. He walked home and fed his dog, leaving it in a basket at the end of his bed. A basket that was well away from anywhere he might step. 

A week later, Trixie was still with him, living up to his name somewhat. Matthew was cautiously allowing himself to get fond of the dog - the first pet he had owned since the spate of gerbils his father had 'treated'. He was still in a state about Ross, dreaming of him all the time as he went on his rounds. He had managed not to go back to the Jobcentre, although he had run over a fox once while trying to look through the window. Today he would be treating one of Iris Krell's kittens. Last time he had been there, he had trodden on the thing within minutes of entering the house. He walked in cautiously.
"Mind the kids, they've got the knives out again", said Iris chattily. She led him to a cardboard box, where lay a small cat, vomiting energetically.
"It's a good job you called, Mrs. Krell. They can dehydrate very quickly at this age." Iris stood beside him, smiling gummily.
"Well, I thought he looked a bit peaky, so I gave him some cooking sherry. I have no luck with cats, me"
Matthew shot her a bewildered look.
"Yes...Perhaps I'd better keep him in the surgery overnight, just to keep an eye on him. Have you got an old cardigan I can use to line the box?"
"Oh, I'll get something of our Ju...ne's from upstairs. She'll never miss it. Hold this, will you?"
She handed Matthew a lit cigarette and went off. He stood in the lounge, holding it awkwardly and trying not to tread on the children, who were throwing cat litter around. The doorbell rang. "Get that, will you, love? It'll only be Mrs. Levenson"
He answered the door to a fully fur-clad Mrs. Levenson, who looked pleased to see him.
"Oh, hello doctor! Fancy meeting you here of all places. It's such a change to see Iris spend money on something other than drink."
She swept in and posed aristocratically in the lounge doorway.
"I just popped round to ask Iris if she'd serve drinks at my soiree tomorrow. Of course, you're invited as a guest. Do say you'll come - we need all the eligible bachelors we can find."
Matthew, inwardly wincing at that phrase, was just poised to give his usual polite refusal when he remembered that Ross was Judee's lodger, and would probably be around somewhere.
"I'd love to come, Mrs. Levenson. I need to get out more, and your party sounds charming."
Judee looked rather startled at that, but smiled graciously. This turned to a sneer as Iris walked back in.
"Here's the cardi, nice and clean. June won't be needing it any more, she's gone quite posh now"
"Oh, has she? And...which one is June again?" said Matthew vaguely.
Iris folded her arms leisurely and turned to Mrs. Levenson.
"Our June's gone thirty now, doctor, but she still pops round her mam's for a cup of tea and a cuddle. Can't keep away, bless her."
"I was just saying to Mr. Chinnery here that he has to come to my little soiree", said Judee quickly, "You are still coming to pass round the drinkies, aren't you, Iris?"
"Wouldn't miss it for the world. And all your friends are coming? That'll be a full house, then."
"Well, of course, I had to invite a few local types, you know, to make them feel included."
"And Eddie...will he be there?" added Iris implacably.
"No, no, Eddie's still in Strasbourg on business. I sometimes worry they'll work him to death! Still, must dash", she said quickly, "I have to pick up the champagne from Hammonds." She almost ran from the room.
Matthew followed her out with the vomiting kitten. She turned to him by the car
"You will be sure to come, now, doctor?" she asked intensely.
"Oh, I think I will. Should be rather pleasant, actually, mingling with different people"
  
Matthew took the cat back to the surgery in a daze. Would Ross be there? Would he have a chance to talk to him? What would he talk about? No, this was ridiculous. He carefully fed the kitten, carefully placed her box by the radiator and carelessly opened the hall door. Trixie ran through and leapt into the box, attacking the kitten happily. With a despairing cry, Matthew separated them. He then used all his skills to repair the kitten's ear a little. It seemed his bad luck was getting to be contagious. He decided to take Trixie to the party and leave him in the car, to avoid any further accidents.

Upstairs, in his dusty bedroom, he tried a range of ties on before the mirror. Then he tried brushing his hair in a direction that suggested instant suaveness cut with hidden depths. This was all a bit much for someone that barely knew him, but at least it kept his mind off death for a while. He drove to the party humming happily, with Trixie asleep on the back seat.
Inside Judee's lushly decorated house, the party was going well. Matthew was surprised to see so many people he recognized and so few 'professional types'. He looked around for Ross, but saw only his briefcase, which he gazed at fondly. Very soon, however, the appearance of the town's most profoundly eligible bachelor looming politely in the corner created an effect something like throwing steak into a shark tank. He was first cornered by Reenie, asking him about charity work, closely followed by Iris giving him digs in the ribs and unsubtle remarks. Then a strange woman he didn't recognize tried to show him her fleabites, and it all got a bit tiresome. Every now and then, he peeped over the crowd to see Ross, who was mostly fiddling with the stereo. 
He was wearing the usual rectangular wire-frame glasses, the usual bored expression and a rather small green t-shirt. Matthew tried to drift towards him but was held back by a scrum of women. The next time he managed to glance across the room, he found Ross nose-to-nose with Stella Hull. They appeared to be talking intently about something, although Matthew couldn't hear what. Stella kept touching Ross's arm in a flirtatious way and batting her considerable false eyelashes. Ross was swirling his drink around and nodding politely. With a superhuman effort, Matthew broke free of his potential wives and casually made his way across the room. He arrived at the same time as Charlie, who was listening to Stella's routine with his arms folded.
"You must be a clever boy, knowing about those computers, ", she was saying, running her finger up his arm, "Can you show me round some time?"
"I'm afraid our system isn't available to just anyone who walks in...off the streets", said Ross officiously.
Stella giggled and looked deep into his eyes
"But surely you could make an exception for little old me? I know all about floppies, believe me."
This was too much for Charlie.
"Right, you, we're going home."
"We're bleeding not. I'm enjoying myself."
"You just have to show me up, everywhere we go, don't you?"
 Stella started to cry messily.
"You never let me have any fun. I hate you. Ross here doesn't mind me talking, do you?"
"Actually, Mrs. Hull, I do."
He disappeared through a side door and Matthew rashly followed him. They were in a darkened conservatory, full of rubbery cheese plants and cheesy rubber plants. Ross stood a moment clenching his fists and muttering.
"I hate parties", he said feelingly.
"Oh, they can be quite fun with the right company", said Matthew with an invisible attempt at flirting.
"You call that the right company? Half of them are obsessed with getting pissed and the other half are obsessed with...well...I suppose you love the attention. All those women after you."
  
Matthew laughed self-deprecatingly. He couldn't bring himself to mention the G word, even to strangers, and certainly not to this...vision. At school, he had been picked on enough due to the demise of his friends' pets and they didn't need any further ammunition. He sometimes still heard "Your dad killed my goldfish!" in his sleep. The only time the G thing had ever really come up since his magical days at college was a horrible encounter with Hilary Briss, the demon butcher. 
They had both been in the public toilet together when Briss had sidled up to Matthew with a furtive comment about his 'special meat' and a wink. Matthew had fled in terror, and had carefully avoided the man ever since.
  
Ross was looking out of the window at the cars parked in the drive and suddenly spotted Trixie staring wistfully through Matthew's windscreen.
"Who on earth brought a dog here?" he asked.
"I did, actually. I know it's a little boring for him, but I was worried about all the pets in the surgery and well, he was asleep."
"Can I take him for a walk?" asked Ross eagerly, "Judee won't let me keep a pet, the uptight cow."
"Of course! Anything...yes...come along and I'll introduce you."
The two of them crept outside and fixed a lead on the dog, who seemed to like Ross.
"You'd better go back in", Ross whispered, "They won't miss me, but there'll be a hell of a row if you disappear"
Matthew sighed and turned to the window, where Judee was waving impatiently.
"Look after him, won't you, and have a good walk."
He watched wistfully as they ran off, and then turned back to his job as the centre of the party.
Some time later, after another screaming row between Stella and Charlie, and a scary attempt at stripping from Iris, he made his departure. Judee was sitting in the corner phoning someone about rug cleaning.
"Well, Mrs Levenson thanks for a lovely evening. I really should be going now - lots of work in the morning!"
She nodded silently and carried on discussing the staining power of wine and something unmentionable that might possibly be perfume. He tiptoed over the various slumped forms and crept to the car. To his surprise, Ross was sat on the bonnet with his hands in his pockets.
"Hello Ross. I was just wondering...where's Trixie?"
 "I don't know how to tell you this."
Matthew knew that tone of voice. He used it almost every day to explain the hideous mutilation of a beloved pet. Good news was not about to happen.
"Look..." he said hurriedly"...don't give me the details, just tell me where he is"
"He's under a combine harvester."
"How on earth...? No, it's best I don't know." He paused.
"Was it...very messy?"
Ross pulled out his hands and showed him the stains, and the little clots of hair.
"Oh my god. You should get that cleared up. It's my fault really, I should have warned you, I'm...ha...not very lucky"
"Can I ask you something?"
Matthew looked wistfully at him and nodded.
"There's about three people asleep in my room at the moment, and I'm scared that Stella will wake up again. Can I stay on your sofa tonight?". He looked pleadingly up at Matthew, his fringe falling back excitingly.
"Yes! Of course! And I have just the thing for clearing up your hands too." He opened the passenger door. "Hop in!"
  
Matthew drove back, trying not to stare at the tense profile beside him. They arrived back at the surgery with no more than the usual dead hedgehogs, and Matthew hurried to check on the one-eared vomiting kitten. Surprisingly, it was fine. 
He then showed Ross how to wash his hands efficiently using just cold water and a pumice stone, and made him some cocoa. He turned round to find him asleep at the table, with his hair trailing in the drink. He settled him on the sofa and tucked a blanket neatly round the edges.
He spent the night resisting the urge to pop back downstairs and stare at him sleeping, but did gaze a little over breakfast. It made the coming carnage a little easier to bear.
Ross woke up with a start, luckily just as Matthew had torn his eyes away.
"I'm going to be late for work," he said weakly.
"Oh dear, will you be in trouble?"
"No-one will notice. I've been left on my own since the whole siege thing."
"What siege was that?"
Ross laughed snidely
"No, it wasn't exactly big news. Still, I can't be a mean and heartless dole officer if I keep turning up late. And...oh...about your poor dog..."
"Don't think about it. It's all part of the curse - but that's a long story."
"Maybe you can tell me after work. Shall I meet you in the bar?"
Matthew beamed and went to work with a happy whistle.
  
That evening, in the bar, Matthew told him all about the ancestral Trouble and his fears that the bad luck was spreading. Ross seemed skeptical at first, but was impressed by the weight of statistics. 
Matthew had kept a notebook of all the deaths he and his father had been responsible for, and even at one line per killing, it was pretty full. They toasted the fallen Trixie and drank deeply. Unfortunately for their peace, there was a band on tonight.
"Good evening ladies and gentlemen, we are Les McQueen's Crème Brule. I and these exciting young musicians behind me will recreate the golden days of the late seventies."
Les grinned and flexed his satin lapels.
"First, let me introduce the band. On guitar and vocals we have muggings here.". Les bowed humbly.
"Behind me on the guitar is the very talented Tony!"
A mass of ginger curls waved feebly
"And last, but certainly not least, the excellent Mickey Michaels on drums!"
A gormless youth with a mullet waved his drumsticks excitedly.
"OK, this was a hit in the great year of seventy-five, and it's called 'Telephone Tears'. Take it away, Tony..."
The band started to play earnestly. Matthew turned away, thinking they were a funny looking lot, and carried on talking to Ross, who was much more interesting. Despite his rather reserved exterior, Ross was very sympathetic about the curse and the bad luck thing, and had some tales himself about the terrifying people who inhabited the Jobcentre.
  
The song changed to one with a persistent bass line, which no amount of misplaying could destroy. Matthew felt it go right through him to parts he'd tried to forget about.
"...black magic box, ahhh."
He stopped talking about pet insurance and looked straight at Ross. Ross looked straight back. Empowered by the bass line, Matthew leant forwards until they were almost nose-to-nose. Ross appeared frozen to the spot. Matthew reached out and brushed the fringe from R's face, moving a fraction closer. The bass line rumbled on and on.
And then stopped with a horrible squeal.
Les 's cheery voice piped up.
"Sorry about that, folks. Bit of trouble with the amps. We'll be back on right away"
Ross blinked and jerked back.
"What do you think you're doing?" he pushed his glasses up his nose and took a quick drink. Matthew opened his mouth but could say nothing.
"I think I'd better go. See you around some time, eh?". Ross vanished.
  
Matthew watched his departing back and sighed, fully and strenuously. His bad luck seemed to extend far beyond animals. The song started again, but it wasn't as good this time around.
The End
 
No 2
The Great Escape by Jess (tubbstatsyrup@aol.com) 
  
The bars of the cage made the light shoot inside like violent shards of glass. A small, dark and wretched figure huddled into the corner, shrinking away from the light. Shrinking away from the outside world and horrific, opprobrious torment it had been reduced to. 
“Come on, wake up!” a loud, high-pitched voice called suddenly, shattering the silence. Light poured into the cage, the long, dark lines of shadow cast by the bars disintegrating as the glare flooded inside. The figure moaned and twisted awkwardly to face the wall. “Now come on…” said the piercing little voice anxiously. “I’ve only just been promoted to looking after the wives, and I’ll get into trouble if you get funny with me…” There was a silence. The figure didn’t move. “Please…?” pleaded the little voice, pathetically. The figure shifted reluctantly and snapped:
“Alright, you little bastard, I’m up!” The robust frame turned suddenly as it stood. “Now piss off and leave me alone!” 
“Alright, Miss Woodall, you don’t have to be nasty to me,” muttered Mr Ingleby indignantly. “I just carry out orders from Papa Lazarou, I don’t make them up.” He looked down at the ground, a long way below. His grand exit was going to be more difficult than he had previously thought. “Erm… could you put me down?” There was a pause. 
“Oh… I’m sorry, Reg,” said Bernice, her voice softening. “I just… well… well you can’t imagine I enjoy it here, can you?!” 
“I know,” said Mr Ingleby, sitting inbetween two of the cage bars and resting his chin in his hands. “But it could be worse.” 
“How could it be worse?” asked Bernice, in exasperation. “I’m stuck here with that freak who took my mother thinking I’m his wife!” Mr Ingleby shrugged. 
“At least you don’t spend every evening being tied up in a sack and having people laugh while you untie yourself and then have to ask to be taken out of the bag because you can’t reach the bloody drawstring…” Mr Ingleby trailed off and glanced at his feet. 
“We’re both in a mess, aren’t we?” asked Bernice, her usually pristine white dog-collar now looking decidedly grubby and her trademark mane of curls sagging somewhat. “I’d do anything to go home…” 
“You and me both. And I’ve been here longer than you.” Said Mr Ingleby, swinging his legs idly. There was a silence in which the two captives’ eyes met and a pang of pain and understanding passed between them. It was broken in seconds by a raucous yell from the other side of the wagon. 
“Papa’s here!” A relatively small man with a top hat and long, dark coat drifted into the room as if he was floating. “Where are all ma lovely wives…?” Bernice shrank back into her cage and Mr Ingleby scrambled to his feet. 
“Papa Lazarou!” He exclaimed, holding onto one of the bars for support. 
“Dave, why aren’t ma wives all up and ready to move on to the next town?” Asked Papa Lazarou with strangely calm fierceness. 
“I… I got held up, Papa Lazarou, I’m sorry…” squeaked Mr Ingleby, looking helplessly down at the floor again. He couldn’t make it from that height. It was then he noticed the small, shadowy figure behind Papa Lazarou, hobbling on ridiculously bandy legs. It was Mama Lazarou, who thankfully came and helped him down as Papa slithered off towards the larger cage at the other end of the wagon. This contained, amongst other wives, Annie, who had been picked up in the same town as Bernice, albeit a few months earlier. 
“Well, ma darlings, we’ve been on the road for a good few months now and I think it’s time we returned to one of ma favourite places to sell some pegs and collect some new wives…” Papa span around dramatically, his gold tooth flashing revoltingly. “…Royston Vasey!” 
Bernice looked up immediately. Royston Vasey? Her home town! Maybe she could escape… find her way back home… and then she could return to normality at last… a bottle of taboo, a night alone with the lights off… yes. She had to escape. She had to. 
  
It was dark when the carnival wagons finally clattered down the hill from the moors and into Royston Vasey. Bernice, hearing the shouts of Papa Lazarou’s midgets, Tik Tik, Pebble and Simba, reached out and gripped the bars to her cage. They were there. Back home! Bernice glanced out into the wagon. It was dark and deathly silent. With a mixture of frustration and despair she pulled at the bars of the cage, desperate to get out. The shafts rattled loudly as she strained to make them move, awaking Mr Ingleby, who had been asleep in a sock on top of her cage. He poked his head down over the edge to see inside. 
“Bernice… what are you doing?” He asked sleepily, rubbing his eyes and kicking his sock off. 
“Trying to get the hell out of here!” Bernice hissed, rattling harder. “Don’t you know where we are?” 
“No,” Mr Ingleby said, frowning in curiosity. “Where?” 
“Royston Vasey! Where I live! I have to get out of here and go home!” said Bernice, softly. 
“Really?” asked Mr Ingleby, raising his eyebrows. “Is that near Spent?” 
“Very, I used to work there. Why?” 
“Because that’s where I live… or lived.” His head disappeared. “Could you put me down?” Bernice reached up through the bars and Mr Ingleby sat in her palm as she bought her hand back inside. 
“Help me escape, Reg,” said Bernice, eyes wide. “You said you were in charge of the wives, you must have the keys to the cage! Let me go!” 
“I… I do have the keys…” 
“Then what are you waiting for? Undo the bloody lock!” Mr Ingleby looked uncertain. 
“Well, I don’t know…” he looked at his feet. “Papa Lazarou would never forgive me if I did—” 
“So come with me!” Bernice babbled, unable to think of anything but escape. 
“What?” 
“Come with me! We’ll escape together, then I’ll get you back to Spent as soon as we’re safe and away from…” she looked towards the wagon entrance. “…him.” There was a silence. 
“I don’t think I can, Bernice, it’s too risky… he can… do things…” Mr Ingleby squeaked, shaking his head. 
“Isn’t it worth a try, at least? Christ, Reg, we can’t go on like this! Anything is better than this!” He sat, in the centre of her hand, in silence, contemplating the situation. 
“Could you put me down?” He said, finally, clambering to his feet. Bernice, filled with sorrow, slowly let him down. He turned to face her. 
“Well?” She asked, fearing she already knew the answer. 
“Well…” He frowned, and looked back into the wagon, full of cages. He didn’t exactly lavish the thought of spending the rest of his life in this place. Or spending the remainder of his evenings struggling out of a sack. No. No, Bernice was right. “OK, let’s do it. Let’s get out of here.” He said finally, trying to look powerful. But failing. 
  
It was early evening when The Great Escape was to take place. After a lot of lifting up and putting down, Mr Ingleby unlocked Bernice’s cage, but she agreed to keep it pulled to until the evening, when Papa Lazarou and the others would be setting up and safely out of the way. The wives weren’t part of Papa Lazarou’s act, and they could hardly stop her escaping. 
Bernice was filled with a mixture of anticipation and anxiousness when she heard the circus folk disappearing into the huge Big Top to set up the seating. It was time. 
She quietly pushed the cage door open. It creaked painfully loudly as she squeezed out, but she was relieved to finally stretch her legs. 
“Reg?” she hissed into the darkness, peering around. 
“I’m down here!” She looked down and saw Mr Ingleby at her feet. “You nearly trod on me!” he moaned, as she picked him up. 
“Sorry.” She looked at the door, now little more than a glowing square of light against the darkness of the wagon walls. “Right. Here we go.” Bernice said, taking a deep breath and looking down at Mr Ingleby. “Ready?”
“As I’ll ever be,” he said nervously, hopping from foot to foot. To Bernice it felt like a ladybird running across her palm. 
  
Bernice edged her way towards the wagon door, with Mr Ingleby sitting on her shoulder, holding on to her tattered dog collar, which had slipped to one side. She peered out of the door, and saw Papa and Mama Lazarou going into the big top. For a moment she wondered if she should try to take Mama Lazarou with her – after all, she was also there against her will. But Bernice quickly dismissed the idea. It was too risky, and if the stupid woman hadn’t managed to escape herself then she certainly wasn’t going to have the chance to sabotage Bernice’s attempt. She stepped out into the dim light of the early evening, and leapt around to the shaded right side of the wagon. They were well concealed there, and had a good view of their surroundings. 
“Do you know where we are?” asked Mr Ingleby in a squeaky whisper. 
“Yes…” said Bernice, frowning as she tried to remember things. She raised an arm and pointed to their left. “Look! It’s the church!” She gazed at it longingly. “My church.” 
“Well, do we head for there, or what?” asked Mr Ingleby, who was getting anxious.
“Well, we could do. What we really need is just generally somewhere to hide until Papa Lazarou moves on. He caught me at the church, so maybe that’s not such a good idea.” She frowned in concentration. “Think, Bernice, think…” She tried to remember her last few weeks in Royston Vasey before she had been kidnapped. So much had happened; that boy, Justin, from Swanmills Estate had disappeared, that strange old building on the hill had been burnt down, there had been that huge nosebleed epidemic… “Aha!” She craned her neck to look at Mr Ingleby. “The butcher’s shop on Hog Row!” 
“What about it?”
“Well, the butcher… erm… Briss, I think his name was, disappeared last year. The shop was left empty!”
“It could be renovated by now,” said Mr Ingleby knowledgeably. “I know about the commercial scene—” 
“No, Reg, you don’t understand. Royston Vasey is full of freaks and dumb-arses. There’s not one person here capable of setting up a business, believe me!”
“Right, well, let’s try that, then. If it’s empty we could stay there overnight and by mid-morning Papa Lazarou will be gone!” Said Mr Ingleby, overjoyed. Bernice turned to glance behind her. 
“OK, we’ll go backwards, away from the carnival, and take a shortcut through Bum Park. Come on.” She hitched up her cassock and began to jog at speed away from the carnival. 
  
It was about time for Papa Lazarou’s show to start when Bernice and Mr Ingleby reached Hog Row. Bernice glanced up and down the street fearfully, instantly spotting the familiar Mason’s Arms, charity shop, and, to her delight, butchers. 
“There it is!” She said, pointing at the building, shrouded in darkness. “And look—it’s still empty!” 
“What are you waiting for? Go, go!” said Mr Ingleby, jumping up and down on her shoulder. Bernice ran blindly forwards, into the road, and was immediately greeted by the sound of a car horn. She staggered backwards, off the road, just as a pink cab screeched to a halt inches from where she had been about to run. Bernice felt Mr Ingleby go tense. “Oh, my God!” he squeaked. 
“What?” Bernice panted, still in shock. 
“That’s Barbara’s car—” 
“So? He… she… it’s the only cab driver we have in Royston Vasey.” 
“You don’t understand… Barbara’s my ex-girlfriend.” 
“I beg your pardon?!” erupted Bernice, watching as the door of the pink cab opened and two high-heeled shoes appeared from inside. 
“You lunatic, I could have knocked you down!” A deep, very unwomanly voice said, as the rather intimidating form of Barbara appeared from the car. She squinted a little as she saw Bernice, almost as if she was unable to believe it was her. Then she spoke: “Miss Woodall? Is that you?” Bernice sighed. 
“Yes, it’s me.”
“We all thought you’d disappeared! Where have you been?” Barbara looked at Bernice’s rather tattered clothes and bedraggled appearance. “What happened to you?” 
“I can’t explain now, Barbara, but…” Bernice was suddenly aware that Barbara was staring at her right shoulder. She followed her gaze and saw a clearly visible hump underneath her cassock. It was obviously Mr Ingleby. 
“What’s that?” asked Barbara, almost suspiciously. “Looks nasty.” 
“Well… uh…” Bernice gave up and shrugged quickly. “Anyway, Barbara, we… uh… I mean I, need somewhere to stay, to hide, as it were—” She was cut off as Barbara strode over to her and poked the lump on Bernice’s shoulder savagely. 
“Ow!” shrieked Mr Ingleby, his head emerging from a tear in the material at the back. 
“Reg?” exclaimed Barbara, her eyes, although heavily weighted by mascara, opening wide. 
“Erm… hi, Barbara,” said Mr Ingleby awkwardly, trying to avoid her gaze.
“Where… where have you been?” 
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he sighed, pulling himself out of the hole in Bernice’s cassock and sitting glumly on her shoulder. 
“Try me!” 
“OK… I was kidnapped by a travelling circus master who collects wives and sells pegs, and he made me into the World’s Smallest Escapologist.” Mr Ingleby babbled. There was a silence. 
“You’re right, I don’t believe you.” Said Barbara. “If you wanted to break it off, Reg…” she paused tearfully. “Then you could have just come out with it – faced it like a man. You didn’t have to run off like that, and make up some stupid story—” 
“No, that’s the thing, Barbara, it’s true! I was kidnapped too, some time after Reg was, and we’ve only just been able to escape!” Barbara narrowed her eyes. “Why else would I be running around, looking like this?” She indicated to her clothes and stared at Barbara desperately. 
“We need somewhere to hide so Papa Lazarou doesn’t find us,” said Mr Ingleby, pleadingly. “Please, Barbara…” Barbara turned and walked back to her cab, to Mr Ingleby and Bernice’s dismay. She opened the passenger door. 
“Come on, then, hop in.” 
  
“I went to the carnival last time it was in town,” said Barbara, handing Bernice a glass of taboo. Bernice took it and drank it like it was pure gold. Which, to her, it was. “I tried to get them to take me as a bearded lady, but they weren't having any of it.” She took a mouthful of her own drink and leant down to the floor to pick up Mr Ingleby. He didn’t even have to ask, it was instinctive. 
“It was a nightmare, Barbara, being stuck there—” 
“Well, you can stay here until he’s gone,” interrupted Barbara firmly. “I insist.” She put Mr Ingleby down on the table carefully. To his surprise, one of his specially made chairs was sitting there, ready for him. He stood for a moment, just staring at it. “You didn’t think I’d throw everything from our flat out when you left, did you, Reg?” asked Barbara, seeing his reaction to the chair. 
“I didn’t leave, Barbara, I was kidnapped.” He said quietly. 
“But you wanted to leave, didn’t you? The kidnapping was just convenient.” Bernice began to feel increasingly uncomfortable. She didn’t fancy them having a lover’s tiff whilst she was there. 
“I think I’ll turn in,” she said, downing the last of her drink and rising from the table. She quietly disappeared into the next room. There was a silence. 
“I never wanted to leave, Barbara, I could hardly help it, could I?” 
“Why has it taken you so long to get back?” 
“I didn’t know where I was! I’ve spent the majority of my time tied up in a bag, I didn’t have time to think about bloody escaping!”
“Didn’t have time to think about me, either, obviously.” Said Barbara bitterly, tapping her glass with her index finger. 
“Oh, well, sorry for not sending you a postcard or anything, but I couldn’t find a souvenir shop in the cage!” Mr Ingleby screeched sarcastically. There was a pause. 
“They… they kept you in a cage?” 
“To begin with, yes.” He shuddered at the memory. 
“God. Well… I’m sorry.” 
“Yeah. So am I.” Said Mr Ingleby, staring at the tabletop blankly. There was another silence. This was a difficult conversation for both of them. “You moved on, then.” It was more a statement than a question. 
“What?” asked Barbara, immediately on the defensive.
“From Spent, I mean. To Royston Vasey.” 
“Oh,” said Barbara, sounding distinctly relieved. “Oh, yes, yes I did. More business here, y’see.” 
“Right.” Another halt in conversation. “And… did you move on… in other ways?” Mr Ingleby asked finally, with anguish in his voice. Barbara thought of her near-encounter with young Benjamin Denton and decided that wasn’t important. It was all so embarrassing anyway – thank God he left town! She could never look at her gear stick the same way again. 
“Well… there was something… it was nothing, really…” said Barbara, looking at the piece of string tied around her finger. Her wedding ring to David Tattsyrup. 
“What? Or should I say ‘who?’” said Mr Ingleby gently. 
“I… I went through a similar thing to you… I was kidnapped… and they wanted me to marry their son—” 
“Marry? You…” Mr Ingleby swallowed hard. “You’re not married, are you?” 
“It was never an official thing, it was…” She was unable to think of the right words. “I guess, I’m an unofficial widow.” 
“You mean he’s d—” 
“There was a fire.” Barbara changed the subject immediately. “And what about you?” 
“Sorry?” 
“Did you… ever meet anyone?” Mr Ingleby winced as he remembered the night he had spent 3 hours mistakenly chatting up a pepper mill and shook his head. 
“No. No, never.” He looked away. “There could never be anyone else, really.” Barbara felt a pang of sentimentality, but shook it away. It was ridiculous; it had been too long... hadn’t it? 
“I’m going to bed,” She said, rising from the table. She put out her hand and he obediently climbed into her palm. “I still have your bed… I’ll fetch it.” 
“OK, thankyou.” He almost whispered, holding onto her thumb for support. It was then he saw the string wedding ring. He glowered at it with hatred, as Barbara put him down on the floor next to the wall and fetched the bed from a cupboard. As she put it down, he saw the ring again. “Barbara?” 
“Yes, Reg?” 
“Your husband… did you…” he trailed off. 
“Did I what?” 
“Did you… love him?” Barbara stared at Mr Ingleby for a moment, and there was a painfully long stillness and silence. 
“No.” She said, finally, holding his gaze. “No, of course I didn’t.” Mr Ingleby nodded in acknowledgement and climbed into his bed. He had forgotten how good it felt to be in his own, comfortable bed, and he immediately felt extremely drowsy. His eyes half closed, he whispered: 
“Goodnight, Barbara.” 
“Goodnight, Reg,” Barbara murmured, kissing her little finger then placing it lightly on his forehead (she knew from experience that a proper kiss could land him in hospital for a week). She stood and watched the tiny sleeping figure for a couple of minutes, before retiring to her own room, her head swimming. 
  
Late the next morning, Bernice and Barbara both stood at the window of Babs Cabs main office, looking out at Hog Row. Mr Ingleby sat on the windowsill, also peering out. 
“Don’t worry, loves, I’m sure they’ll be off any time now.” Said Barbara, putting a comforting arm around Bernice’s shoulders. And, sure enough, a procession of wagons began to clatter down Hog Row. Bernice ducked below the window, and grabbed Mr Ingleby off the sill just before they past the window, and Barbara watched as the strange array of  Siamese twins, midgets and men dressed as birds walked alongside the wagons. She could see Papa Lazarou, who cut a terrifying figure snapping his whip at his horses, and felt a fresh pang of sympathy for Bernice being his “wife”. After a few minutes, all the wagons had past, and Barbara could see them turning away onto the New Road, build up over the moor where the old Local Shop had been. She had only lived there one night, but she still remembered it well. 
“Have they gone?!” asked Bernice in fear. 
“Yeah, they’ve gone.” Said Barbara, helping Bernice up and then picking up Mr Ingleby. 
“Oh, thank God!” Bernice exclaimed. “Now I can go back to my church and my house… oh, thankyou so much for your help, Barbara!” 
“Thanks OK, love,” said Barbara. “It was nothing.” Suddenly, the phone rang, and Barbara hurried to pick it up. “Hello, Babs Cabs?” 
“Barbara?” 
“Yes?” 
“It’s Mike Harris. My lift back from my conference has fallen through, I’m in Spent. Can you come and get me?” 
“Sure, love, I can be there in ten minutes.” 
“OK, I’ll be outside the bus shelter.” 
“See you there.” 
“Thanks, Barbara!” She replaced the receiver. 
“Job?” asked Bernice brightly. 
“Yeah.” Said Barbara, glancing around for her keys. 
“I’d better see to getting you home, like I promised,” said Bernice, looking down at Mr Ingleby. 
“I… I have to pick someone up in Spent,” said Barbara, almost nervously. “I could drop you off… if you want.” Mr Ingleby looked up at her. 
“Yes please. I’d like that.” 
Barbara reached for her keys, and, as she did so, she saw the string wedding ring on her finger. After a moment’s thought, she slid it off her finger and left it on the side as she picked her keys up. Mr Ingleby saw the string as she moved towards the door and looked at her in surprise. 
“Well, are you coming?” Barbara asked, as she held the door open for Bernice, who went out and almost ran down the road in the direction of the church (and incidentally the off-licence). Mr Ingleby smiled and held out both arms. 
“You’ll have to lift me up.” 
The End
Creative Block – By Jess (TubbsTatsyrup@aol.com) 
  
The sky was turning a deep, thick blue, and the first couple of stars had appeared, imbedded in the blue like studs on a denim jacket. 
“Hold on, that was quite good…” Ollie, who was sitting cross legged on the top of the Legz Akimbo van, felt in his pocket, pulled out a scrap of paper and a pencil, and scribbled the metaphor down. It was all good material, after all. Material he needed. After “North”, which had failed horribly, he hadn’t had one flash of inspiration, one idea he could turn into a script. He felt desolate. He had hoped the name of Plimsoles would go down through history like Wilde, Shakespeare and Priestly, but, alas, it seemed it was not to be. He couldn’t think of any more plays, and even if he could, he had run out of issues to attach to them. Phill and Dave were bored. They wouldn’t stick about much longer. It was over. 
With a sigh, Ollie pushed the paper and pencil back into his jacket pocket and uncrossed his legs. He let his legs drop over the edge of the van, and then pushed off, landing on the ground below with a slight jolt. A pain shot into his left knee and stayed there, burning angrily. Damn. 
“Can’t even jump off a bloody van, now. What a joke.” He glanced back up at the sky, then down at his watch. It was getting on a bit. “Better get back,” he muttered to himself, opening the driver’s door. He didn’t want to go. Back to the Windermere Guest House, the only place cheap enough for he, Phill and Dave to stay. Ollie hated staying there, with people dressed in leather and chains constantly wandering about and the unbelievably annoying Alvin Steele always talking about all the “functions” he’s been to. But they couldn’t afford to stay there much longer anyway. That was something.
With one last look up at the sky, Ollie got into the van. Again he felt the pang of pain in his knee. Ooh, yes, he’d feel that tomorrow morning. He pushed the keys into the ignition and twisted them savagely. The van roared into life. He put the van into gear and drove out of the lay-by. 
  
* * * 
  
Just as Ollie turned from Glove Grove into Hog Row, a figure was pushed roughly from the door of Shebabs, and staggered right into the middle of the road. Ollie forced his foot onto the brake and the van skidded violently to a halt. 
“Oh, God!” he gasped in relief, as he saw the figure standing still a couple of metres ahead, unharmed. After a few seconds silence, to collect his nerves, he opened the door and got out, still shaken. “You alright, mate?” he called to the figure, still in shadow, out of the pool of light the streetlight shone onto the road. 
“Yeah, you could say that,” it said. 
“I’m sorry, I… well, you kind of appeared from nowhere.” 
“Kicked out, mate. Right out of bloody Shebabs, for singing.” There was a pause. “It’s a shit business.” The figure stepped into the light. Ollie had to tilt his head to see the face of the man, who was wearing silver platform boots at least five inches high, as well as a metallic silver and pink catsuit. He looked extraordinarily downcast. “I used to be right up there, you know?” The catsuit-clad man continued. “After all that work I did, with Lynsey De Paul and Racey… I finally made the Eurovision heats… we were going places.” He sighed sadly. “And now…” Ollie didn’t know what to say. He certainly had no idea what the stranger was talking about.
“Erm, well, I’m sorry for almost running you over.” The stranger had his head bowed, and hadn’t seemed to have heard a word Ollie had said. “Look, are you sure you’re alright?” The man raised his head. 
“No.” he replied, simply. “I’m miserable, a failure, and a joke. Does that answer your question?” Ollie, taken aback at how this man was voicing what he had been contemplating only minutes earlier, babbled suddenly: 
“Do you want to go for a drink?” The stranger looked up in surprise. 
“What?” 
“It’s the least I can do,” Ollie added, surprised at his own forwardness. “After almost running you over.” The man studied him for a moment, taking in the tatty wax-leather jacket, the crisp white shirt, the round glasses. 
“Yeah, yeah, why not.” The two men started to walk towards the van, the stranger wobbling on his platforms, Ollie limping slightly from the jolt to his knee earlier. As they both got in, the stranger held out a hand. “Les,” he said, attempting a smile. “Les McQueen.” Ollie took Les’s hand and shook it gratefully.
“Ollie.” He said, twitching his mouth into a lopsided smile. “Ollie Plimsoles.” 
  
* * * 
  
“And so,” said Ollie, whose words were slurring slightly. “She said that she was moving in with her.” Les shook his head and took another swig of his pint.
“No way.” 
“Yeah, seriously, and then I looked out, and in the car, waiting, was this…” he considered his memories carefully. “Like a female Geoff Capes, yeah? And she was moving in… with that…” Ollie shook his head and leant back on the windowseat of the Mason’s Arms. He had hardly ever been in there, but now it seemed strangely comforting.
“I understand, mate, you know, when my wife left me, right, my son started up this band, and it’s like… like I’ve been betrayed, you know?” 
“Yeah!” 
“We’re not failures, you know, you and me.” Ollie looked up, and saw his new friend through a strange haze of alcohol, sorrow and mutual understanding. 
“No?!” 
“Nope. We are just…” Les paused and swayed slightly from side to side as he tried to think of the correct words. “Unappreciated artists.” 
“You think?” asked Ollie, excitedly. 
“Yeah! I mean, you write all these plays, and you have to perform them to school-kids. How are they meant to fully appreciate your work at that age? And me…” He took another long draught of his beer. “I am just ahead of my time, s‘all.” There was a silence. 
“I didn’t think anyone would ever understand,” said Ollie wistfully.
“Oh, I know. I mean, how many failed rockstars do you know working in retirement homes, wiping arses?” 
“Unappreciated rockstars wiping arses.” Corrected Ollie.
“Yeah.” Les glanced at his watch. “Oh, Christ. It’s really late. I’d better get back.” 
“Where do you live, locally?” asked Ollie, feeling like he’d clichéd, without knowing why. 
“Yeah, down Fartoo Close.” He paused and looked at Ollie hard for a moment. “You should pop around sometime. Number 71. Got a stained glass window thing on top of the door. Very 60’s. You can’t miss it.” Ollie smiled.
“OK, I… I might do, yeah.” Les smiled, his eyes twinkling behind his huge shaded glasses.
“I’d like that.” Les stood up with difficulty. “See ya, mate.” Ollie watched Les walk out, tottering on his platforms. When he left, Ollie drained what was left in his glass and stood up, feeling fresh, and quite invigorated. It had felt so good to share his feelings with someone who understood, someone who felt the same way. Although it felt kind of awkward, he knew he’d have to go to Les’s house and see him again.
  
* * *
  
It was nearly midnight when Ollie returned to the Windermere. He had heard the screaming from down the bottom for the road, confirming his suspicions that Sunny had arranged another “gathering”. It was degrading to be staying in that hotel, it really was. He hurried through the lobby and to the lift to avoid being caught by Alvin, and pressed the button for the first floor. It was a bit lazy to take the lift for just one floor, but his knee had really begun to hurt, and he still felt a little woozy from the three pints he had drunk in the Mason’s. He decided it was just easier to take it than not.
With a ping, the lift stopped with a jolt at his floor. Ollie stepped out, and glanced up and down the now dark corridor. There was no one about.
“All downstairs, with their vibrators and handcuffs,” he muttered to himself as he stepped out into the hallway and along towards his room. He fumbled in his pocket for the key, and then pushed it slowly and carefully into the lock. He didn’t think that Phill and Dave would be awake, and he didn’t want to wake them. He opened the door very slowly. The lights were all out, except for a small lamp on the table next to the bed. There had only been one room available when they had checked in, and so they rotated who had the pleasure of sleeping on the floor each night. Tonight it was Ollie’s turn. He saw Phill and Dave, sleeping top to tail, on the double bed in sleeping bags. Lucky them. He’d get his sleeping bag on the floor. Not even a mattress. He sighed, and went to hunt for his sleeping bag.
  
* * *
  
“Ollie, wake up!” Ollie was awaken by Dave, who was fully dressed, shaking him. Ollie sat up and felt a pain in the back of his head like it was being held over a gas ring.
“Oh, God.” He moaned, blinking at the light shining round the edges of the curtains.
“No need to ask where you were last night, then.” Said Phill, appearing from the bathroom, dressed, and rubbing his bleached-blonde hair dry with a towel.
“Flik-Flaks, was it?” asked Dave, sitting on the end of the bed and pulling on one of his trainers.
“Mason’s Arms.” Said Ollie, letting his head flop back onto the cushion he had been using as a pillow.
“Ooh, par-tee!” said Phill, sarcastically. “What were you doing there? I thought you said you were just going out for a drive.”
“I was…” started Ollie. He decided trying to explain about his talk with Les would be a waste of time. Phill and Dave wouldn’t understand. “Look, I feel really bad, can I meet you two downstairs for breakfast in about 15 minutes, after I’m up and actually awake?” Ollie asked, realising he wouldn’t be able to have a sensible conversation with either of his friends until he’d had a cold shower and at least three cups of black coffee.
“Yeah, OK.” Said Dave, tying his laces. See you in a moment, then.” Phill and Dave left, whilst Ollie crawled out of his sleeping bag and towards the bathroom for his shower.
  
* * *
  
“So, what’s on the agenda today?” asked Ollie, starting his third cup of coffee and beginning to feel human again.
“You’re not going to like this.” Said Phill apologetically.
“What?”
“We have an appointment at the job centre.”
“I thought that was next week.” Said Ollie, trying to hide his despair. Job centres. Was that what he had been reduced to?
“No, sorry.” Said Dave, taking a bite of his toast. “It’s today. We have to go and talk to the guy there, ‘cos we haven’t had any bookings for so long.”
“What’s that meant to mean, Dave?” snapped Ollie.
“Nothing—”
“Because if it’s about my scripts, I just haven’t had the inspiration recently! I’ve had a blank period, which I wouldn’t expect you to understand, since you’re not a writer!” He stopped, and felt his heart thrashing almost painfully inside his ribcage.
“Christ, Ol, I’m sorry—”
“No, Dave, I’m sorry, I just…” he trailed off. “Hangover, OK?”
“Yeah, alright.” Said Dave empathetically. “Fair enough.” There was a silence. Phill had the sense to break it.
“I noticed you were limping when you came down, Ol, are you alright?”
“Yeah, I just jolted it last night.”
“But if it still hurts, maybe you should get it seen to.” Phill persisted, concerned.
“I’m fine. If it still hurts tomorrow, then I’ll do something.”
“OK, then.” Said Phill, trying not to stare at the couple sitting next to their table who were dressed in rubber catsuits and handcuffed together.
“We’d better get going for our appointment,” said Dave, looking at his watch. “It’ll look bad if we’re late.” The three men got up from their table and shuffled carefully around the rubber and leather clad occupants of the other tables on their way out.
  
* * *
  
“Right, and your skills are…?” said Ross Gaines, the unemployment officer. Dave, Ollie and Phill looked at each other almost desperately.
“Erm… drama, I guess.” Said Phill. “And writing, forum work, that kind of thing.”
“OK…” Ross tapped some keys on the computer and then turned back. “And what about qualifications?”
“Er… well, Phill has a BA Honours in Theatre Arts,” said Dave, knowing that it was the best qualification they had between them. “And Ollie and I both did plays all through university and have both been in theatre productions until now, really.” Ross tapped yet more keys.
“OK. Now, before I run you through the matches on the computer, could I just give you some personal advice?” The three jobseekers looked at each other warily.
“Yeah, sure.” Said Ollie, after a pause.
“Now, people with skills… well, talents, of yours, often find that their best bet is to get together with some like-minded people and form a theatre group.” Ollie, Phill and Dave looked at him blankly. “I know what you’re thinking,” Ross continued. “You’re thinking: ‘We don’t want to perform shitty little plays to 10-year-olds, that’s about the most degrading thing for a serious actor to do with his career.’. But, believe me, it can pull in a decent amount of money, even if it is a totally humiliating sort of life.” There was a silence. Ollie stood up.
“I need some fresh air, excuse me.” He walked out of Ross’s office and into the hallway, where there were some people sitting, waiting for their appointments. At the end of the line, to Ollie’s joy, was Les. He looked up at Ollie, and smiled.
“Hey…!” He said throatily. “It’s you! That’s a stroke of luck!”
“Les!” Ollie almost cried, so pleased to see his friend after the awful time he’d spent in the office with Ross. Les wasn’t wearing the catsuit and platforms, but he still had a huge impact on Ollie’s mood, even in his scruffy jeans and grey jacket. “What are you doing here?”
“What do you think?” asked the large, pink-lipped lady sitting next to Les rudely, tapping a pen on her knee idly. “He’s looking for a job, like everyone else in this bloody room.” Ollie ignored her and turned his attention back to Les.
“Are you here for an interview?” He asked hurriedly.
“Yeah,” grimaced Les. “I’d rather not be here though. You?”
“Halfway through mine. Can’t stomach that smug tosser taking the mickey anymore.”
“Now that I agree with.” The woman said, tapping her pen harder.
“D’wanna get out of here?” asked Les, gesturing to the door with his thumb.
“Do I ever!” said Ollie gratefully, unable to stop himself grinning widely.
“Come on then, let’s go.” Said Les, getting up and brushing past the woman with her pen. The two men walked out of Oriel House and into the sunshine.
  
* * *
  
Within twenty minutes, Ollie and Les were sitting around Les’s dining table, both drinking from a can of Guinness and chatting as freely as they had the previous night. ‘Voodoo Lady’ played quietly in the background. Ollie found himself quite liking it.
“What I need is a new format.” Said Ollie, tilting back on his chair. “I introduced issues into my plays, now maybe I should introduce something new.” There was a pause.
“Hey…!” Les said, brightening as if a lightbulb had been turned on above his head.
“What?” asked Ollie, letting his chair fall forward again.
“I’ve had a fantastic idea…!” said Les, staring at the table as if he was unable to believe he had come up with such an thought.
“What?” Ollie asked again, excited by Les’s tone of voice.
“You need something new to introduce to your plays, yes?”
“Yeah.”
“And I need something new to do with my music, yes?”
“Yeah.” Said Ollie again, confused. “Look, I’m sorry, mate, but I don’t know where you’re going with this.” Les leant forward towards Ollie.
“Musicals.” He said triumphantly, leaning back.
“Eh?”
“Musicals, mate. You write a play, I write the music. A musical.” Ollie’s eyes glinted behind his glasses. He could hear the blood pounding in his ears. A bubble of excitement rose in his chest.
“You mean… instead of me writing plays about issues… I write them with songs in?”
“Yeah! And they wouldn’t be aimed at poxy kids, either. We’re talking Broadway, here, mate.” Ollie felt like he might hyperventilate. It was all so exciting, so wonderfully new and different for him, like a huge expanse of clean canvas…
“Yes.” He said breathlessly, looking up at Les with a delighted, lost smile. “Yes, yes! Let’s do it! Let’s write a musical!”
“We’ll show ‘em, Ol,” Les said, shaking his head almost with disbelief at the opportunities he could see ahead. “We’ll show the rest of Crème Brûlée. And Linda. And all those people who didn’t believe we could make it.” Ollie could feel his hands shaking. Everything changing. The hurt of Linda leaving, the frustration of Ross’s inadvertent taunting, his writer’s block, his lack of ideas, even the pain in his knee -  it all drained from him as he saw the breaks lying ahead. And as the two men’s eyes met, the pain, rejection and repression they had both endured seemed to fuse between them, like a bond that could never be broken. 

 
Fan Stories
Fan Fiction By David Isaacs
  
The atmosphere was very tense in the Pandemonium Carnival. 
Was this man really going to get in touch with the other side, and be possessed by that woman’s sister, Mary?

Most of the audience were gullible people, and believed that he may, actually manage it.  
Two members of the audience, however, certainly didn’t believe a word of it. 
One was a small man, with a lot of blond hair, a stripy jumper, and huge round glasses.  
The other was a woman, slightly taller than the man, lots of red hair, glasses, and a Marks and Spencer’s blouse on. 
The man was an ex-writer who used to own a crappy little theatre company called Legz Akimbo, was now on the dole, and hated dykes.  
And the woman was a dyke who worked at a Job Centre who hated dole scum.  
Luckily, they weren’t sitting anywhere near each other.  But later on, they would have to forget their differences and join forces. 
They knew each other, anyway, from their experiences in the Local Brother house.  And they hated each other. 
  
The man in the middle of the circus ring, a small man, about the same height and build of Ollie, with a blacked up face, and long, luscious, black, curly hair had begun to speak to the woman in the middle with him. 
“Dave, I’m gonna get in touch with your sister Mary now.” 
“I don’t have a sister Mary.”  Said the bemused old woman. 
“Yes you do!  She’s here, talking to me now.” 
“What’s she saying?  Ask her why I never met her.” 
“She’s telling you to give me your wedding ring.” 
“But I’m married, I can’t give you my wedding ring!” 
“Yes you can, give it to Papa Lazarou…” 
The conversation went on like this for a while, and the audience were bored out of their brains!  
  
Suddenly something very odd began to happen.  
Papa Lazarou began to shake quite violently.  
He was very shocked.  He obviously didn’t know what was happening.  
His face changed, slightly.  His nostrils grew bigger, until his nose was almost like a pig’s. 
Then he spoke again, but not in his normal gruff raspy voice.  This time he spoke in a high voice.  Almost like a woman’s. 
“Hello?  Can I help you at all?” 
Ollie and Pauline both sat bolt upright, at either ends of the auditorium.  They knew that voice.  It was the local shopkeeper’s, who had died about a year earlier.  She had been in the Local Brother house with them both.  
Maybe this man wasn’t a fake, after all. 
“Hello, who are you?”  Tubbs said to the old woman. 
“I’m Bridget.”  She said, very nervously.  It was quite obvious that something weird was going on here. 
“Are you local?” 
“No, I’m…” 
Tubbs screamed, very, very loudly. 
“What are you doing, to me, Dave?  Who are you?  Are you a ghost, from beyond?”  Papa was back. 
“No, I am a lady.”  It was Tubbs again.  She was touching Papa Lazarou’s breast to prove it, but was disappointed when she found not much there! 
  
If this man was a fake, he was very convincing, though Ollie.  A good actor!  That’s just what he needed!  Maybe he might even like to set up a theatre company with him.  Yes, that would be good.  Maybe he’d be on his way to stardom.  This could be it!  He decided to go and see him after the show, and ask him about that. 
  
“But are you from the afterlife, Dave?”  Papa said. 
“No, I am from Royston Vasey,” said Tubbs.  “But I’m in Swansea, now.” 
Papa was terrified.  What was happening to him?  
He suddenly broke down. 
“Oh, God, this is too much for me.”  Said Papa Lazarou.  
“What’s your name?” Sad Tubbs 
“Papa Lazarou!”  Said Papa Lazarou, predictably. 
“Papa Lazarou!”  Said Tubbs.  “That’s a nice name.  Can I be called Papa Lazarou, please?  Can I?” 
“Get away from me.”  Papa didn’t know what to do now. 
“Get away from me and go back to Swansea, or wherever you’re from.  I don’t know who you are, or what you want, but get away from me.” 
Tubbs giggled. 
  
The audience loved every minute of it.  They all thought it was an act, of course.  They were whooping and cheering. 
All Except Ollie and Pauline.  
Pauline knew it was Tubbs; there was no mistaking it.  She had got quite close to her during Local Brother, and would know her anywhere!  
She was, actually, quite frightened by it all.  She though she would have to go and see her after the show. 
  
Ollie was also going to see Papa Lazarou afterwards, but for different reasons.  
Papa Lazarou ran out of the ring, it was all too much for him. 
Then he ran back on.  He had forgotten something: Bridget!  He couldn’t give up the opportunity of recruiting another wife.  He dragged her backstage with him. 
He told Simba to make an announcement and say that the show was over. 
So Simba made an announcement and said that the show was over! 
  
Pauline and Ollie, rushed backstage, as soon as they heard this, not wanting to miss him. 
Pauline found her way there very easily.  But Ollie got lost.  As usual! 
“Papa Lazarou!  Papa Lazarou, over here!”  Said Pauline.  She ran up to him. 
“Papa Lazarou, I know this woman who’s taken over your body.” 
“Do you?”  Said Papa Lazarou.  
He looked down at her hand.  Damn!  No wedding ring! 
“Pauline!”  It was Tubbs. 
“Tubbs how are you?”  Pauline was happy to be speaking to her again.  She thought she had died!  Well…she had died, but she thought she’d never be able to speak to her agin. 
“I’m okay.  It’s nice in heaven, you’ll like it.” 
“How’s Edward?” 
Tubbs suddenly became very upset.  “I don’t know.” 
“What? Why not?” 
“I think he went to…the other place.” 
“You mean…” 
“Yes, Lun-dun (or wherever you happened to see the live show)!” 
 “Oh, Tubbs, I’m so sorry.”  She really was.  She knew how much Tubbs doted on Edward. 
“Well, God says I’m better off without him.” 
“Well, I suppose God knows what he’s talking about.” 
Tubbs grinned.  “Yes, I suppose he does.”  Then she added, “He smells of asparagus, though!” 
Pauline laughed. 
  
Then Ollie finally found them, and came bounding along. 
“Oh my God, it’s that arrogant, patronising piece of dole scum shit.”  Pauline said. 
“Who?” 
“Ollie “Scuse-Me-A-Minute-I-Think-I’m-Going-To-Be-Sick” Plimsoles.” 
“Oooo, I don’t like him, he’s not local.”  Said Tubbs, then:  “No, Jesus has told me not to think like that anymore.  Everyone’s local to somewhere.  And even if they’re not, it doesn’t make them a lesser person!” 
Pauline was proud of her. 
  
“Hello, Papa Lazarou,” Ollie said happily. 
“Hello, Dave?” 
Ollie looked behind him.  There was no one there. 
“Erm, no.  I’m Ollie, Ollie Plimsoles.”  He shook his hand.  “And I think I may have an interesting business opportunity for you.” 
“Do you, Dave?” 
Ollie looked behind him again. 
“No, I’m Ollie.”  He was angry. 
“Okay, Dave.” 
“Look, I’ve told you twice, now, and I don’t want to have to tell you again.  I’m Ollie!” 
“Okay then, Dave.” 
“I’M OLLIE!!!!!” Ollie screamed. 
“Okay then.  So what’s this business opportunity, then Dave?” 
Ollie saw red! 
“Shut up you black wanker.  I’m Ollie, okay.  Ollie!” 
He picked up a chair, and was about to hit Papa Lazarou with it. 
Papa Lazarou turned into Tubbs again (it was getting very confusing). 
“Ollie, don’t hurt me.  I have a husband, you know.”  
Then she though for a moment, and her face dropped.  “Well…not anymore.” 
Pauline felt very sorry for her, she could see a tear forming in her eye.  She didn’t know what to do.  She’d never been the hugging type.  
But she hugged Tubbs, anyway. 
Ollie was disgusted.  “Oh, for God’s sake stop it, you big fat dykes!”  
Tubbs didn’t understand this, but Pauline did, and was very angry, so she decided to take Ollie to one side, and give him a good talking too. 
“Ollie, what do you think you’re doing, you stupid cu…” She heard a noise.  “Hang on, what’s that?” 
“What’s what?” 
“That, can’t you hear it?” 
“What?” 
“It sounds like a sort of, moaning.” 
“Oh for God’s sake shut up, woman.  If I can even call you that!” 
Then Ollie heard it.  
It sounded like a group of women crying for help.  It was coming from behind that door, there. 
  
Instinctively, Ollie pushed open the door. 
He could not believe what he saw.  Nor could Pauline, for that matter. 
And then, he nearly fainted.  So did Pauline! 
“Linda?”  Ollie gasped. 
“Terri?” 
“Pauline???”  Terri was completely shocked.  
Pauline didn’t know what to think.  This was Terri, her long lost girlfriend.  She’d found her at last.  She was so happy. 
Ollie wasn’t, however.  This was Linda. Linda, the dyke, who he found in bed one night sleeping with the female Geoff Capes!  He felt like hitting her there and then.  
But he didn’t.  
He cried, instead.  It was so much easier to cry. 
“Why, Linda?  Why?  Why did you do it to me?” 
“Why did I do what?”  Linda was bemused. 
“Why did u run away with another bloody woman?” 
“Ollie, I didn’t.”  She didn’t know what he was on about.  Then she realised.  “No, Ollie, it was Papa Lazarou in one of his many disguises.  He kidnapped me while I was in bed.  I love you, Ollie!” 
Ollie smiled.  She was lying, she just wanted a way out of this cell, he thought.  Perhaps she was telling the truth, though.  Perhaps she did really love him!  Perhaps he could be happy again.  Perhaps, after so many years of unbearable depression, he could be happy again. Perhaps this was it! 
“We’ve got to get you out of there, Linda.” 
 “Erm…not so fast clever dick,” said Pauline. 
Ollie spun round, what was that big lezza doing spoiling the occasion? 
“Oh, what now?” 
“They’re locked in.  We’ll have to get the keys first, if we’re going to get them out!” 
“Oh, and how are we gonna do that then, Miss Marple?” 
“Well…we’re gonna have to forget our differences and work together to do it!” 
Ollie though about this…  
Well, if Linda wasn’t a dyke, then dykes couldn’t be too bad, could they?  And he did really want Linda back… 
“Okay,” he said.  “Count me in.” 
Pauline smiled, she was actually happy, for once. 
Ollie smiled too.  He was also happy for the first time in fifteen years. 
  
They came up with a good plan.  
They’d discovered, after hours of painstaking research, that Papa Lazarou had the keys to the cage in his coat pocket.  
All they had to do was convince Tubbs to give the keys to them, and they’d be able to get their loved ones back. 
  
However…it wasn’t that simple. 
  
Pauline went up to Papa Lazarou. 
“Tubbs,” she said.  “Are you there, Tubbs?” 
 “No, she’s not, I got rid of her.” 
  
FUCK! 
  
“Come back, Tubbs,” Pauline insisted. 
“She’s gone, Dave.” 
Ollie chimed in “We’ve got onions for you…and hair…” 
Papa Lazarou looked at him as if he was mad. 
“You’re mad!”  He said.  
He could talk!  Any man who painted his face completely black, owned a circus, called everyone Dave, and kidnapped women was hardly in the position to call anyone else mad! 
  
Pauline took Ollie aside. 
“Okay,” she said, “we’re going to have to get these keys some other way…” 
“How?” 
“I don’t know yet…just let met talk to him, okay?” 
She went back to Papa Lazarou. 
“Papa Lazarou?” 
“Yes, Dave?” 
“Erm…will you marry me?” 
What did she have to go and say that for???!?!? 
Papa Lazarou looked delighted. 
“Of course, we’d love you to join us.” 
“Good…” 
Oh God, what had she got herself in to? 
She didn’t know what to do next.  
But, if worse came to worst, Ollie had a plan.  She didn’t know that.  But Ollie did! 
“Erm…when do you want the ceremony?” 
“We can have it right away, Dave.  Will you take me as you lawful wedded husband?” 
“Erm…yes?”  She said uncertainly.  She didn’t know what to do. 
“Good!  You’re my wife now.  Come with me.  Come with Papa Lazarou.” 
That was a bit short, wasn’t it?  Wedding ceremonies should last longer than that, shouldn’t they?  What had happened to the party, the church, the speeches, the honeymoon… 
Well, she wasn’t in any position to complain. 
  
Papa Lazarou led her away, and she looked at Ollie in desperation.  
Ollie looked back as if to say, “Everything will be fine!”  But it came out wrong.  It ended up looking like “Piss off you fat bitch, what do you expect me to do?”  But that wasn’t how he had meant it at all! 
Papa Lazarou led Pauline through the door to the room with the cage in.  Ollie followed.  
When they entered, Papa Lazarou was surprised that Pauline didn’t struggle to get away.  He knew that something must be wrong, most women would be kicking and screaming by now… 
He looked around him, to see if there was anyone there.  
Ollie just managed to hide behind the door before Papa Lazarou could see him. 
Then he came out from behind the door, when Papa Lazarou had turned round again, and walked very quietly into the room. 
Papa Lazarou opened the door for Pauline to go into the cage, but she didn’t protest in any way.  He couldn’t work it out.  Why wasn’t she struggling? 
He turned around to see if he could see anything, and saw Ollie standing there, smiling maniacally. 
Papa Lazarou was about to hit Ollie, but Ollie got in there first, knocking him for six.  Well, it was a very hard it, so he may have even knocked him for seven.  He was deceptively strong when he put his mind to it (that was one of the things which had attracted Linda to him). 
  
With Papa Lazarou unconscious, all the women ran out of the cage, stopping to thank Ollie and Pauline on the way. 
  
Then Linda came out, and stared at Ollie for about five seconds.  It seemed like eternity!  
They were both in tears, completely stoned on happiness!  
They didn’t say anything.  They didn’t need to.  They just looked at each other, and then, in a mad embrace kissed each other. 
  
Then Terri came out and looked at Pauline. 
“I though you didn’t love me any more.”  Pauline said through the tears. 
“Of course I do, you big fat dyke!”  Terri said.  
And they kissed too. 
  
Papa Lazarou suddenly came to.  
He stood up.  
They were all so into each other that they didn’t notice him. 
He was just about to hit them, when he felt himself flung to the ground. 
“That’s for trying to kill my friends!”  Said Tubbs.  “Why don’t you go and meet my husband?  You’ll like him a lot!  You’re both evil bastards!” 
And with that, Tubbs lit a match she found in Papa Lazarou’s pocket, and set fire to his hair. 
  
It was quite upsetting for her, watching these happy couples.  She knew that she would never see Edward again.  It was probably best for her; he was a very bad influence.  But…she did love him. 
She descended back to heaven, knowing that she’d made four peoples lives a lot happier.  
  
Papa Lazarou regained control of his body, as she left.  
He didn’t realise that he was on fire, until it was too late. 
Much too late… 
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