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            PARTY IN A BOX BY NIMUE BROWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike opened the large cardboard box in a state of great enthusiasm. There at the top was his outfit, which he took away at once and put on. The horrible wig. The really big white shirt opened down the front. The hideous golden flared trousers covered in sequins. The platform boots that did not quite match them but which fit him very well indeed.

      He eyed the ensemble and found it to be ridiculous, which was very much as he had hoped, and so he took a quick photo, using the bedroom mirror for a selfie. Then he went back to the box.

      Next to emerge was a large piece of cardboard which he scanned and that took him to his all-night party soundtrack. Hours of disco music with the background sounds of people laughing and chatting and having a good time. Instant party vibes filled his modestly sized flat. He put up the glitter ball with very little difficulty. The disco lights themselves were smaller than he had anticipated but turned out to work fairly well and certainly added to the overall vibe and between them and the music, it definitely had a disco feel now.

      Next up was the party food, also very much on theme. A whole load of vol-au-vents full of prawn cocktail dressing, and cheese and pineapple on sticks. Retro crisp packets and other such goodies that went with his historical theme.

      Right at the very bottom of the box he found the party invitations, a little pack of them neatly wrapped in plastic, all of them with gold sequins glued to them that rather matched the sequins on his trousers.

      He held the invitations for a while and eyed them and wondered – as he listened to the cheery chatter of voices saying nothing on his party soundtrack – about some of his recent life choices.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAMILY VALUES BY LOUISE EWING

          

        

      

    

    
      Our family is awesome. Not everyone gets on, of course, and there’s epic fights from time to time – but that’s mainly the cousins and that. The four of us – we’re solid.

      We’re collectors. Mum collects silver, Dad collects gold, I collect bottle tops and my brother collects bones. Dad’s very particular – it has to be the real thing. If it glitters but it’s not gold, then it’s cheap tat and he’ll have none of that.

      Sometimes I take a present round to the nice old lady on the corner – the one with the big garden. I leave it on the kitchen windowsill, so she knows it’s from me.

      She’s good to us, so we are good to her – Mum says that’s important. Those that aren’t good – well, that’s a whole other matter.

      Myrtle had a nice tidy garden, which she nature-proofed as much as possible. Nice short grass, nice neat flower beds with nothing to attract nasty bees and big solid fences that no horrid wild animals could get through. Sometimes the neighbours’ cats still got in, so she had bought herself a Super Soaker water blaster from Argos. Oh yes, she was a woman prepared for anything… except for those bloody birds. The pretty ones were okay; she didn’t mind a robin or a bluetit – she wasn’t a monster. But those black and white abominations she abhorred. They had nested in the tree at the bottom. If they weren’t on the branches, they were flying in and out and all over the place. She’d told next door to cut it down, but they had said no and told her to go and do something very rude.

      Every time she tried to count them, there seemed to be more. It felt like they were doing it on purpose, flying in front of her windows and spoiling the view just to annoy her. The jackdaws in the front weren’t much better – all corvids were creatures of the devil as far as Myrtle was concerned.

      She threw pebbles from the patio at them and sometimes she used the Super Soaker she’d got for the cats. She swore at them a lot and they squawked back – such an ugly noise. And they were thieving wretches – she’d seen it for herself, little bits of things in their beaks as they flew back to their nest. One of them even had the audacity to swoop down and swipe a little silver coffee spoon off the table while she was sitting there. That was the last straw.

      It was a lovely spring day, while she was choosing which pebbles to throw next, as she finished her coffee on the patio, when she had the idea. Myrtle got out her mobile phone and went online. Bird food and weedkiller – it wasn’t hard to find.

      When it arrived, she put her yellow cleaning gloves on, mixed it up with some suet and rolled the mixture into little balls, smiling as she thought about the cleaning up that lay ahead. She scattered them around the lawn and went back inside to wait.

      Dad got us up early that day. Something very bad had happened and there was going to be a meeting out front.

      “What, with the cousins?”

      “All of them. Yes.” And he flew off to tell the rest of the family.

      There was a lot of shuffling about while they all jockeyed to get a good place and once they got started there was a lot of noise. They were bereaved, they were angry, they were clever, and they had ideas.

      I thought it was all very exciting and although what had happened was terrible, it was nice to see all the different bits of the family coming together. I felt quite proud to be a part of it and allowed myself a little ruffle.

      Myrtle went out in the morning with a plastic bag, gathered up all the feathered corpses and chucked them in the big grey bin out the front. Collection tomorrow, so that was good. She saw the birds in the front the garden but took pleasure in noting that none of them were in the back. She waved the bag at them smugly before she dropped it in, saying, “See what happens when you mess with Myrtle,” and then she laughed. She actually laughed – monstrous woman.

      At eleven o’clock, she went out to sit at the white table on the patio and have her mid-morning coffee as usual. The birds had transferred themselves from the front to the back, which was annoying, but didn’t bother her too much as they were perched on top of the fences or the tree and none flying in her lovely garden. She smiled and sipped her coffee.

      Looking up to ponder number seven of today’s cryptic crossword puzzle, she noticed that an awful lot more birds had gathered. All corvids of one kind or another. Word had ‘got out’, Mum said. Some were circling above her, some were in the garden, walking or flying towards her and though she shouted at them as usual, she was more than a little unsettled and, turning to run inside, she found more at the door.

      We flew at her from all directions until she was forced into the middle of the flat grassy bit. It was really cool. Her face looked different to normal, and she was making a funny noise.

      No one was sad that she was dead, but some were curious. By the time the police got there, the birds had all flown.

      In the middle of the back garden, there was a pile of bones and unsavoury innards and scattered on top, broken up bits of her (gold plated) jewellery. Whatever went on that day, only the birds knew for sure.

      ‘I love family get-togethers,’ I thought to myself as I snuggled down in my nest that night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL THAT GLITTERS BY JANET JACKSON

          

        

      

    

    
      The burglars used their Facebook app to find who in the town was on holiday. People could never resist putting their photographs on there for their friends to see. There were two houses in one street where the families were abroad. It was their lucky night.

      A quick drive up the street showed that only one of the houses had an alarm, so they parked close by. Jumping over the garden fence gave them access to a set of patio doors which were well known for their ease of opening. A burglar's dream come true.

      By torchlight, they scanned the downstairs rooms but found nothing of any value. They went upstairs hoping to find expensive jewellery in the bedrooms. The mother had obviously taken all the good stuff with her.

      As they turned to leave the bedroom, something glittered in the torchlight. It was a gold box on a table in the corner. They heard a dog bark further down the street so the burglars switched off their torches, viewing it by moonlight. The contents rattled as one of them picked it up. Opening the lid revealed a collection of gold coins inside. The burglars were ecstatic. They would get a good price for these.

      The youngest pushed the box inside a black bag to make carrying it easier and they headed back to the car. The oldest burglar rang a fence who collected gold coins to let him know what they had found. They went through a few red lights in their haste to show him the loot.

      At their destination the oldest man pressed the buzzer. When the speaker clicked, he said who he was and the door sprang open. The metal detector didn't beep when they walked through and the door to the upstairs automatically opened when they stood on the weight sensor. Taking two steps at a time they reached the top and were met by a pair of bodyguards with enormous muscles, facial scars and bent noses.

      The fence beckoned them to come forward. His bodyguards stood behind the burglars with their arms folded. The youngest one put his hand into the bag and passed the box over to the fence. The smile on this fence's face quickly turned into a scowl when he opened it up and saw chocolate peeping out of the gold foil. He clicked his fingers to summon the bodyguards and waved his hand towards the open window.

      It was at that point the burglars realised the metal detector hadn't gone off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BRIAN AND ARLENE: DOWN THE PUB BY PHIL SCULTHORPE

          

        

      

    

    
      We only nipped in for a quick drink. I know it wasn’t Arlene’s favourite place, but I liked the beer.

      Arlene asked for a flavoured water. The rather well-endowed young lady behind the bar was dismissive, “This is a real ale bar, luv. If you want to drink water, there’s a tap in the toilet.” So, Arlene had to settle for a half a lager.

      The barmaid banged it down on the bar like she was issuing a challenge.

      Arlene took the drink off into a corner, as far away from the counter as possible. I dutifully followed with my beer.

      She was clearly in a huff and, if past behaviour was anything to go by, would soon need to retire from the scene to regroup. So, I wasn’t surprised when, after only a couple of sips, she announced she needed the loo.

      While she was gone, I did my best not to let my eyes stray in the direction of the bar.

      When she returned ten minutes later, her makeup attended to, Arlene seemed a little calmer to me. People have made the same mistake about Vesuvius.

      She plonked down and said, “No doubt, while I was away, you’ve been admiring the view?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed the barmaid’s cleavage,” she said sarcastically.

      “Well, yes,” I had to admit, “I have noticed it.”

      In fairness, it was impossible not to notice it.

      “You wouldn’t catch me spraying glitter all over my chest just to get men to look at me,” Arlene declared.

      “But then, Arlene,” I replied, “you’re not the glittery kind of girl, are you?”

      It was out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

      I heard Arlene give an involuntary gasp. It reminded me of that time, once on holiday, when we were larking about and I pushed her into the pool, which turned out to be so much colder than she’d been prepared for. She didn’t talk to me for two days afterwards. Swore I’d been trying to drown her.

      “Well,” she snorted, “thank you very much, Brian Stanley Enderby, for that ringing vote of confidence. It’s so nice to know you don’t find me glittery.”

      Instinctively, she pulled her cardigan more tightly about herself. At different times that cardigan plays the part of her comfort blanket or her mental suit of armour. At that moment, I think it was playing both parts at the same time.

      I realised I was in a hole. The question was, how deep?

      The use of my full name certainly didn’t augur well. I reckoned I was going to be in for it unless Arlene could be appeased very quickly.

      “I merely meant that you’re far more classy than most,” I told her. “That, unlike lots of other women, you’ve got genuine style.”

      I had my fingers very tightly crossed. I was also giving Arlene my most profound little-boy-lost face. Yet, focused as I was on the task, I couldn’t help noticing – out of the corner of my eye – that the barmaid was observing the two of us, an amused smirk on her face.

      Arlene gave a contemplative kind of sniff. The kind that generally indicates she’s weighing up whether to give me the benefit of the doubt. She‘s persuadable, I thought.

      But I needed something more to tip the scales in my favour. Perhaps, an expression of sympathy might just do it? So, I took her hand and said, “Don’t tell me you’re getting another cold? Poor you, it’s only five minutes since the last one.”

      I’d entirely misjudged it. She snatched her hand away, obviously convinced this wasn’t a genuine expression of concern about her health, but more likely to be me worrying that a good night kiss would end up with snot all over my jumper.

      She knows me too well.

      “I’d have a perpetual cold if I dressed like that trollop behind the bar,” she sneered. “Her neckline is so low you can almost see her belly button.”

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop myself glancing over, just to check.

      “Men!” Arlene hissed and jumped up. “I’ve suddenly remembered, Brian, I was going to wash my hair tonight. So, I think I’ll be going. I’ll talk to you later, when you’re a bit more willing to concentrate on your girlfriend.”

      “Arlene, wait, I’ve not finished my pint.”

      “Oh, don’t feel you have to walk me home. You stay and ogle your glittery barmaid. But just you think on this: not everything in this world that glitters is necessarily gold.”

      She strode out, with a disdainful toss of her head. I have to say, her hair didn’t look like it needed a wash to me.

      To exit the pub, it was necessary to pass the bar. As Arlene hurried out, the barmaid watched her go with a studied impassivity.

      But as I rushed after her, she couldn’t resist flashing me a cheeky little sardonic grin of victory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL THAT GLITTERS BY MADELEINE MASTERSON

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, you are lucky!” (lucky lucky lucky). It didn’t feel lucky, it felt ordained. It was coming up to Halloween, orange everywhere, in the trees surrounding her small garden, and the leaves floating down and sticking to the wet path. The big fat round balls of the horse chestnut tree laying on the main path that ran across the top of the garden had split open to reveal their contents. Shiny conkers that years ago would have ended up on a string. Did anyone play with conkers now, she wondered. She smiled at the neighbour over the fence but didn’t say anything back. About being lucky and getting promoted. You couldn’t keep anything quiet in the village – somehow, they all knew. Of course, as well as this mysterious village seeping gossip like a slow mist creeping around every single house, they all shopped in the shop she’d been promoted in. So really, that was that.

      Pat laughed to herself as she finished tidying round her patch. At this time of year, the dying down of it all, the slightest bloom or blossom was so welcome, and the roses kept on coming. She dreaded the short days, but for now and with the extra bit of money coming in, perhaps she could think about a holiday. What would she tell her daughter when she rang for the obligatory checking in phone call? Would she say what she felt uneasy about, or just keep it to herself.

      Just a few weeks ago, although it seemed longer according to the laws of time by which it would stretch out or shrink to suit, yes only a few weeks ago, Pat’s daughter Suzi had picked her up for their morning out. This could involve a coffee in the new precinct or just somewhere that Suzi fancied. Her daughter was in the throes of a new relationship and each outing now centred on this. She might need a new dress, no, hang on, an entire new wardrobe and then the accessories not to mention hair, make-up, diet. Pat had slid from divorce to widowhood (if she’d still been married) to not bothering. Her job as Senior Customer Assistant in the Village post office and store had taken up the slack and been just about everything. She knew she was drifting rather than living but how to change that? The only way forward workwise was if her Boss, Mr Sizewell retired or died. He was soldered into the job of postmaster and didn’t they all know it.

      Suzi had decided on this particular outing that she must have new earrings. They had gone as usual into the nearest town’s shopping mall, noting which shops had gone (the big department store, the shoe shop, the card shop, that charity shop – oh, it was only temporary a ‘pop-up shop’) and Suzi, still excited about finding a parking space in the upstairs parking cavern, swung round in amazement and spoke,

      “All that Glitters! Ooh, and it does all kinds of accessories, Mum, look!”

      Pat did look – it had popped up as it were, in the empty shop right in the corner, that had been yet another charity shop. You couldn’t miss it, it was sparkly, this glitter that lights up going on and off in the window and even though it was nowhere near Halloween, it being early September, it was Halloween-themed and then some. When you hear those three words, Pat thought, all you can wrestle with next, are the next three words: is not gold.

      Suzi was in the shop before Pat could even say those cautionary words, so and as usual, she followed behind. Hoping that her daughter wouldn’t be too long finding the magic earrings in this crowded shop, Pat took herself off towards what seemed a quiet space with one of those big baskets of discounted goods. ‘TREAT YOURSELF’, the sign said. Everywhere she looked there were pumpkins, bats, witch’s hats, cats on broomsticks, but in this open basket, Halloween had taken a break; she idly picked through some of the packs of glitter pens and sets of lights, even a water feature – but it did have a sparkly light on the top. Then she picked up a small box in the shape of a chest. It had the word MAGICK written on the front and appeared to contain one of those tiny books inside. The price sticker said 50p.

      “Mum – Mum!” Suzi was over by the till, impatient to go now that she had found what she was looking for. A tiny pair of sparkly bat studs. “And I got this for Dave – a rat with light up red eyes.” Pleased with her purchases, Suzi hustled Pat out of the shop. She had bought the box, as she had realised once she was at the till that she was still holding onto it.

      “Are you buying that?” The shop girl stared at her with that patient look – these older women were the worst. Hours to get their purse out, you asked if they had a bag and that took even more time. Then they wanted a receipt. The transaction finally over with, Suzi marched her Mum out of ‘All That Glitters’ and over to the coffee shop that was still a coffee shop.

      “What is that?” Suzi sipped her coffee whilst Pat got the funny box out of her bag to re-examine it. “It’s just a Halloween gimmick, I think – it can entertain the customers at work if nothing else. I’ll look at it when I get home.”

      Once home, Pat put the box on the table and didn’t trouble with it until the evening set in. It was Saturday and the thought of another whole day to do what she liked, well, that was great. She sat down at the table and had a proper look at her ‘treat’. She had to clear a space first, amongst library books that she rotated (this made people laugh when she told them – it seemed they all just read one book at a time) and the fruit bowl with the heavy band of strong adhesive running round the side. It had been a wedding present and worth a few bob until she threw it at a wall during one of the many rows with Alan. Poole pottery, oh well. Happy days. Thinking about those days and all the ruined hopes, the disappointments, except for Suzi that is, Pat turned the tiny box upside down to shake out the contents. There was a miniature book but what was this? Pat looked closer at the tiny doll and gave a start as it unbent itself from the folded-up position under the book and then squashed down by the box lid. It was neither male nor female, just a very small basic shaped doll with tiny features and then she noticed something else. A pin had fallen out too, so she picked it up and stuck it into the top of the felt doll’s head. ‘Do less harm in there,’ Pat thought.

      Pat was asleep quickly that night and only woke once to the sound of heavy rain and wind battering the garden. Her dreams were heavy and full of complicated situations so it was a relief to wake up and get going. It being Sunday, she took her time over breakfast and read one of the books in the stack, trying to ignore the box and its contents still on the table. She had packed the contents back in, placing the doll folded over, first. The tiny book of Magick was back in there too but the definition of this Art, stayed with her:

      “The ability to cause change through force of will –”

      The new job offered to her initially as temporary, taking on full responsibility in the village store, quickly became permanent when it became clear that Mr Sizewell’s seizure and stroke was going to take many months (if at all) of recovery and rehabilitation. Pat had always been a welcome face in the store and now her customers could not wait to call in and say what a shame (Mr Sizewell) but how opportune for Pat! Indeed, Pat would have agreed but for the sense of dread and unease that had attached itself of late. This had increased as the days went by and was recently joined by panic; one lunch time she had made a special trip into town to go into ‘All That Glitters’ and just put the box back into the basket. Surely that would be the right thing to do. CLOSED. It had even had a brief closing down sale. Pat stared at the notice and tried to see into the shop but the blinds prevented this. Returning home, she put the box for now, in the back of one of the kitchen cupboards.

      Often, and as the days grew darker, this didn’t seem far enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GUIDING STAR BY FRANKIE BAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ahead of me, my lifeline glimmered and twinkled, a tiny guiding star that was just a pinprick in the sheet of darkness that enveloped me. I reached my hand towards the light, pushed my body against the rough stones that I could no longer see, trying to reach it, to claw at it, make it wider and allow the sunshine to reach my face. The light twinkled at me, taunting me, and the longer I looked at it the smaller it felt.

      I pushed forward again, the walls of the cave scraping against me, and the waves of regret that threatened to consume me welled up. I was a fool, a useless idiot full of hubris, and I should not have ventured into these depths with my friends. I should not have allowed myself to become separated from them. I should not have kept going alone. The walls of the cave had slowly become narrower as I made my way through, confident that I could handle this simple route myself, could find my way back to my friends, but the further I had gone, the less sure I was.

      At some point my headlight had given out, and I had no choice but to keep going in the dark. I had tried to turn back, but in the pitch that closed around me I could no longer figure out which way I had come. Now, finally, after I don’t know how long, there was a speck of hope glittering ahead of me. I must have gone uphill unknowingly at some point in my blindness.

      Desperate to reach the sunlight that signalled the end to my fears, I tried to squeeze myself into the narrow gap that seemed to be ahead of me. It was a tight fit, but I was hot, sweaty from walking for so long, and I managed to wiggle myself in, squeezing and scraping slowly towards the guiding star of light. I could feel the sharp stones cutting into my flesh as I went, a trickle of blood here and there around my belly, but that didn’t matter. I would rather be torn to ribbons and breathe the fresh air again, feel the rain on my cheek and the sun on my hands.

      Again I reached out, so close to the light, it felt as though my fingers were about to brush the hole. Just a little more, I pushed, more tears, more bleeding, but I reached. The soft body of the glowing insect was plump under my fingertips, and I smeared it with a little blood, dulling its shine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE GLITTERATI NEXT DOOR BY DAVIA SACKS

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always been a little jealous of the family next door. I’m not proud to admit it, but there you are.

      It’s not like I’m wanting for anything. I have a nice house… it could use a little TLC, but it’s perfectly fine. I have a car. It’s nine years old, but it gets me everywhere I need to go. My husband is a good man and a good father to our kids. He doesn’t make tonnes of money as an optometry technician, but along with my income as a pre-school teacher, we have everything we need.

      And I adore my kids, a boy and a girl. Twins. They don’t excel in school, but they do okay. They’re, you know, average students. But they don’t get into trouble. Except occasionally. Like when Junior gets sent to the headmaster’s office for fighting with one of the other boys. But the other boy always starts it. Junior’s never the instigator. And Mary Ellen once got caught cheating on a test, but it was a pop quiz and she hadn’t been given any notice so she hadn’t known to study for it.

      Anyway, we always have food on the table and heat in the winter and air conditioning in the summer. And we have a wonderful dog. He’s the cutest little guy, and we’re all crazy about him.

      So why, then, am I jealous of the neighbours? I mean, yes, they have a bigger house… a much bigger house, in fact. Frankly, it’s a fecking mansion. Excuse my French. And they have a pool in the backyard. Olympic-sized. Why anyone needs a pool that big, I can’t imagine. But they do invite Junior and Mary Ellen over to swim with their kids, which is very nice of them. They also have a hot tub and we hear them partying in that hot tub every single night into the wee hours. I swear, they’re so loud, they could wake the damn dead!

      You know, come to think of it, I can’t conceive of how they got all that money. She used to be a waitress at Wetherspoons, and he sold used cars. Not high-end used cars either. And he wasn’t even a manager, only a salesman. And yet, neither of them works anymore, and he drives a Mercedes and she drives a BMW.

      It crossed my mind that they might have won the National Lottery, but I ran into her in the Post Office one day when I was buying a ticket; she scoffed and said she thinks that kind of thing is a complete waste.

      I don’t know, maybe it’s the old man living in the pool house. Maybe he isn’t the groundskeeper, as I’d assumed, maybe he’s a rich relative. An enormously rich relative. But, if that’s the case, why isn’t he living in the actual house with the rest of the family? Why does he just stay hidden in the pool house all day? Come to think of it, I’ve never seen him during the day, I’ve only seen him at night.

      The first time I saw him, I thought they were having some sort of bonfire, but then I realised the red glow was coming from the old man. I mentioned that to my husband, but he said it must have been the Purkinje Effect, which he explained has to do with the way the human eye perceives colour in low light.

      “But how do you explain the smell?” I asked.

      “The smell?” he replied. “Are you saying you smelled wood burning?”

      “No,” I said, “not wood… more like… more like… rotten eggs. Yes, that’s it. It smelled exactly like rotten eggs!”

      “Rotten eggs?” he responded. “Are you saying you smelled sulphur?”

      It seemed to strike us both at the same time. We looked at each other in silence for a moment.

      “Our children are not allowed to go over there ever again!” he announced.

      Words escaped me, so I simply nodded.

      And then I realised I wasn’t jealous of the neighbours anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOOL’S GOLD BY MARY F CARR

          

        

      

    

    
      “I didn’t steal it!”

      Father Peter raised a quizzical brow.

      “The gold in the collection, it wasn’t stolen honest!” Jamie the Fool gestured at the embroidered bag on a wooden handle which was lying on Father Peter’s desk. “That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”

      Father Peter resisted the opportunity for a metaphysical conversation and leaned across the desk sternly.

      “You have been trading with the Fairy Folk.”

      “What? I never!”

      “The gold, James O’Brien!”

      “It was from my new tenants.” He inserted a grubby finger into his even grubbier collar and loosened it.

      “Ah yes! The famous Mr Cobweb and Mr Mustard-Seed! I’ve not seen them in church yet.”

      “They are Protestants, Father.”

      “I bet they are.” He toyed with the communion bag handle. “And where are they renting?”

      “The, er… bottom…”

      “The bottom of your garden. Do you want to know how I know they are Fairies, James?”

      James looked down at his boots.

      Father Peter turned the communion bag out onto the desk and a handful of dried leaves lay there accusingly, with a faint smell of summer flowers.

      “Fairy Gold, Jamie,” the priest said gently.

      Jamie the Fool stared at the leaves for a little while and a tear tracked down his dirty face.

      “They have my daughter, Father.”

      “Ah!” He raised his voice to call, “Sister Paul.”

      A burly nun entered. She had clearly been listening outside.

      “Niamh O’Brien, Father.”

      “Oh yes. And she will have eaten something in fairyland?”

      “I can guarantee it, the greedy wee thing.”

      Jamie sobbed and the nun slapped him on the back.

      “Never mind, they’ll soon want to send that one back. She’s the very Devil of a child.”

      Father Peter smiled thinly.

      “There you go, Jamie. You can buy her back very soon.”

      Sister Paul bent to whisper in his ear.

      “Really? That bad? Okay, leave it a few days and they will pay you to take her back.”

      James sobbed with relief.

      “Oh and Jamie…”

      “Yes, Father?”

      “Make them pay you in silver!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SUBMISSION COMPLETE BY EVE MCDONALD

          

        

      

    

    
      Weightless. It will feel like floating. Or like the sensation of becoming a sailfish, after removing the resistance gloves and starting to swim laps in the pool again. It will feel as if someone has been standing on my shoulders, in steel toe cap boots, and they suddenly decided to lift their feet. Will I continue to carry the red imprint in my skin for a little while after the boots have been removed? Or will I instantly be able to move, without any signs on my body of the weight that had been keeping me down? For months, I had been asking myself these questions about the moment that was now finally here. I had been fantasising about it, the exact second when that big green tick would appear on my screen for the last time with the words ‘submission complete’. I knew the drill. Upload, review, submit. I’d done it so many times before but it would surely be different this time.

      Upload. Write a submission title and choose a file. That was all I was being asked to do. A small task compared to five years of essays, assignments and presentations. Yet the mouse felt so stiff, like every click took more effort from my hands than it should have taken. I looked up from the screen. Seas of greasy hair sat upon heads that refused to look back at me, each one chasing their own green tick. The stench of body odour like sour onions seemed to be seeping through the vents. Grey skinned robots guzzled down cans of energy drinks. Then they belched a cloud of sickly sweet elixir into each other’s faces. It was a disgusting place. I didn’t want to ever leave it.

      A flash in the corner of my eye brought my attention back to the screen. Review. There was no need. It had been drafted and redrafted an unnecessary and embarrassing number of times. All that was left to do was click on that word I had been dreaming of seeing. Submit. The blood drained from my fingers until no trace of life could be felt in them. They were frozen and I couldn’t click the mouse.

      “Hey, I know this is silly, but will you sit with me while I press submit?”

      “I’m on my way,” he replied instantly.

      The warmth of his hands brought mine back to life and I eventually found the strength to click the mouse. Submission complete. The boots had finally been removed, like I had always imagined, like I had always wanted.

      Then a huge thud came from above and landed on top of me. I didn’t know what they were at first because they were falling onto me at a rate quicker than I could identify them. They kept piling and piling on top of each other and they wouldn’t stop. The boots’ disappearance had only made room for more. Slowly, they began to feel familiar. I recognised the shape of the things I had forgotten about. The weight of the things I hadn’t allowed myself to think about at the time they were happening. The sour taste of the things I thought didn’t upset me anymore, suddenly repeating on me like acid reflux. When I tried to leave the library, I was carrying so much that I could hardly open the door.

      I was swimming with the resistance weights again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LAST RENDEZVOUS BY SUSAN KING

          

        

      

    

    
      The hazy lights appear through the mist like the eyes of a guiding spirit. I’ve been lost on these damn moors for the last hour, and my petrol gauge is flashing red, so it’s with a sigh of relief that I drive onto the forecourt of The Last Rendezvous Hotel. I’d been expecting some kind of gothic structure, gabled roofs and stone walls covered in ivy, but this is all glass and chrome. As I rush through the fog to the entrance, shivering in my thin suit, I can’t help but notice there are no other parked cars. So what, I think as I enter the welcome warmth of the brightly lit foyer.

      A young fair-haired man in a white shirt with an earbud in one ear is standing behind the reception desk, staring at a computer screen. He registers my name and gives me a digital key to room sixty-six. He would be happy to call a garage in the morning. I’m about to head to my room when he opens the top button on his shirt. A red welt runs across his Adam’s apple and disappears around the back of his neck. Realising I’m staring, I turn away.

      “By the way,” he says. “Your wife is waiting for you in the bar.”

      I freeze, then relax. He must be mistaken. My wife is dead. I should know, I strangled her and buried her in the local woodland a little over a year ago. Her life insurance payout has more than compensated for the loss of her company. But the thought of a warming drink has me following the sign to the lounge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She’s sitting by the fire, but even the rosy glow of the flames does nothing to relieve the grey pallor of her skin. Her once-coiffured hair is bedraggled, lumps of earth falling onto the hearth. Behind her, a man with a slashed throat sits watching the door. A little girl covered in bruises is stroking a dead tabby, and a woman with a bullet hole in her forehead is doing a crossword. It’s as if they are all waiting for someone.

      “You took your time,” says my wife as a worm crawls out of a sightless eye socket and falls limply to the carpet before wriggling away.

      Blood pounds in my ears, and my legs struggle to hold me still. I must be having a nightmare or some sort of mental breakdown. I need to wake up or run. Now. But before I can move, someone speaks behind me.

      “Are you ready, madam?” It’s the receptionist.

      My wife nods, and something thin wraps itself around my throat. I can’t breathe. My chest screams as I scrabble for the cord. But it’s too tight. My knees give way, and the room swims. The last thing I hear is my dead wife’s voice.

      “Hurts, doesn’t it?” she says.

      Then everything disappears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL THAT GLITTERS… BY CHRISTINE KING

          

        

      

    

    
      Aunty Rose was always looking out for me. Unfortunately as she died six months ago she’s not in a position to actually speak to people these days. She lives with me in the cottage she once owned, my own resident friendly ghost. She likes to point people out to me though and tell me what they’re like. Yes, she is a travelling sort of spirit. I thought ghosts could only stay on their own property but Aunty likes to come with me when we go out. Either foraging along the Witches Road in the wood opposite our home or to the High Street. She even likes to accompany me to the village pub. She doesn’t like their resident ghosts though and their arguments have caused quite a rumpus whenever she has joined me. Glasses falling from shelves, the pub cat hissing at empty corners, rocking chairs rocking madly with no one in them. Well, no one visible to the other customers, that is. Aunty returns home grinning and satisfied that she has upset the Grey Lady of the Union Arms and had quite a time scolding the Blue Boy at the Inn on the Green – he’s quite a scallywag apparently.

      However, when the Union Arms advertised an Estate Sale the following month, she was quite excited. She decided to bury the hatchet with the Grey Lady and go along to see the proceedings.

      “I knew Lady Carr,” she told me as I read the announcement to her. “She was a queer old bird, loved collecting all sorts of rubbish over the years. I’m not surprised her nephew is selling it all off. Might be worth a visit though – we might find something worth having!”

      I looked around my own cluttered living room, apparently Aunty Rose had something in common with Lady Carr. She loved collecting stuff – ornaments, knick knacks, vases in the shape of fish or toby jugs. I sighed – the last thing I needed was another vase but, hey ho, Aunty seemed excited at the thought of the sale so we would go along, I could watch her put the Grey Lady in her place, again, and we might just pick up another little treasure to add to our collection. That’s if they let me in. I had been told last time we went there that they were a bit alarmed at how ‘things’ started happening when I came in for a drink. Aunty, however, promised to behave, so it was a couple of weeks later we made our way along to the open day in the pub’s upstairs function room, to check out the items before the actual sale itself.

      As predicted, lots of bric a brac, nothing particularly attractive or valuable but I was rather drawn to a small painting in a gilded frame. It was of a young lady from another era. Ringlets and sparkling blue eyes. It was priced at £50 which I thought was a touch on the high side but the man organising the event saw me pick it up and study it. He was beside me a few minutes later.

      “It’s a fascinating piece, isn’t it?” His smile was charming, his eyes crinkling at the edges.

      I smiled back and watched Aunty roll her eyes over his shoulder.

      “It’s very pretty.” I offered.

      “I believe it’s a likeness of Lady Carr’s grandmother as a child. A charming little study in the style of John Constable.”

      “Charming…” I agreed. “It’s quite expensive though, perhaps I should look at something a little more affordable.”

      The smile almost left his face. “Absolutely,” he said. “Please feel free to look around, I’m sure we can tempt you with something.”

      I put the painting down and wandered around the rest of the room. Aunty sniffed as she watched the salesman do his best to persuade another couple to buy a large, very pricy oil painting.

      “He has no idea,” Aunty said. “What a sleaze!”

      I whispered, “He’s just a salesman, it’s his job to sell the collection.”

      Another voice joined in then. “No, Rose, you are correct, he has no idea. He’s just selling my valuables for what he can get so he can collect a fat commission from my nephew – another ignoramus!”

      Lady Carr had joined us. Pale and still almost see through but as stern and aristocratic in the afterlife as she was when alive.

      This new ability of mine to see ghosts was a bit unnerving at times.

      “Can you recommend anything, your ladyship?” Aunty asked.

      A sniff. “That little picture is worth getting,” she said dismissively.

      I watched a couple of other people look at the small portrait. It was pretty but I couldn’t imagine it being worth a lot. I looked around to see if anyone had picked it up but all I saw was Aunty deep in conversation with Lady Carr.

      Rose joined me on my way home, suddenly appearing beside me as I was walking down the street.

      “What happened to her ladyship?” I asked.

      “Oh, she’s staying with her treasures,” Aunty replied. “Watching that salesman to make sure he doesn’t cheat her nephew. She’s ready to pass on when it’s all over.”

      A normal conversation when you’re a witch talking to a ghost!

      The following day we returned to the sale room. Lady Carr was there, on the stage, standing behind the salesman. He seemed visibly uncomfortable, pulling on his collar and looking around as if he could tell there was someone behind him but he couldn’t quite see who.

      I settled into a chair with my neighbours who had all come to witness the proceedings, as one by one the items were produced, bid on and sold. Finally, the little painting was on sale. It was as pretty and as charming as ever. The recommended price was £50 but, as the salesman said, no reasonable offer would be discounted.

      Silence in the room.

      I put up my hand. “£10,” I bid.

      The salesman’s face was a picture. He looked around the room but no one else was bidding. He tried to jolly up the crowd but no one else seemed interested. I saw Aunty Rose and Lady Carr and the Grey Lady hovering around and watched as they loomed over people who seemed about to bid. I think they were sending cold chills down the spine of anyone who dared to try and put their hands up. Ghosts have a way of discouraging people, I found.

      Finally, the auctioneer gave up. “Sold for £10.” The gavel went down and he pointed to me.

      At the end of the auction, I happily paid over the money and collected my little painting. He smiled at me again, a more genuine smile than the practised slimy effort from yesterday.

      “I would say you got a bargain but to be honest, £10 is all it’s worth,” he said as he handed it over.

      Lady Carr and her nephew were extremely satisfied at the amount raised and she came over to say goodbye as Aunty and I were about to leave.

      “Are you pleased with your purchase, my dear?” she asked.

      “Oh yes, I love it,” I whispered, glad no one was standing anywhere near me.

      “Just remember dear,” she went on, “sometimes all that glitters might not be gold.”

      I struggled to hear her as she was fading away even as she spoke.

      “Sometimes – it’s worth a lot more…”

      “Wait – what do you mean?”

      But it was too late, she was gone.

      I studied my little painting as a cold chill started up my spine. I looked for Aunty Rose – who was busy talking to the Grey Lady, a truce obviously being called, albeit temporarily.

      My little painting has pride of place in a new home these days. A forgotten piece painted by John Constable circa 1815, it is now displayed in the National Gallery, verified and authenticated by experts. I’m glad Aunty persuaded me to get it valued, and the sum I received ensured a future free of financial worries even as our little online shop Rosie’s Potions continues to grow. It seems Lady Carr was right after all, it was worth much, much more than gold. Thank you, and Rest in Peace, Your Ladyship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE GLITTER PEOPLE BY ALAN MCKEE

          

        

      

    

    
      She was alone again, just her, beneath the vast sky. The wind caught her hair, she giggled as the night gave way to morning, and her eyes feasted on the brand-new day. She turned and headed into town, past the boarded-up shops and littered streets. She sat in her special place and waited and waited some more and finally it arrived.

      It surrounded her and told her the story of the Glitter people. How their eyes and hearts hid their secrets and lies. Their desire and need for shiny things filled their waking hours. Status was everything. They were consumed by glitter. It was much more important than kindness and honesty.

      “Your time amongst them is over. A new life beckons, and you’ll no longer be alone,” it whispered.

      She was startled and didn’t quite believe it.

      “You know more now than you will ever remember,” said the familiar voice.

      “And he knows nothing, yet?” she asked quietly.

      “He knows enough and is on his way.”

      She smiled and went about her day. Doing the usual things. Being kind. Helping strangers. Pointing people in the right direction and wishing people well.

      He slid into the hiding place. He wanted to be hopeful. Yet experience had taught him to barricade his feelings in a strong box with chains and padlocks. He didn’t have long to wait. There she was. Not that far away. Her hair danced in the wind. The glitter ran like rivers through her curly, long black hair and drifted out to sea.

      She sang of yesterdays, todays and tomorrows. Raised her arms to celebrate everything that existed. Moved her way through the sand that kissed the sea who in turn made friends with the darkening sky.

      He moved so she could see him. His face ashen. His eyes dead. His lips set. Desolate.

      “You found me,” she said.

      Her heart melted. He was lost for now. Lost between the sand, the sea and the edge of the world. Yet, she stood beside him, took his hand in hers and waited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DECISIONS, DECISIONS, DECISIONS BY ADRIAN LEE

          

        

      

    

    
      Son (S): Mum, Dad, I’m home and I need to talk to you. Quite urgently.

      Mum (M): We’re in the sitting room.

      Dad (D): Are you in trouble at school again?

      S: I’m never in trouble at school. Let alone again.

      D: Well, that isn’t exactly true is it, son? We all remember the incident with Jessica and the frog.

      S: When we were both six and at Alexandra Road Infant School. Dad, I’m seventeen.

      D: Well, her father says she can never watch Kermit even eleven years later.

      M: Simon, what is the problem?

      S: I’ve been told I’ve got two weeks to decide which universities to apply to and what degree. I don’t even know if I could go to uni, although the school is putting pressure on all the students to improve the school’s averages. What did you two do? What should I do?

      D: Don’t ask your Mum, she never made it to university.

      S: Why is that, Mum? I thought you were the brains of the family. I just assumed you must have gone.

      D: The brains! That’s funny.

      M: Simon, I could have gone to uni but I made a conscious decision to take a year off and travel the world before coming back and meeting your Dad and well, that’s it really.

      S: Dad, did you go?

      D: I did. The best three years of my life. But the world is a lot different today and not for the better when it comes to higher education. But I had some wild times and afterwards I got a job, met your Mum and everything changed. I never knew what true happiness was until I met your Mum. But by then it was too late.

      S: So should I go? I would kind of like to become a lawyer, a corporate lawyer and I think uni is the only way to get onto that treadmill.

      M: Why a corporate lawyer?

      S: Well I don’t think I could defend an individual if I thought they were guilty or prosecute someone who I thought was innocent. But companies are all corrupt, bending the rules and hiding behind mock apologies when they get caught out.

      D: Well, son, it is a splendid idea and you wouldn’t see your poor old Mum and  Dad be without an overseas holiday each year, and as a corporate lawyer  you’d be raking in the bucks. Mother, I’ll get down to Thomas Cook and pick up a few brochures in the morning.

      

      S: Ha ha, don’t be hasty, there’s five years for the qualification and maybe another half a dozen years to get established then maybe I could stretch to a city break in Prague – see what’s available about September 2036. Might even  get an early booking discount! Was it easier when you did it, Dad? I read such terrible things about Higher Education today.

      D: Well, son, the thing is you probably think life is easier today with the choices of leisure, like every song ever recorded available at a click of a mouse, more TV channels than days in a year, easy travel worldwide, the improvements in medicine, the ability to talk to anyone anywhere in the world at any time like your sister in Australia.

      S: I don’t have a sister in Australia.

      D: You might want to talk to your Mother about that.

      S: Ha ha, you are joking. You’re not joking! Mum?

      M: What is it?

      S: Dad, says I have a sister in Australia.

      M: Oh he’s just teasing you. It’s two sisters, twin sisters.

      S: What!

      M: Gotcha!

      D: Okay. Mother, we may be technologically naive compared to our son (and daughters) but today isn’t a better world for a seventeen-year-old compared to when I was seventeen. So, son, listen to this carefully as at the end of the day it has to be your choice about university not mine or your mother’s trying to convince you. The idea sounds great but all that glitters may not be as good as you think. We will do whatever we can to help you, whatever you decide but you know we are not a rich family. At seventeen, I had to make the same decision. And I was desperate to go to university, away from home, like a rite of passage. Even though staying at  home was the safe option.

      But what did I get? I got a fully funded degree course – a mandatory grant. My fees, my own campus accommodation and even some meals were covered. Whether I quit or passed, I had no debt when I started my working life. If you go, it might be £50K, maybe more – and you have to pay it back at some stage.

      My Dad helped me get a cheap and old car. I doubt you could get a banger and run it, let alone insure it.

      We had no computers, so we did have to do a lot of reading and working in libraries. But we were a community. Next door was a guy from Aberdeen, to the other side a guy from Norwich. We couldn’t work or study remotely. So the sociable level during my three years was incredible. I guess today you may be in the same class as others but never ever meet them for a beer or a night out.

      All I can say is, don’t be pressured by the school. You could always go a year later. Maybe get a job and save like crazy to make that first bit easier. But like I said, your Mum and I will support you and back you whatever you decide. But is has to be your decision.

      S: Thanks, you two. It’s been great to get your view and now of course I have  another option.

      M: What’s that?

      S: Spend a year in Oz with my twin sisters and the all that glitters golden beaches.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLITTERING BY S. SHIELDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Shading my eyes with cupped hands and peering through the dusty glass, I could just about make out the grand staircase in the distance. Ornate carpet faded now, the intricate, bronze banister curved up and around on both sides, leading to the first-floor mezzanine, the large picture window in the background casting a faint beam of light into the gloom. My eyes tracked upwards towards the vaulted ceiling where once an enormous chandelier hung, with jewelled orbs sparkling for all to see. Beyond the ceiling, I knew, was the roof terrace.

      The clink of glasses, the glug-glug-fizz of Club Orange being poured, chatter and laughter with the strains of Dickie Rock and The Miami Showband emanating from the ballroom below. Young women in the latest shift dresses with ginormous glittering costume jewels that almost out-competed the twinkling fairy-lights strung above their beehive hairdos. Young men, sharing the craic at the end of the working week, glass tankards of frothy stout with drops of condensation reflecting the amber lighting of the bar. The craic was mighty. The longer-serving staff ensconced themselves by the entrance, keeping a watchful eye. High spirits would sometimes bubble over, although there was never any real trouble at the McEarys Summer Shindig. That’s where I first met Jack, I smiled to myself.

      Jack was a jovial lad with a cheeky glint in his eye. Through the remainder of the summer, we enjoyed picnics on the green with the gang and occasional nights out at The Crystal Ballroom. He was bright, made me laugh and was a nifty dancer. He lightened my day when we worked the same shift even as the autumnal evenings began to draw in.

      Later, the ground floor counters would be wreathed in spangly decorations with baubles and tinsel suspended from beams. Children’s faces pressed up against the crystal clear glass of the festive window display packed with fake snow and hundreds of multi-coloured, jewelled lights. Shoppers thronged the aisles with bulging bags. We were rushed off our feet but enjoyed the buzz of it all. The huge Christmas tree stood at the foot of the Grand Staircase, almost dwarfing it. The tree was decked out so magnificently it was as if Santa’s elves had done the job themselves. The golden angel atop smiled down benignly as Jack drew me behind the ample branches, opening the small box revealing a multi-faceted sparkler. My stomach sank. He knew by my face that he’d got us completely wrong. The characteristic glint slowly faded in his eyes. It hadn’t been my intention to lead him on. I was young and having fun and there was more I wanted to do before I settled.

      I had ambition, even way back then, I remembered with pride, and perhaps a little regret as I turned my collar to the sudden blast of blustery wind that travelled down the boulevard and headed away from the shackled doors of the old store. Jack left McEarys after a while for a new job across the water. And me? Well, I had found my place among the shiny, glittery wares of the city’s top department store, bringing a bit of sparkle to homes and wardrobes across the county.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SPARKLE BY JOHN HOLMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Julie gently nudges the clock to the left and glides the duster over the mantelpiece. The motion is slow and deliberate, as if by keeping her hands steady she can cradle the heaviness in her chest.

      Her husband’s Christmas card can now take centre stage. She lifts it from the drawer still wrapped in yellow tissue paper that has grown thin and fragile. As she places it between the clock and the cactus, she once again reads his handwritten message. Familiar looping letters. A little flourish at the end of his name. His words carefully chosen, as if he knew they would outlive him, still make her breath catch.

      The snowy garden scene on the front, a robin balanced on a crooked picket fence, summons a smile she cannot suppress. Such false nostalgia. He never liked birds, didn’t venture into the garden in winter, always grumbled about the cold, was annoyed by the ice on the windscreen and detested the damp. Yet, he had picked this card, of all things. Perhaps he wanted her to remember a softer version of him: one without complaints.

      She lifts the card gently, tilting it toward the weak afternoon light. Glitter used to glisten across the snow-covered lawn and over the tiny bird’s wings. Now it looks dull and patchy, as if each year has melted more of its shimmer. When she brushes the edge with her thumb, another dusting of silver flecks falls down onto the carpet where it disappears forever.

      Every year the card shines less and less.

      Julie steps back, arms folded, staring at it. Time is cruel in its own quiet way. The clock ticks beside it, steady, indifferent, unaware of its power. The cactus has grown taller and is leaning toward the window: alive and stubborn. But the card, like the man who once wrote inside it, fades with every passing year.

      Sometimes she imagines that the falling glitter is him, scattering bit by bit. One day the thin card will be left only holding the words he never said aloud.

      She has thought about buying a new card – something fresh, something that still sparkles. But she knows that wouldn’t feel the same. Only this old card carries his hand, his touch, his ‘love you as always’.

      Julie picks up the card, kisses the robin, and places it down where it features every year.

      Her lips sparkle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL THAT GLITTERS BY J.R. WHITBOURN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Uzzazi diplomatic core continued their fixed unblinking stare.

      I’d had so much training on how to read the subtleties of their facial expressions and body language but no one would need anything other than a survival instinct to see the danger here.

      Did they see me as prey or as a threat?

      Either way, it was a distinction without a difference (certainly as far as my life insurance policy was concerned – and I’d checked). Whatever did I do to deserve a mission here on Messier 4 star base? The fatality rate here was running hundreds of times higher than anywhere else in frontier space. Was it going to go even higher? The greetings exchange of gifts couldn’t have gone worse. They’d not liked even one of ours. Not a single one. Their fury at their honour now being left ‘out of the shade’ was on full display. The Uzzazi had stopped languidly lying on the giant tangled maze of branches which made the ship’s greeting room look like a cross between an amphitheatre and a climbing frame. Slowly, but surely, they were stalking forward with a feline grace and leonine power that shouldn't be possible for something 12ft tall.

      All of them were converging near the centre. Closer to me.

      Would it have gone better if I’d been more positive about their gift? I didn’t want to offend – but what did they think we were going to do with all those dead animals? Rows and rows lined up neatly in presentation cases. Nature’s bounty, a panoply of the beautiful and the bizarre, but all of them neatly killed with that characteristic Uzzazi gouge to the throat.

      This ceremony couldn’t go on much longer. I only had a handful more gifts to give and each one was seemingly only bringing them closer (and not in a good way). Were they choosing lines of attack now? Green fur blended in with the green scenery, only their lancing red eyes making them easy to spot. For now.

      I focused dead ahead whilst rooting around in the carry-case for something different to give. Art or books – which way should I go? Those were my only options and neither had worked at all until now.

      Except… what was that?

      My fingers fumbled around something round and soft – what could that even be? Ahh, my daughter had been playing with her football. Had she really followed through with her promise to give me her football to ‘take to work’? I suppressed a smile (the Uzzazi would have torn me to shreds for baring my teeth even the slightest) but what would I do with a sparkly twinkling ball at work… let alone when work is taking you into deep space on a diplomatic liaison with the most aggressive species we’d ever encountered.

      Well, would it be a worse gift than a deluxe hardcover set of Marie Corelli novels?

      Hmm.

      I threw the ball up into the crowds – my life was up in the air with it too.

      The bounce never came. A choir of purrs came into voice. The Uzzazi were bouncing the ball around like the plaything it was.

      I could breathe again.

      All of these deadly killing machines were happily at play. The wrestling for the ball turned into a single writhing tangle of muscle and sinew, till one especially ferocious Uzzazi broke free for a moment. She ignored me (thankfully) and instead in a single bound, leapt thirty feet up into the lights above. Up close to the lights, the glittery ball lit up, shining this way and that, and that, and that.

      A wave of deep heavy purrs swept over the room. Was that admiration? From the Uzzazi? Was that even possible?

      They really were just like cats, weren’t they?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A LOW SET BARD BY KEITH ERRINGTON

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ah, but all that glitters ain’t gold, is it?” Bob said, taking a sip from the pint that he’d been nursing for half an hour now.

      “No,” replied Andrew, regarding his empty glass with a significant look.

      “Whaddyamean, no?”

      “Well, it’s not all that glitters, is it?”

      “Yeah, yeah, it is.”

      “Nah – it’s ‘all that glisters is not gold’.” For some reason, Andrew had affected a posh voice for the quote.

      “Glisters? Glisters? That ain’t even a proper word!” exclaimed Bob. “What sort of half-literate muppet would make up a word like that?”

      “Shakespeare.”

      “Ah.” Bob paused, thinking. You could almost hear it happening. “Well, what the bloody ’ell was he on about then?”

      “Ah, I am so glad you asked. Get us a pint and I’ll tell you all about it,” said Andrew triumphantly.

      Bob drank the last of his beer and headed to the bar, returning shortly after with two fresh pints.

      “So come on then. What’s the story?”

      “Well, it’s from Shakespeare’s most famous play, The Meerkat of Venus.”

      “Ooh, I don’t know that one. What’s it all abaht?”

      “I’m telling ya! There’s this geezer right, and he has this sports car.”

      “Sports car? I thought Shakespeare was historical, like?”

      “Oh yeah,” affirms Andrew, “but he was also a visionary see. Anyway, he had this Porsche right, and he had to give it away on account of him not being able to drive no more or summat. So, he put this ad in Ye Olde Exchange & Mart and loads of blokes turned up in suits.”

      “Right. To buy the car.”

      “Nah, he was giving it away remember. He was very canny with money, and it was some sort of tax dodge. Anyway, he decided to go all game show on ’em. There was these three boxes right. And in one of them, he placed the key. And he told ’em that whoever picked the right box would get the car.”

      “Sweet!”

      “Yeah. And the boxes were made of gold, silver and… er… plastic. I think. An’ each box had a riddle on it.”

      “Oh, I like riddles. What were the riddles then?”

      “On the gold box it said, ‘Who chooseth me shall gain what many men desire’.”

      “Oooh! That’s good.”

      “On the silver, ‘Who chooseth me shall get as much as he deserves’.”

      “Hmm, tricky.”

      “And on the… er… plastic one, ‘Who chooseth me must use the hazard lights’.”

      “What?”

      “Look, I didn’t write it, okay?” Andrew took a sip from his beer and continued. “Well, the first fella, Tony Moore, he’d come all the way from Morocco, and he was a big fan of Prince, so he wore a purple suit.”

      “Right.” Bob’s face frowned in concentration.

      “Anyway, this Tony fella, he thinks that an expensive sports car key oughta be in an expensive box, so he picks the gold one. But when they open it up it just has this scroll in it that says, ‘All that glisters is not gold’.” Andrew leaned back with a smug look on his face. “See?”

      “I guess. But what happened? Who got the car? I want to know now.”

      “Alright, I’ll tell ya. Although… I am a bit peckish.” There was a hopeful, slight demand in his voice.

      Bob sighed. “I’ll get some crisps.” Returning with two bags, he carefully tore each one down one side and placed them both on the table, taking a few from the nearest packet.

      After he had taken a few for himself, and eaten them, Andrew returned to the play. “Well, the second bloke to try was that Aragorn bloke out of Lord of the Rings. And he was a Prince fan too.”

      “Wasn’t that Tolkien?”

      “Nah, it was definitely Prince. Purple Rain, When Doves Cry, Little Red Cornetto, you know? So, anyway Aragorn chooses the second box, the silver one.” Andrew made a disappointed noise like a klaxon. “Wrong! No key in that one, just a picture of Elon Musk blinking.”

      “What an idiot!”

      “Then this Bassanio turns up off the street. I don’t know whether he liked Prince or not, Shakespeare don’t say nuthink about it. Well, he picks the last box. I mean, it’s not rocket science, is it? If it ain’t in the other two boxes, it stands to reason, it’s in the plastic one. I mean, we’re not playing Spot the Lady here.”

      “So, he gets the car?” asks Bob.

      “Yeah, and a girl too! She’s gives him a ring and they’re all married and happily ever after and everything. Although he loses the ring for a bit, and there’s a shy money-lender who locks away her father’s money and demands a pound of fish.”

      “Are you sure that’s right?” asked Bob doubtfully.

      “Yeah, just like Shakespeare wrote it.”

      

      All that glisters is not gold

      Often have you heard that told.

      Many a man his life hath sold

      But my outside to behold.

      Gilded tombs do worms enfold.

      Had you been as wise as bold,

      Young in limbs, in judgment old,

      Your answer had not been inscrolled

      Fare you well. Your suit is cold.

      

      William Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice, Act II Scene 7.
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        3 Turns Widdershins (from the Dark Urban Fantasy basket),  is a wonderfully dark collection of urban fantasy, with elements of horror and humour, fairytale and folklore, where the supernatural is real and what lurks in the shadows should not be mentioned... To the waters and the wild we go...

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: X (Twitter) icon] X (Twitter)

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/harvey-d-01.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        All That Glitters
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Party in a Box by Nimue Brown
      


      		
        Family Values by Louise Ewing
      


      		
        All That Glitters by Janet Jackson
      


      		
        Brian and Arlene: Down The Pub by Phil Sculthorpe
      


      		
        All That Glitters by Madeleine Masterson
      


      		
        Guiding Star by Frankie Bake
      


      		
        The Glitterati Next Door by Davia Sacks
      


      		
        Fool’s Gold by Mary F Carr
      


      		
        Submission Complete by Eve McDonald
      


      		
        The Last Rendezvous by Susan King
      


      		
        All That Glitters… by Christine King
      


      		
        The Glitter People by Alan Mckee
      


      		
        Decisions, Decisions, Decisions by Adrian Lee
      


      		
        Glittering by S. Shields
      


      		
        Sparkle by John Holmes
      


      		
        All That Glitters by J.R. Whitbourn
      


      		
        A low set Bard by Keith Errington
      


      		
        About Harvey Duckman
      


    


  
  
    
      		All That Glitters


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About Harvey Duckman


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/all-that-glitters.jpg
Mr Harvey Duckman Presents...

ALL THAT GLITTERS

A COLLECTION OF TINY STORIES
WRITTEN AND PUBLISHED IN JUST A FEW WEEKS







