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			A Head Of His Time

			

			‘Gadzooks, I’m tired!’ muttered Sir Percy, pausing beside a garden seat, ‘And I’ve got the devil of a headache!’

			He slowly lowered himself onto the bench and carefully placed his head beside him.

			It was a quiet area of the estate, tucked behind where the kitchens were. Not many members of the public bothered to walk around here.

			Gazing critically at the leaves and the litter blowing across the elaborate gardens, his head let out a sigh. They don’t train gardeners like they used to, he thought. They’d have been stuck in the pillory for a few days if they’d neglected their work like this lot do! Then he winced as two boys dashed across the flower-bed, yelling, ‘Oy Mum, over ‘ere!’ and ‘Cor, look at that ‘ouse! Wicked, innit?’ One of them threw an empty sandwich carton on the lawn.

			‘What have they done to our beautiful language?’ Sir Percy pondered, ‘It used to be a joy to listen to, but nowadays the harsh sounds rattle around inside the skull like a musket ball!’

			He rested his hand on the head beside him protectively. Then he spotted the children’s mother, who was acting very strangely.

			She was furtively looking around her, checking that nobody was watching. 

			Sir Percy raised his head by the hair so that he could have a clearer view. Then he gasped as the woman bent down and pulled up some of the carefully-arranged plants and stuck them in her bag.

			‘Damn and blast your eyes, Madame!’ Sir Percy bellowed, but the woman couldn’t hear him.

			He slumped back on the seat, letting his head drop, his thoughts confused. What was happening to the human race? They tore up his plants, they galloped all over the garden, they wrote strange patterns on his walls; they didn’t have any respect for anything! Why did they bother coming here if they didn’t feel any love for it? The stonemasons had laboured for years, designing and building Sir Percy’s new home. They’d been proud of their work, overseeing every carefully-carved stone as it was hauled up by ropes and cemented into place. And people had travelled for miles to see the expensive leaded glass in the windows. 

			Even the staff didn’t bother to look after their things any more.

			Sir Percy had watched a gardener that morning, hacking away at the branch of a tree with a blunt axe. The job would have been much quicker and easier if the man had spent a little time honing it first. No idea, any of them! He patted his head again. Now there was a man who’d looked after his tools! What was the executioner’s name? De Wolfe, or something like that. Sir Percy’s memory was fading as the centuries passed. Aah, what a man! He’d never needed more than one stroke to separate a head from its body!

			With a shiver, Sir Percy recalled the day when he’d been led, bound and blindfolded, up the steps towards the executioner’s block. That memory never faded. It was as clear as the day that it had happened. He could hear the murmuring of the crowd. His legs had been shaking so much that it had taken two strong men to hold him up. They’d forced him onto his knees with his head over the edge of the wooden block. And then – boff! It was all over! He’d hardly felt a thing!

			Chuckling, Sir Percy reached down to his head and gently re-arranged his hair. His only crime had been to get caught praying on the losing side. They’d kept on changing the religion and he’d foolishly thought that he was ahead of the game. He’d been sure that he’d picked the next winner. But he was mistaken, so he’d lost his head. And what did it matter anyway? They’d all got it wrong.

			Now here he was stuck in a time warp, condemned to watch his lovely home turned into a museum, regularly vandalised in front of his eyes. It was a tragedy.

			The two boys tore past him, shouting and fighting and kicking at the shrubs. Their mother trailed behind, yelling at them. They both ignored her and ran towards where Sir Percy was seated.

			Feeling some of his old spirit return, Sir Percy grasped his head and stood up, concentrating hard.

			He breathed in and, shaking his head in front of him, he yelled, ‘Boo!’

			Simultaneously braking to a standstill, the boys stared. All the colour drained out of their faces until they were nearly as pale as Sir Percy. Flinging their arms round each other, they began to tremble violently.

			Their mother had stopped behind them. She was unsure of what she’d seen. But looking at the state of her sons, she was pretty sure that they’d seen the same thing. An old man in a funny outfit. And his head seemed to be moving around, separate from his body!

			The boys began to slowly walk backwards. Their legs wouldn’t function properly. Then they turned and dashed away, crying, ‘Muuuum!’

			‘‘Wayne! Jason!’ come ‘ere!’ yowled their mum, grabbing their arms and rushing away, dragging them along. She paused to glance back over her shoulder, then she ran towards the car park.

			Waving his head around, Sir Percy laughed till his sides ached. ‘Ooh, I enjoyed that!’ he chuckled, gasping for breath. Then he stopped, feeling tired and worn out. It was time for his afternoon rest. Maybe one day he wouldn’t wake up here. Maybe it would be time for him to move on to another place. He hoped so. He was tired of existing like he did day after day; year after year; century after long century. His body ached and walking through walls was an effort now. Sometimes he got stuck, halfway through.

			Slowly he shuffled along the uneven path towards his castle. Aah, they don’t make garden paths like they used to, he mused, cradling his head under his arm and gently pinching himself on the cheek. ‘Come on, head,’ he said, ‘Maybe you and I will be joined together again one day soon.’ 

			

			

			Just Once More

			

			She was late. She was always late.

			She’d tried to make it on time, but she kept finding more things that she had to do before she left home, to postpone that dreadful moment when she’d know that she was helpless, under his power again.

			There wasn’t a parking space anywhere! A feeling of panic started to develop in her chest and her clammy hands slipped on the steering-wheel as she drove around the block for the third time.

			Oh, why had she phoned him? Why? She didn’t want to see him again; she was dreading it, but she couldn’t bear the pain, the physical ache, if she didn’t go to him.

			Just once more, just one more time, then it would all be over at last.

			But she had to hurry.

			Half relieved, half disappointed, she spotted a winking indicator ahead of her and she eased the car into the departing van’s empty space.

			Grabbing her handbag, she locked the car and began to run, dodging the pedestrians who all seemed to be trying to stop her passing.

			At last she reached the familiar blue door and she leaned against the wall beside it, waiting for her heartbeat to slow down.

			She was too late! She must be! Oh please let him wait! But she knew that he would. He always did, with that soothing smile of his, never angry with her.

			Why didn’t she turn and hurry back the way she’d come, melting into the crowds on the pavement? He didn’t know she was there outside the door.

			But she knew that she couldn’t turn back now. Things had gone too far. She had to see him. Just once more.

			Slowly, she turned the door handle. It was unlocked. She closed the door behind her and gazed up the fifteen stairs. Fifteen. She always counted them.

			Grasping the banister rail, she hauled herself reluctantly upwards. One, two, three, four, come on, keep going. Five, six, seven, eight, oh, she was out of breath already! Hurry, get it over with! Nine, ten, eleven, twelve, she could picture him there, at the top of the stairs to the right, waiting for her, listening to her approaching footsteps. Thirteen, unlucky for some, ha ha, fourteen, fifteen.

			And there he was, smiling at her. He turned and she followed him with meek, robotic steps. He helped her out of her coat, then her legs lost all their remaining strength and she collapsed into the chair behind her.

			Gripping the arms of the chair, she tried to control herself as his face came nearer, nearer to hers. Then she closed her eyes and her lips reluctantly parted.

			At last he spoke. ‘Ah yes, you need a small filling at the top here. I’ll just give you an injection to stop the pain. And try to relax, Mrs Janner. I promise I won’t hurt you. I never do, do I?’

			

			

			Nelly The Pig

			

			As soon as Janice Drayton hit 30 she started piling on the pounds.

			Reg, her Dad, was starting to worry. Janice had never been a beauty and if she was beginning to decline at such a young age she’d never find a husband. She’d always loved her food, and as Reg ran a pub there was usually plenty of it about.

			The trouble was that Janice was a very laid-back, easy-going lass. She’d never followed fashions or taken a lot of care of her appearance.

			‘Janice, Luv, he said to her one day after closing time, when they’d finally managed to evict the reluctant stragglers, ‘isn’t it time you found a husband and made me a Grandad?’

			His daughter giggled. ‘Oh Dad, who’s going to pick me? And who’d look after you if I wasn’t here? Anyway, all the customers are already married.’

			‘Now don’t you worry about me,’ Reg reassured her, ‘I’d be fine.’ He reached in his back pocket and pulled out a wad of notes. He peeled off some £20s and handed them to her. ‘Here you are. Why don’t you go into town tomorrow and treat yourself to some nice clothes? And some new makeup as well. Go mad. And get your hair re-styled. It’s due for a trim anyway isn’t it?’ he said tactfully.

			But Reg would never have encouraged Janice to change her appearance if he’d known that she’d make advances to Olwen Gittins. Tight Gittins as he was known.

			Every evening Olwen would sit nursing his half of bitter. He’d never bought anyone else a drink, although he never minded taking free drinks from other people.

			When the newly-transformed Janice appeared, everyone made jokes and voiced their approval, while Olwen sat on his bar stool watching, with one mittened hand wrapped round his glass.

			Janice smiled at him as she passed. 

			‘Can I get you a lemonade or something?’ Olwen suddenly asked her.

			‘Ooh, thanks!’ Janice giggled shyly. Olwen was a lot older than her.

			The whole bar went quiet. They all watched in amazement as Olwen produced his little worn leather purse from his jacket pocket. He opened it and counted coins into his hand until he had the right amount.

			‘Mind the moths don’t escape, Olwen!’ someone called out.

			‘There’s no harm in being careful in life,’ Olwen replied.

			‘Cheers,’ Janice said, raising her glass of lemonade and clinking it against Olwen’s bitter.

			They spent the rest of the evening with their heads together, talking quietly.

			Reg pretended not to notice when Janice went outside soon after Olwen left.

			As she clambered into Olwen’s landrover, Janice tried to ignore the smell of animals, hay, mud and other things.

			Olwen couldn’t believe his luck with this young female coming on to him so openly. And her Dad ran the local pub too! He reached over and grabbed hold of her.

			Rearranging her clothes as she climbed out, Janice fought her disappointment. Was that it then? If so, what was all the fuss about? Oh well, perhaps it got better with a bit of practice, and being tucked up in a bed instead of in the back of a car.

			She quietly opened the pub door and crept up the stairs.

			Reg heard her bedroom door shut. A cold chill passed through him. He turned on his side and pulled the duvet over his shoulders. 

			The ‘courtship,’ if it could be called that, only lasted a few weeks. 

			‘She’ll do,’ Olwen thought, ‘And she looks fertile. I need some sons to keep the farm going.’

			As he stood drying glasses, Reg wondered if he’d done the right thing, encouraging Janice to find a man. He’d asked his daughter what she saw in Olwen Gittins.

			‘Well, he’s got nice, um, er, - blue eyes! Yes, he’s got nice eyes,’ she said reluctantly.

			Reg sighed. At least Janice would be well-off. Olwen Gittins must be worth a fortune.

			It was a simple wedding. Janice wore a blue lace dress. She had a flower behind her ear.

			Olwen wore a dark blue suit. The trousers were about an inch too short and the style was very out of date. 

			‘Nice suit, Olwen,’ said one of the guests sarcastically.

			‘Yeah,’ Olwen proudly smirked, ‘It was my Dad’s. We were nearly the same size, except he was shorter than me.’ He looked downwards. ‘It had a bit of a stain on the jacket, but I think I got it all out.’

			Reg closed the pub for a few hours in the morning to go and see his only daughter marry a farmer who was just a few years younger than him. Then it was back to the pub for a buffet lunch and free drinks.

			Olwen suddenly developed a thirst as he wasn’t paying. He had several halves of bitter and then changed to drinking double whiskies. 

			‘Are you sure you’re okay to drive?’ Reg asked his new son-in-law doubtfully as he helped Janice to climb into the landrover with her suitcase and kissed her goodbye.

			‘Sure, I’m fine. Besides, it’s only a few miles up the road,’ Olwen slurred. 

			Janice waved to all the customers as they drove off. Her Dad watched them until they were out of site. Then, fighting back the tears, he went in to serve drinks to the celebrating guests.

			Fumbling for the key in his trousers pocket, Olwen staggered slightly.

			‘Aren’t you going to carry me across the threshold?’ Janice asked him as he opened the door, batting her eyelashes hopefully.

			‘You’re joking! What, with my back?’ Olwen retorted, ‘come on, bring your case in.’

			With a sigh, Janice lifted up her suitcase and walked inside her new home.

			Grabbing hold of his young wife, Olwen kissed her passionately. Janice hopefully kissed him back, trying not to reach as his whisky-flavoured tongue slobbered around in her mouth. Then Olwen took hold of her wrist and rushed up the stairs, pulling her along behind him.

			He pushed Janice on the bed and fell on top of her.

			She just had a few seconds to see the state of the room, then she shut her eyes and tried to concentrate on sex with her new husband.

			Pulling off his jacket, trousers and shoes, Olwen got under the covers. Janice was still fully-dressed.

			It only took a few minutes, then Olwen rolled off her. Janice lay staring at the ceiling, a lifetime away from an orgasm.

			‘Well,’ she thought, ‘I’ve heard of Englishmen keeping their socks on, but never their mittens!’

			With a frustrated sigh, she turned towards Olwen and started to undo his shirt buttons.

			‘What are you doing? Gettoff!’ he protested.

			Janice was surprised and hurt. ‘I thought we could have a bit of a cuddle. You know, naked.’ She said shyly.

			He pushed her hand away. ‘Are you joking? There’s a North-Easterly due later tonight. And I’ve got to get up early to see to the cows.’

			So that was the Gittins’ honeymoon night.

			Janice dreamt that she was in the back of Olwen’s landrover, being shaken around. Then she realised that it was Olwen roughly shaking her.

			‘Come on, you can’t stay in bed all day!’ was his romantic greeting to his new wife.

			‘Huh? What time is it?’ she asked.

			‘Nearly five. Now you take it easy today and just do things in the house. I’ll be back at nine for my cooked breakfast.’ Then Olwen pulled on a shapeless pair of corduroy trousers and a battered check jacket and she heard him going down the rickety stairs, creak, thud, creak, thud, followed by the bang of the front door.

			Rolling over again, Janice tried to go back to sleep. Then she saw the colour of the pillow. ‘Yuck!’ she screamed, leaping out of bed. As she pulled back the covers she noticed a tiny black insect scuttling for cover. And she saw the circle of bites around her ankle.

			Oh this was horrible! Janice searched in the huge musty oak drawers for clean sheets, but she couldn’t find any.

			She stripped off her wedding dress and went into the bathroom. Turning on the bath taps, she ran her hand under them. She waited and waited, but the water didn’t get any hotter.

			The airing-cupboard was along the landing. She bent down and turned on the immersion heater switch.

			While the water got hot, Janice decided to unpack her case. She opened the huge oak wardrobe and stepped back in horror. It was jam-packed with old clothes. And the smell went down the back of her throat.

			She took a gulp of air and lifted out as many clothes as she could manage. There were dresses dating back to the 1940s and several fur coats. She dropped them on the floor. Then she ran herself a bath and soaked in the water while she wondered what on earth she’d let herself in for.

			Olwen came back at nine on the dot. Janice had prepared a fried breakfast for him with thickly buttered bread. She was a good cook and proud of it.

			Turning on the tap to wash his hands, Olwen let out a squeal. ‘What’s this?’ he asked.

			‘Um, water?’ Janice replied. She didn’t know what else to say.

			‘Yes, but it’s HOT!’

			‘I know. I switched the immersion heater on for my bath. I don’t know how else you heat the water.’

			‘Is it still on? Is it?’ Olwen asked her.

			‘Well, yes, I suppose so.’ Janice nervously bit her lip.

			‘Oh my God! Do you think I’m made of money?’ Olwen shouted. (Well actually he never shouted. He just whined a bit louder.) Then he stormed up the stairs, followed by Janice. He threw the airing-cupboard door open and switched the heater off.

			‘But how am I supposed to bath?’ Janice asked her husband.

			‘Bath? What do you want to bath for? You haven’t got time for all that. You’ve got work to do, and you’ll only get dirty again, won’t you?’ Then he stormed into the bedroom.

			He paused and picked up one of the dresses. ‘What’s my Mum’s clothes doing on the floor?’ he asked.

			Janice decided to speak up. ‘There’s no room in the wardrobe for my clothes. And – and your Mum’s dead!’

			‘Well they’re good clothes. We don’t throw good things away. You never know when they’ll come in handy. You just pick them all up and put them back. And what’s happened to the bed? Are you too lazy to make it?’ he asked.

			Swallowing, Janice continued, ‘the sheets are filthy. Where do you keep the clean ones?’

			‘Clean ones?’ Olwen whined, ‘What do you think this is, a bloody hotel?’

			‘But there are fleas in the bed!’ Janice persisted.

			‘Course there are fleas in the bed!’ Olwen said, ‘This is a farm, with animals on it! If you want to be fussy, you can wash the sheets and put them back on again.’

			He stomped downstairs to eat his breakfast. Janice followed him in time to hear the next complaint.

			‘What’s this?’ he demanded, holding up a slice of bread.

			‘It’s called bread.’ Janice tried to joke.

			‘You must have about half a pack of marge on here. Are you trying to bankrupt me, or kill me off with heart trouble?’ Olwen scraped his knife along the bread, removing as much marge as he could.

			Trying to keep calm, Janice found a duster and a tin of polish in a cupboard and she started to dust the filthy shelves, putting old ornaments and bits and pieces of rubbish on the floor. There were cotton reels, scissors, buttons, an empty tin, something mouldy and unidentifiable, and a load of other items.

			Tutting, Olwen slapped down his knife and fork. ‘What are you up to now? He demanded.

			‘I’m sorting out the mess here,’ she retorted.

			‘Why don’t you just leave things alone?’ he snarled, ‘They were my Mum’s things.’

			‘Was it her dust too?’ Janice snapped back.

			That’s when she received her first slap. 

			‘Don’t you be so lippy,’ Olwen told her. Then he loudly slurped the rest of his tea and stomped out.

			Janice made a stew with leftover bits from the fridge, a couple of potatoes and some tinned tomatoes.

			Olwen obviously enjoyed it and it put him in a good mood.

			‘We need some shopping,’ she said.

			‘Olwen nodded. ‘you make a list and I’ll work out the cost.’

			The next day she gave him the list and he calculated how much it came to. And when she got home, he carefully checked the list and held his hand out for the change.

			Every morning, rain or shine, Olwen woke her at five. Janice gave up trying to improve the house. Instead, she threw herself into the life of the farm. She watched Olwen as he worked, and asked questions, which seemed to please him. As she was lonely and missed the life of the pub, she made a fuss of all the animals. And they obviously loved her too.

			She hated Olwen. They lived their life together in virtual silence, but every now and then, one of them would explode and Olwen would hit out at her.

			When Janice asked to borrow the landrover to visit her Dad and Olwen refused, calling it a waste of fuel, she yelled at him, saying she was bored out of her skull.

			‘Well if you managed to produce some kids, you wouldn’t be bored, would you?’ he whined.

			‘Fat chance of that with you firing blanks!’ she retorted.

			She got the worst slapping around that she’d ever had then. She was covered in bruises in between the flea bites.

			Moving painfully, Janice tipped Nelly the Pig’s feed in the trough.’ Here you are, Nelly,’ she sighed.

			‘Thanks Janice,’ said Nelly the Pig.

			Janice froze with the bucket in her hand.

			‘Did you just speak?’ she asked.

			‘Well who did you think it was? said Nelly the Pig.

			‘Oh thank goodness!’ Janice laughed, ‘I’ve been so lonely! I’ve got no-one to talk to!’

			‘Nor have I,’ said Nelly the Pig, ‘What’s wrong with you today?’

			‘Olwen hit me.’

			‘Huh,’ said Nelly the Pig.

			A few days later, Janice stepped carefully through the muddy area next to the sty. She opened the gate and tipped Nelly the Pig’s food into the trough.

			‘Morning, Nelly,’ she said, ‘You haven’t seen Olwen have you? I can’t find him anywhere.’

			‘He’s having sex,’ said Nelly the Pig, burying her snout in the trough.

			‘You WHAT? Where? Who with?’ Janice wailed.

			Nelly the Pig raised her snout and looked round at Janice. ‘With Peggy the Postie. They’ve been at it for years.’

			‘Where are they?’ shrieked Janice. Just because she hated Olwen it didn’t mean that he could have sex with anyone else!

			‘In the barn,’ said Nelly the Pig and buried her snout firmly in the trough again.

			‘Aaaaaaoooow!’ Janice cried. She dropped the bucket and stormed off to the barn, slipping in the mud.

			Peggie the Postie was just climbing into her van. She had hay sticking out of her dyed-blonde hair. She smirked at Janice.

			Olwen came out of the barn, fastening the belt of his trousers. He paused, mid-buckling, when he saw Janice. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked defensively, ‘Haven’t you got any work to do?’

			Janice turned and hurried away. She had to think about this situation very carefully. Although she hated Olwen, she’d become fond of the farm. She didn’t want to lose it; especially to a great lump like Peggy the Postie!

			The weeks passed and the liaison regularly continued. Olwen would send Janice to work on something at the other side of the farm when Peggy the Postie was due. Janice secretly simmered with rage.

			‘I hate Olwen!’ she confessed to Nelly the Pig early one morning.

			‘Kill him then,’ said Nelly the Pig.

			‘What?’ Janice gasped. Had she heard right? ‘But what would I do with the body?’

			‘Pigs eat anything,’ said Nelly the Pig.

			Janice paused for a minute, thinking. ‘I don’t know if I could do it. Could I?’ she asked herself.

			‘Please yourself,’ said Nelly the Pig.

			Olwen came in at nine for his breakfast and starting moaning about Janice’s lack of economy. Then he looked up. Something about her expression wasn’t quite right.

			‘What are you looking at me like that for?’ he demanded.

			‘I’m just thinking what a miserable, tight git you are, Gittins,’ she bravely told him.

			Slowly he put down his knife and fork and advanced on her. ‘What did you say?’ he asked, wondering if he’d heard her correctly.

			Janice backed away. ‘Going deaf are you?’ she taunted, ‘Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?’

			‘You what? I don’t believe this. I-’ then he lost his temper and threw himself at her. 

			After slapping her until she screamed, Olwen turned to finish his breakfast.

			All that Janice could see in front of her was a red glow. She had completely lost control.

			Picking up one of the late Mrs Gittins’ brass ornaments, she crashed it down on Olwen’s skull.

			He looked up at her, then he went cross-eyed and his eyes slowly glazed over.

			Janice moved his plate before his head landed in the eggs and bacon.

			She went and sat down in the lounge, trying to make her breathing slow down. She kept peeping in the kitchen to make sure that he was still there. He was, with his head resting on the table.

			Forcing herself to go in there again, she picked up the brass ornament and, rubbing it over with the sleeve of her jumper to hide her fingerprints, she carefully placed it back in exactly the same place, surrounded by dust. 

			Janice was a strong lady and Olwen was light and weedy. He had a dent in his skull, but it hadn’t broken the skin, so there was no blood. She bent down and, letting Olwen’s body slump on to her, she hoisted him over her shoulder and carried him to the pig-sty, feeling her way carefully so that she didn’t slip in the mud. 

			With a bit of difficulty she managed to push him over the wall where he landed face-down in the mud.

			Nelly the Pig looked up from her eating.

			‘There you are, Nelly, lunch.’ Janice told her friend.

			‘I’m not hungry at the moment,’ said Nelly the Pig.

			‘Oh come on, Nelly,’ Janice encouraged her, ‘You told me that pigs would eat anything. You can do it as revenge for all the people that eat pigs.’

			‘People eating pigs? What are you talking about?’ said Nelly the Pig.

			Janice thought. ‘Oh come on Nelly, you must have heard of pork chops? Roast pork with apple sauce?’

			‘No I have not!’ said Nelly the Pig, ‘Eurrrgh, you’ve put me right off now!’

			‘Please eat him, Nelly, or I’ll get into trouble.’

			‘Well that’s not my problem, is it?’ said Nelly the Pig.

			Janice splodged through the mud and went to feed the chickens. Then she trudged back to the sty and peeped over the wall. Olwen was still where she’d left him.

			‘Oh please help me, Nelly!’ she begged, ‘Please!’

			‘No, sorry, I don’t fancy him,’ said Nelly the Pig, ‘Maybe you should have ground him up with my food. I don’t think I could eat a whole one.’ 

			Thinking desperately, Janice pleaded, ‘Well can’t you just nibble him a bit round the edges?’

			‘Nibble him round the edges? What do you take me for?’ said Nelly the Pig.

			Feeling panic rising, Janice plodded through the mud again and went back to the house.

			How was the timing? She’d fed the pigs at about seven and she’d killed Olwen at nine. When should she call the police and say that he’d disappeared? Tomorrow morning. Yes, she’d go to feed the pigs, then say that she’d found him dead in the sty.

			Why hadn’t she missed him all night? Because she often went to bed early and he got up early.

			Perfect! He must have slipped in the mud and banged his head on the wall.

			Surprisingly, Janice slept well that night. She got up at six, dressed and went to feed the pigs.

			‘Morning Nelly,’ she called as she approached the sty. She peeped over the wall. Olwen was still lying in the mud, un-nibbled. ‘Damn!’ muttered Janice, ‘You’ve really let me down, Nelly.’

			‘It was the pork chops that did it,’ said Nelly the Pig.

			Janice went back to the house and called the police. She pressed 3, then 5, then 3 again as instructed, and listened to a voice saying that all lines were busy, but her call was very important to them, so would she please wait and someone would be with her soon.

			Janice wondered if hundreds of battered wives had finished off their husbands and they were all calling the police to tell them.

			Finally someone spoke and she told them that she’d found her husband in the pig-sty and she thought he was dead and would they please hurry as she didn’t know what to do.

			She was told that they were quite busy at the moment, but the police would be with her some time that morning.

			Janice made a cup of tea and sat down for a while, thinking about what had happened, and about what could happen.

			She would inherit the farm! She’d throw out all the rubbish and make it a lovely home. And maybe she’d find a kind, caring husband to love her and look after her. 

			She pictured a gorgeous man holding her in his arms and-

			 What was that noise? A car? A van? 

			Peering out the window, Janice was horrified to see Peggy the Postie’s van slipping over the ruts of the drive. Then it stopped by the barn.

			Janice crept out and slid along the muddy path to the pig-sty. She wondered for a split second if Nelly the Pig would enjoy a big, juicy postwoman.

			No, probably not.

			She could hear Peggy the Postie shouting in a whisper. (Why did people do that?)

			‘Olwen! Olwen! Are you there?’ Then she came out of the barn and started snooping around.

			Janice reached the sty at the same time as Peggy the Postie peered over the wall.

			‘Aoooooowwww, Olwen!’ she wailed.

			Jumping back and crouching behind the wall, Janice thought desperately. Hopefully Peggy the Postie would go in the sty and move Olwen about a bit, which would destroy some of the evidence with a bit of luck.

			Unfortunately, Janice slipped in the mud and couldn’t keep her balance. She fell backwards and slithered down the slope, gaining speed and bumping into Peggy the Postie.

			It’s unsure who started it first. It was probably a combination of anger and lack of balance. Suddenly both women were rolling in the mud, punching and head-butting each other.

			Luckily at that moment a spare police car that was in the area arrived, as it would almost definitely have been a fight to the death.

			‘Pete, stop those women fighting,’ said Big Al the senior PC, who then looked over the pig-sty wall and noticed the body lying face-down. ‘Oh no,’ he groaned, ‘I should be off this afternoon! I was going to watch the match with my mates.’

			The last thing that Pete the PC wanted to do was to separate the women as he’d just had his uniform cleaned. He hesitated.

			‘Arrest those women!’ Big Al ordered, pointing at them both, not knowing what else to do.

			As he tried to grab hold of a mud-encrusted arm, Pete slipped in the mud and sat down. He tried to stand up, fell backwards again, and thought, ‘Oh what the Hell!’

			The three of them wrestled around in the mud for a while. They slipped out of his grasp several times, but he finally got Janice in an arm-lock and, leaning on her to keep his balance, led her towards the police-car.

			Fighting against being dragged backwards, Janice shook her fist at the sty and screamed, ‘You rotten pig!’ ensuring a more intense autopsy for her husband than he would have got and thus, as they say, sealing her own fate.

			Olwen’s body was removed for tests. A temporary farm manager was brought in and things returned to normal. The sty was nice and roomy again.

			The piglets were enjoying themselves in the extra space, squealing happily, pushing each other and rolling in the mud.

			Their mother looked up from the trough and stared in horror.

			‘You children stop it at once! Look at the state of you!’ said Nelly the Pig, ‘You’re disgusting! You should be ashamed of yourselves! You’re behaving like people!’ 

			

			

			Or 

			

			Circling above the heads of the cheering crowds, I prepared to land.

			Arms spread out, I lined up with the straight, wide road that stretched from one end of my kingdom to the other. My toes touched the sandy ground, lifted, touched down again. I ran a few paces to keep my balance, then stopped. It was a perfect landing. My subjects waved and shouted their adoration. Their King had returned!

			A band led the way to my platform. Everyone threw flowers high into the air and a sweet-smelling, multicoloured shower of petals rained down upon us all.

			Stepping onto my platform, I held up my arms and silence dropped like a curtain. All eyes were upon me. ‘People of Or,’ I declared, ‘Your King has come again. Let the celebrations begin!’

			I sprawled on my couch while a roar emerged from millions of throats, blending and growing as it spread outwards to the furthest regions of my kingdom, echoing around us like thunder.

			Tables laden with all kinds of delicious food stretched along the road. My people were well-cared for. Every time they helped themselves to anything, they saluted me with gratitude. How they love me!

			Flute-like music played while I tucked into the dishes spread in front of me, grabbing handfuls and forcing the food into my mouth. Oh, the joys of being a King!

			A line of beautiful maidens danced into view, singing in their lovely virginal voices. They formed a circle and, hand in hand, they skipped round my platform, their eyes filled with love for me.

			Picking up a soft, juicy tomato, I hurled it at one of the girls and it struck her directly in the face, but she didn’t stop her dancing. With the blood-red liquid running down the front of her, she never missed a step. How my subjects laughed!

			Suddenly a priest, dressed in a white robe and wearing a hideous mask, appeared. He fell on his knees and bowed to me with his forehead touching the ground. The circle of dancing girls broke and the priest took the hand of the first girl. Then they all skipped away, up the thousand steps leading to the altar above, where other priests awaited their arrival.

			Proudly, the girl who I’d hit with the tomato lifted her dress over her head and threw it away. It floated slowly down, down, into the crowd. The naked girl laid herself on the stone altar and the masked priest expertly slit her chest open and ripped out her heart. He held it, still throbbing and writhing, on the palm of his hand, offering it as a dedication to me. I nodded my approval.

			All eyes turned simultaneously to my left. A long marching line of people, clad only in white loincloths, stretched away as far as the eye could see. Some of them were prisoners, captured in battles with other kingdoms, and some were eager volunteers, proud to die for the love of their King. They marched up the steps towards the altar, and as they marched, they chanted, ‘Or! Or! Or!’

			The priests worked quickly and deftly, cutting out their hearts and then chopping the bodies into pieces, which they hurled to the people below. Soon the sky was full of arms, legs and bits of body, which twisted and fell like huge leaves. My people reached up their arms to catch the falling meat. They would all dine well tonight, helping the noble warriors and lucky volunteers on their journey into the after-life. Blood gushed down the steps like a waterfall. Soon my kingdom was covered with a slippery red carpet.

			Laughing and screaming, my subjects picked up the heads and threw them to each other. One head rolled along and stopped right below my platform. Its eyes were open wide and the mouth formed a surprised ‘Oh!’ It looked exactly like a bowling-ball. I pointed it out to my subjects. How they laughed at my joke!

			Then I stepped down from my platform and, grasping the head, I bowled it as hard as I could along the road. My people fell over like skittles and the head disappeared in the distance. How my people gasped at the strength of their King! Oh how they worship me!

			When my father was the King, he was hated and feared throughout the land. ‘I’m the King in this house!’ he used to shout at me, ‘I’m the ruler here!’ then he would beat me and shut me away in the dark place, under the stairs. He was jealous of my popularity. How I detested him and how I longed for the day when I would be King.

			Only the whispered messages from the people of Or kept me from losing my sanity. ‘Have patience,’ they would whisper, ‘the people of Or need you. We want you for our King. We will help you.’

			When my turn came, never has the world seen such splendour and pageantry as there was at my coronation. The blood and the wine flowed. And, oh, the cheers and screams! Never, never had my subjects been so happy. Their Adored One was their King at last!

			And they still adore me as much now; in fact, even more, if that’s at all possible. And I adore them too. Nothing pleases me more than to see my people enjoying themselves.

			The most beautiful virgin in the land was led towards me by her proud parents. She fell on her knees in front of me, overcome by the power and magnetism of my presence. I stepped forward and held out my hand to her and she gratefully took hold of it. Then I led her towards my couch. With eager, trembling hands, she unfastened the clasps on her shoulders and let her robe slip to the ground. Then she stood naked, with her eyes downcast, as befits a modest maiden, awaiting my command.

			I snapped my fingers and she lay down on the couch, her eyes closed and an expectant smile playing over her lips. How she was longing for her king1 Oh what joy and honour to be chosen for me, her Lord and Master.

			Lifting my robe, I climbed on top of her. She sighed with pleasure and her arms encircled my neck as I entered her. Faster and faster we moved, faster and faster, while all my subjects clapped their hands and chanted, ‘Or! Or!’

			We climaxed together and my people cheered. I floated up in the air and my robe dropped over me, covering my body. I knew it was time to leave my kingdom again.

			Below me, a priest drew his hand across the girl’s throat and a thin red line appeared. Nobody could ever lay with her after she’d lain with her King.

			My people cheered and applauded as I performed a few back flips for them, then I waved to them and their smiles turned to sorrow. ‘No no, don’t go!’ they called up to me, with tears running down their cheeks, ‘Don’t leave us! We love you!’

			I waved again and everyone produced rainbow-coloured handkerchiefs, which tinkled and glittered like Christmas decorations. As I flew away, my people’s cries grew fainter, and my kingdom grew smaller, until all I could see was a mass of multicoloured handkerchiefs, flashing in the distance.

			Just in time, I returned to my other life. A key jangled harshly in the lock and the door crashed open. I turned my head sideways so that I could see out of the corner of my eye.

			‘Is he – alright?’ the younger one asked, standing outside the door.

			‘Him? Yes, fine. No problems. He’s not dangerous at all,’ the other one replied. Why did she always talk so loud?

			‘But I thought he was a…’

			‘Murderer? Yes, he was. Cut the throats of all his family. His father was a right pig. A real vicious bully. Used to beat him and lock him under the stairs in the dark. Drove the poor lad completely insane. After he committed the murders, he became a complete zombie. He lives in another world. You don’t need to worry about him.’

			Little do they know who I really am. Of course I totally ignore them. I couldn’t possibly lower myself to speak to the likes of them. It would be far beneath my dignity. But soon, very soon, my people of Or will require another sacrifice from their King. Then I will reveal my true identity to that new young nurse. Oh, how grateful and honoured she will feel, to be the Chosen One of the wonderful, the all-powerful King of Or!

			

			

			Virtie

			

			“‘Ere you are son, I’ve brought yer a present,” said his mum’s new boyfriend Wayne.

			“Aoooow, Jamie!” shrieked Jamie’s mum. (She pronounced Jamie’s name ‘Jymie.’) “In’t that nice? Say thank you to yer Uncle Wayne.” (She pronounced Wayne’s name ‘Whine.’)

			The good things about Jamie’s mum’s latest boyfriends were that they nearly always brought Jamie presents at first, and his mum would be bubbling with happiness. The bad things were that they all wanted to ruffle his hair and have mock boxing-matches with him. And after a while they would start hitting his mum, or just vanish one day. Then she moped and complained until the next one came along, and it would all start again.

			“Thank you Uncle Wayne,” Jamie obediently chanted. He stared at the strange object in his hand. “Um, what is it?” he asked.

			“It’s one of them virtual pets. I found it in a house clearance.” Wayne spoke to Jamie’s mum. “The couple did a runner without paying their rent. They left all their stuff behind. The landlord kept it in his garage but he never heard a thing from them, so he got me to take the lot away.”

			“Some people are disgusting!” yelled Jamie’s mum, looking unseeing at her filthy room. Jamie’s mum didn’t believe in housework. Her face lit up as a thought surfaced in her brain. A rare occurrence. “Ooow, I remember them things! Wasn’t they called tamagotchis or something?” She smirked proudly at her knowledge.

			“What? Time I gotcha? Right, here I come then!” Wayne waggled his fingers in the air and lumbered towards Jamie’s mum. She shrieked with delight and trotted slowly round the settee so that Wayne could catch her. He couldn’t run very fast because of his beer-gut.

			They collapsed on the settee and started noisily sucking each other’s lips; a strange activity that Jamie’s mum seemed to enjoy.

			Jamie pressed the knob and stared, fascinated, as the tiny creature was ‘born.’ It rapidly developed and took shape and then it stared directly at Jamie and smiled.

			“I’m going to look after you for ever and ever,” Jamie whispered. He glanced up to make sure that he wasn’t being watched. He wasn’t. His mum and Wayne were engrossed in each other. Raising the toy to his lips, he gently kissed the creature. He stared at it again. It stared back and winked at him.

			“Mum! It winked at me!” he called.

			“Yes! Oh yes!” gasped his mum.

			“I’m going to call him Virtie and I won’t let him die.”

			“Yeah! Yeah! Oh Whine!” yelled his mum.

			“I’m going to show all my friends what I’ve got,” Jamie announced the next morning.

			“Yeah and I bet they’ll all be dead jealous,” said Wayne, ruffling Jamie’s hair before he could move out of reach. Then he burped and hitched his boxer shorts over his stomach.

			Jamie’s mum lit a cigarette and coyly blew smoke towards the ceiling. “And you behave yourself,” she threatened with disinterest.

			Wayne smiled at Jamie and winked. “Leave ‘im alone, he’s a good kid!” He bunched his fists and, crouching in what he thought was a boxing position, he aimed mock punches at Jamie’s chest. Jamie stepped back out of reach.

			“Ooow Whine, you are funny! In’t ‘e funny, Jymie?”

			Jamie agreed that, yes, Wayne was funny, as he backed out of the room.

			Slamming the front door, Jamie dashed along the path, looking to see if he could spot any of his friends. One of his trainers (bought second-hand from a charity shop) came undone. He tripped over the lace, staggered a few steps, and landed face-down.

			Fighting back his tears, he held Virtie up to check that it wasn’t broken. No, thank goodness it was alright. Suddenly blood gushed out of his nose, running down his chin and onto his virtual pet.

			Jamie overcame his fright and held his head back, pinching his nose until the blood stopped flowing, as his teacher did when anyone at school got a nosebleed.

			A strange noise made him look down. He couldn’t believe what he saw. Virtie was making a faint lapping sound and the toy wasn’t covered in blood any more!

			“Virtie!” Jamie gulped. The creature stared at Jamie and licked its lips.

			What had woken him up? Jamie checked his dinosaur clock which had been a present from one of his mum’s boyfriends a couple of years ago. The hands glowed in the dark. 2 o’clock.

			Then he heard it; a faint whimpering sound. He reached onto his bedside cupboard that his mum had bought for 50p at a jumble sale, picked up his new toy and pressed the knob to feed it. The creature became quiet. Until 3am. Jamie fed it again, he held it as though to warm it, and he hung it round his neck and fell asleep.

			He awoke at dawn. Something was wrong. Then he heard the faint lapping sound that had invaded his dreams. With a gasp Jamie sat up in bed. The toy had turned around in the night and it was stuck to Jamie’s chest.

			Jamie pulled it away and a trail of blood trickled down his stomach. He took the toy off and checked himself. It looked as though a spot on his chest had been scratched. He must have picked it in his sleep.

			But what about the strange noise that had woken him? Jamie stared at Virtie who was licking its lips and staring directly at Jamie.

			“Look, you mustn’t do that,” Jamie whispered, “It’s wrong!”

			The corners of the creature’s mouth turned down and it made a faint whimpering noise. Jamie picked it up and pressed the knob to stop it crying, then he gently caressed it in his hand.

			“I’m sure that thing’s got bigger, hasn’t it, Whine?”

			Jamie hastily pushed the tamagotchi inside his teeshirt. “Course it hasn’t. They don’t grow!”

			“Not like little boys, eh? Eh?” Wayne ruffled Jamie’s hair and bunched his fists, pretending to punch Jamie on the chest.

			“Will you stop that?” Jamie muttered, peering down the front of his teeshirt.” 

			“You what?” asked Whine – I mean Wayne. (Sorry.)

			“He’s talking to his pet, ain’t you Jymie? He thinks it’s real!”

			“No I don’t!” Jamie protested.

			“Well nothing them Japanese do would surprise me!” said Jamie’s mum, collapsing onto Wayne’s knee and lighting a cigarette.

			“Ooh, shove up a bit to the left!” Wayne groaned.

			“Um, I think I’ll go and tidy my room.”

			“You’ll do what?!” squealed Jamie’s mum, who never tidied anything except her hair. 

			“My room. It needs sorting out.” Jamie dashed into the hall and up the stairs, kicking aside the dirty washing and rubbish. He ripped the tamagotchi out of his teeshirt as he ran and rushed into his bedroom, flinging it onto his bedside cupboard. It started to cry.

			“I’ve told you to stop biting me,” Jamie said, shaking a finger at the creature, “And you can’t still be hungry!”

			“Jymie!” his mum screamed, “Quick, come ‘ere!”

			He jumped and hastily pushed the toy under his pillow. Muffled whimpers followed him down the stairs.

			His mum was in the kitchen, hopping up and down. “Look what that bloody next-door’s cat brought in!” she shrieked, clutching her knees.

			“Where’s Wayne?” asked Jamie, looking round the room. Surely he hadn’t left her already?

			“Gone down the pub to see a bloke about something. Get rid of it, Jamie!”

			She ran into the garden and Jamie bent down to examine the tiny mouse. It was still wriggling. He picked it up by the tail and went to throw it outside. Then he hesitated.

			He went upstairs to his bedroom and pulled Virtie out from under the pillow. “Is this what you want?” he asked nervously.

			The image of the creature became excited, jumping up and down. “Feed me feed me feed me!” it demanded.

			Jamie dropped the mouse on top of the toy and rushed out, trying not to listen to the sucking and crunching.

			“Oy Jymie, come and see what yer Uncle Whine got down the pub!”

			Curious, Jamie dashed down the stairs two at a time. And froze as the pitbull terrier bared its teeth and snarled at him.

			“Now you stop that, Pongo!” Wayne shouted, ruffling its head and confusing the dog who didn’t know if it was being praised or punished.

			Thank goodness, Wayne might leave HIS head alone now, thought Jamie.

			“Why do you call him Pongo, Whine?” Jamie’s mum asked.

			“Cos ‘e stinks!” Wayne roared with laughter and Jamie’s mum shrieked with delight, yelling, “Aooow Whine!” and flinging her arms round Wayne’s neck.

			Disgusted, Jamie went back to his room and picked Virtie up. And tensed. What was that noise? Jamie threw Virtie under the bed. 

			 A snuffling noise outside the door was followed by a bang as Pongo violently pushed the door open with his nose. 

			“Um, hello Pongo. Good dog,” said Jamie nervously, drawing his feet up out of the dog’s reach.

			Pongo paused, wondering why he was a good dog. Giving up, he growled menacingly. Then, curious, he snuffled under the bed.

			There was a loud noise like bathwater going down the plughole. Pongo’s hindquarters left the ground and the dog vanished under the bed without a squeak or a growl.

			Jamie screwed his eyes shut and stuck his fingers in his ears until Virtie had finished eating and was quiet. Then he peeped under the bed. The virtual pet was fast asleep.

			The only sign that Pongo had been there was a faint doggy whiff in the air.

			“Jymie! Come down ‘ere!”

			Jamie went slowly down the stairs, trying to keep his face looking innocent.

			“‘Ave you seen Pongo?” his mum asked him.

			Jamie swallowed. “No, Mum. I’ve been in my room.”

			“I told you, you must ‘ave left the front door open or something.”

			“No Whine, I didn’t. Honest!”

			“Well that was a waste of a tenner then, wasn’t it?” Wayne went back to reading the paper and Pongo was history.

			

			The whimpering was louder and deeper. Jamie dragged himself awake and pressed the knob to feed Virtie.

			The tamagotchi stayed in his bed all day (thank goodness his mum never made his bed!) and rested on his bedside cabinet at night. The toy was too big and heavy to hang round his neck now.

			Three times in fifteen minutes Jamie had to feed it. Just pressing the knob didn’t satisfy it for long any more.

			At last it became quiet and Jamie sank into an exhausted sleep. His hand flopped out of the bed, hanging beside the bedside cupboard and the creature sucked happily at his finger, drinking his blood.

			The toilet flushed but Jamie didn’t hear it. He didn’t hear his bedroom door open or see Wayne in his boxer shorts standing over him.

			“Alright son?” asked Wayne, peering round the room. He couldn’t figure out what he’d heard.

			Sometime during the night Jamie had pulled his finger free in his sleep, knocking Virtie on the floor.

			Hearing another strange sound, Wayne bent down, grunting with the effort.

			“Bloody he-!” were his last words on this earth.

			Jamie slept on; a deep, peaceful, anaemic sleep. He didn’t hear the deep rumble from the floor, nor the munching and slurping, followed by a long-drawn-out contented burp.

			Just as well really.

			All of Jamie’s savings from his Star Wars money box (a present from his mum’s boyfriend before last) was spent at the supermarket. Virtie was fond of raw liver, and it had satisfied the creature for a few days. But its demands had grown again and Jamie was broke.

			Jamie decided to let his pet die. He stuck it under his bed and tried to ignore its plaintive cries for food. He also tried to ignore his mum’s plaintive cries. “Aooow, Whine!” she’d whine. “D’yer know, Jymie, I really thought ‘e was the one,” she sighed, lighting a cigarette and collapsing onto a kitchen chair, “At least ‘e could have said goodbye, instead of sneaking away in the night!” 

			Jamie nodded solemly and fixed his gaze on a rusty shopping trolley at the end of the garden. He wasn’t sure what had happened to Wayne, but he had his suspicions as Virtie had slept so well after Wayne had disappeared.

			“Don’t worry Mum, I’ll look after you,” he assured her.

			“Ow Jymie, you’re such a good boy,” said his mum, reaching out and ruffling his hair.

			“Jymie!”

			Gasping, Jamie woke up. “What?”

			“Give yer poor mum a cuddle, my special boy!” Jamie’s mum sobbed. She flopped onto the bed, bouncing Jamie off the mattress. Her breath smelt of gin, as it always did after a broken romance.

			“Let’s go in your room, Mum,” Jamie suggested, trying to get out of bed.

			Jamie’s mum stood up, hiccoughed, staggered, and slid under the bed.

			“Mum!” Jamie screamed, “No Virtie! Naughty! Let my mum go!” He tried to grab his mum’s shoulders but she disappeared too fast.

			He turned round and looked down at the other side of the bed, hoping to see his mum sliding out. But she didn’t.

			Virtie dined happily, making contented munching noises. Then it began to snore, relaxed and satisfied.

			For a while.

			Jamie drew his knees up to his chin and stuck his thumb in his mouth.

			It was time to do some Serious Thinking.

			

			

			Hannah’s Cottage

			

			Hannah picked up her husband’s photo and dusted it. Then she paused, examining the serious face that stared directly at the camera. Dear Francis. He’d been a man of values. He’d never been afraid of expressing his opinions. It had nearly landed him in trouble more than once!

			What would he have thought of life today? Lucky he’d died when he had. He would not have been happy.

			She gently dusted the photo of their four children. They were all under the ground now, bless them!

			Sighing, she replaced the photo, then she carried on dusting.

			Oh the dust! It settled everywhere. It would all be back again tomorrow. Why did she bother? Love, that’s why. Love and pride in the little cottage that she and Francis had renovated so carefully.

			Opening the door, she shook the duster outside. Then, with a horrified gasp she backed inside and shut the door. Dawn was breaking already! She hadn’t realised what time it was!

			Hannah tugged on her thick overcoat, then she wound a scarf around her head and placed a sunhat with a wide brim on top. She picked up her gloves and keys and went out again. 

			Locking the front door she placed the keys in her coat pocket and pulled the gloves on. Then with her head down she hurried along the road.

			What was that? Loud voices wafted towards her in the still, stifling air.

			Her heart lurched with fear and she raised her head a little, focusing along the road. Good, they weren’t in sight yet! Sound travelled strangely in the silent emptiness.

			Lowering herself slowly into the ditch beside the road, she forced her body through the dry brittle hedge. The stems snapped and she turned round, pushing them together again. Lying terrified on her stomach in the dusty brown field she listened with her heart pounding against the ground.

			They were coming! Their manic laughter grew louder and closer.

			Peering through the hedge Hannah watched the group of vigilantes pass. Only a few of them wore hats. Several of them held a sleeve pulled back, letting the sun’s lethal rays burn a tattoo on their arm. It was the latest craze. Their faces were red and blotched with old scars. If the drugs didn’t kill them the cancer would.

			The group passed and Hannah stood painfully up. In a crouching position she hurried through the field with her head down, crunching through the sparse straw.

			Pausing for breath she placed the palm of her hand over her thumping heart and looked back. A thin column of smoke travelled upwards in a straight line through the windless air.

			Hannah sobbed. Her cottage! They’d vandalised it! She was surprised that it had survived untouched for so long. Practically everything else in the area had been wrecked. Oh Francis!

			They’d be back again soon, looking for some other vicious amusement to fill their meaningless lives. She had to hurry!

			A rotten gate dangled from its hinges at the end of the field. Hannah clambered over it and began to trot along the road.

			Then she heard their grunts of recognition. They’d seen her!

			She pushed her tired old body to its limit, panic giving her an extra burst of energy. She could hear them drawing nearer, nearer, their boots pounding on the dusty road.

			With relief she reached the building and slammed the heel of her hand against the button. Oh come on, come on, open will you? she pleaded silently.

			The vandal-proof doors slid apart and Hannah threw herself inside, pressing the ‘close’ button.

			Heavy bodies hurled themselves against the metal doors but they were too late.

			One of them screamed, his finger jammed between the steel plates. Their hands beat against the doors.

			‘Come back you old bag!’ and ‘We’ll get you, you stupid fucking cow!’ echoed through to her.

			Hannah realised that she’d wet herself. Then relief filled her lungs as the lift carried her down, down inside the earth to where her family and friends all lived, and she knew that she’d never resurface again.

			

			

			 Nuclear Power 

			

			Rodney surveyed the remains of his neighbourhood. One day of nuclear insanity had reduced everything to a smouldering ruin – except for his house which stood there like a tooth in a tramp’s head.

			‘I’m all alone in the world!’ Rodney wailed, ‘What am I going to do for clean socks?’

			But what was that? Another survivor! His heart rose, then sank again as the blackened form staggered nearer. Of all the people in all the world! It had to be Lester Bradley, his neighbour! Mr Perfect Smoothy-guts! Well, look at him now. Judith wouldn’t bat her eyelashes at him if she could see the state of him!

			Judith! What had happened to his wife! Despite the warnings she’d gone shopping. ‘Must get a few extras in, darling,’ she’d insisted, ‘What WILL we do if anything happens to Harrods?’

			Oh well, at least she’d have died happy, clutching a credit card to her implants!

			‘Oh Rodney! Rodney, thank the Lord!’ Lester sobbed, collapsing in a heap at Rodney’s feet, ‘I’m not the only one – and your house! It’s still standing! Oh please, get me some water will you? My throat’s killing me!’

			Rodney looked down at his neighbour’s bald patch and a feeling of power surged through him. Lester, Mr Popular Super-Cool, grovelling at his feet! He’d never thought he’d live to see the day!

			I can be anything I like now, Rodney realised suddenly, King, Prime Minister, - even Chairman of the Rotary Club! Oh yes, I was good enough to think up all their fund-raising ideas, to organise their functions and to run around doing all the little jobs that nobody else wanted to do, but I was never popular enough to be elected as Chairman, was I?

			The reigning Rotary Club Chairman clutched Rodney round the knees now, crying, ‘Oh please, just a glass of water! Just lend it to me! I’ll do anything you want! Anything!’

			Rodney’s top lip curled in a poor imitation of the late Sir Cliff Richard. ‘No, I WON’T lend you any of my precious water,’ he sneered, trying to shake himself free from Lester’s grip. ‘I’m not lending you anything!’

			Lester stared up at him, a horrified expression on his blackened face. ‘Why not, for the love of God?’ he whimpered, muddy tears running down his cheeks.

			‘Becaaaause…,’ Rodney dragged out the words, wobbling his head, ‘Becaaaause… you never returned my lawnmower!’

			

			

			 Jet

			

			He rested a protective paw on Sean’s knee and glared at me. Sean introduced us. ‘Jet, say hello to Denise’.

			The huge black Alsatian cradled his head against Sean’s chest, gazing up at his master. ‘You love me best,’ the eyes pleaded.

			Sean and I had clicked immediately, and after a few weeks we knew that it was going to be a permanent relationship. We’d started staying in more, instead of going out and spending money.

			My flat was near to where we both worked. Sean’s house, left to him by his parents, was several miles away, in the country. So we usually ended up at my place for the evening.

			We had so much in common. We both loved animals. Sean always made a fuss of my two Persian cats, and I’d been looking forward to meeting Jet, his dog.

			Sean ruffled Jet’s head. ‘He’ll come round eventually and love you as much as I do. I’ve had him since I was ten and he’s fourteen now, so he’s pretty protective of me, aren’t you, boy?’

			Jet’s tail thumped against the carpet. Then Sean leaned across to kiss me and Jet stiffened and groaned.

			It’s okay, Jet. It’s only Denise. She loves you too.’

			But I knew that Jet would never love me.

			When Sean was out, Jet stayed in the huge barn. Sean left the back doors open so that Jet could go out into a fenced-off area of garden if he wanted to.

			After that first visit, we called at Sean’s house a couple of times. I would hear Jet whining and scratching in the barn, but Sean didn’t go in to see him while I was there.

			Late one evening, we’d been out for a drink to celebrate fixing our wedding date. We stopped at Sean’s house and fell into each other’s arms.

			In the early hours, I kissed Sean’s forehead, gently brushing back a lock of hair, then I tiptoed downstairs and out the front door. And I froze. A menacing growl echoed in the darkness. I spotted two huge amber eyes staring at me. Jet! He stood outside the barn, to the left of me. And I knew that I was in danger.

			Slowly, I edged forwards, trying to reach my car, and Jet started pacing towards me. As he came nearer, I saw his bared teeth.

			Reaching my car, I managed to unlock the door despite my trembling, then I hurled myself inside and slammed the door shut as Jet attacked. His face stared daggers of hatred at me and, oh, those eyes! Two glowing embers, burning into my brain. I’ll never forget that expression as long as I live!

			With a howl of disappointment, Jet turned and loped away, turning to give me a final glare.

			The following day, in my flat, I broke the news to Sean. I honestly didn’t wish Jet any harm. He was devoted to the man I loved, and I didn’t blame him. But I obviously couldn’t live under the same roof as a dog who could attack me at anytime.

			Sean stood up and paced the room, then he sat down and took my hand. He had a strange expression on his face that I couldn’t analyse.

			‘Obviously I believe you, Denise,’ he began, ‘but are you positive that it was Jet who you saw?’

			‘What do you mean, am I sure? Of course I’m sure!’ I snapped.

			Sean breathed in deeply. ‘I knew that Jet would never accept you. He’d been getting a bit crotchety lately. His arthritis was getting worse. So I took him to the vet’s.’ Sean’s voice trembled.

			‘Jet died in my arms two weeks ago.’
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