
Coffee & Cake 
 

 

Welcome to this anthology of work by the members of the Story Café at 
Beaumont Leys Library.  The contents are as varied as the writers: some 
pieces are as powerful as a double espresso, but others are as sweet and 
light as cakes.  We have included a couple of stories written for children, 
but please be aware that some of the stories are sinister and downright 
scary, and one or two are a little saucy!  You will find a lot of humour too, 
and that is a good reflection of our group meetings, where we share our 
writing and our lives, talk, and laugh.   

The Story Café never set out to be a writing course, and I never set out to 
be a teacher; it is simply a place where people gather for support, 
inspiration and stimulation.  All the same, all our writers agree that their 
writing, and their confidence, has improved immeasurably.  This collection 
will show you how talented they all are. 

We would like to thank the Everybody’s Reading festival whose support has 
made this publication possible, and the staff at Beaumont Leys Library, 
who always make us welcome. 

 

Nicky Bennison 

Editor 
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Inspiration for stories can come from all sorts of places.  Real life, as reflected in the news 
media, can be a good place to start. Last year, while we were all in the grip of Olympic 
fever, Janette wrote this short story: 

 

LIGHT 

The gloomy interior of the stationmaster’s office afforded me privacy from 
the increasing number of people filling the tiny platform. Crowds of men, 
women and children, all anxious to see and perhaps better still, be seen, 
had jostled for a more advantageous position, very aware of the presence 
not only of local radio but of national television. Yet, not one of them 
would be travelling anywhere by train that day. Police and officials of one 
kind or another, each with their separate responsibilities, were failing to 
bring order of any kind to this unusually large crowd. 

George Benson, our local stationmaster for the past twenty-five 
years, looked resplendent, if a little self-conscious, in his top hat and 
frockcoat. I imagined perhaps he was practising for his visit to the Palace 
next month. Nominated by the residents of our small market town, he was 
to receive recognition for his services to the town and to local charities. 
Seemingly the only person aware of my nervousness, he had offered me the 
sanctuary of his private domain. Like the town and the station, this room 
was small and Victorian, but its old world atmosphere seemed to wrap 
around me and offer me comfort. 

Sitting isolated in the darkest corner of the room gave me time to 
collect my thoughts and centre my mind on the task ahead. Checking my 
wristwatch against the chiming wall clock confirmed I had another twenty 
minutes before the train was due. Relax, I told myself, close your eyes and take 
big, slow, deep breaths. I mustn’t allow myself to think further ahead, I must stay in the 
present and cope with just this one moment in time. 

A sudden shaft of sunlight through the newly cleaned windows fell 
on my outstretched legs, highlighting my squeaky new trainers. Never 
before had I owned a pair bearing this famous logo, nor probably ever 
would again. I watched the dusk motes dancing in the ray of light, bringing 
almost a touch of magic to this gloomy room. Had early man considered 
the sun to be magic? I imagine he must, since before he discovered fire, it 
was his only means of light.  On that wet July day in the wettest summer 
most people could remember, I knew just how he must have felt, and if 
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today, the sun decided to shine on my parade, I might just drop down on 
my knees and worship it too. 

The sound of the train whistle broke my reverie and before I could 
collect my thoughts, the door to the platform opened to admit my police 
escort. Standing tall and bronzed with the sunlight behind him I imagined 
a Roman gladiator might have looked like this as he stepped into the arena. 

Walking into the room with a slight inclination of his head, he 
quietly asked, “Ready?” Looking up I gave him a bright, though less than 
confident smile and replied, “As ready as I shall ever be.” 

Turning towards the waiting crowd, this pensioner and her 
gladiator walked into the sunlight and past the now silent crowd. As if 
frozen in time, they watched as I held out my torch to accept the Olympic 
light the train had brought and make my proud but tiny contribution to this 
moment in history. 

Janette Ward 

 

 

Charlotte wrote this powerful piece having become interested in a story that she saw on 
TV about a missing person, Tim Fenner: 

 

THE MIND IS A THING OF METICULOUS BEAUTY 

Legs dangling off the bridge, the sun going down on another anonymous 
day, I sit at a distance, watching a thousand red balloons fill the sky. 
Something monumental is happening in that small part of town, on this 
tiny patch of earth, but I cannot respond to that. Some part of me registers 
it, sure, but I’m still pretty much shut down. Staring at the river below, I 
wonder what it would feel like to stop; what the water would feel like; if I 
can feel anymore and if I want to.  

 How did this happen? How did it happen to me... successful, loved, 
capable and, above all things, rational? Can I go back from this and still be 
me? I still don’t fully remember how I got here, in this part of town - so far 
from anything I know or anyone I love. I pretty much know who I am and 
I know that, today, I have no shoes. But that cannot tell me how I came to 
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be here, empty, when I am supposed to be celebrating today. Celebrating... 
what? It just hurts too much to remember that they loved me.  

Something has snapped. My mind has absented itself from me and 
I am no longer in control of my body. I keep screaming at it to go 
somewhere, find someone, to get help. But I guess it just doesn’t trust me 
anymore and, over these last few years, I suppose I’ve given it probable 
cause.  

 I tried to let go, to get away, but they just held too much of me. 
Trapped, unable to move, I kept conning myself that I went back by 
choice, that I was just biding my time, forming an escape plan. That last 
thought alone should have alerted me to the fact that I could not leave by 
choice. But truly, truly, I did not know how to leave, how to live and how to 
function outside of it all. All I coherently knew was that it was no longer my 
life. They had slowly and coercively cowed me to this. And in my brain, my 
mind, I kept accepting it. No wonder my body took over.  

 So now, now I am sitting here, waiting for my body to speak to me 
again. I guess I’ve got to prove myself. I’m still having those same alien 
thoughts... the ones that tell me to do illogical things. Like Churchill, with 
his little black dog, who said that he felt he had to stand behind pillars every 
time a train passed by in order to control the urge to throw himself under. 
You see? I know things about Churchill. I’m a rational, educated person – 
these things don’t happen to people like me, do they?  

 That loss of control, that compulsion that comes from nowhere, 
that voice that screams at the back of your mind, drowning all the rational, 
analytical judgments that should keep you going... when did it take over?  

 I remember now the feeling, that feeling which urged me to finally 
give in and just keep walking. I had been trying to think it through again, 
trying to rationalise my actions and pave myself a way out but I just kept 
falling. Over and over I pushed myself to reprocess all the information, to 
analyse it again, to find a solution. Alone and planning, planning, planning, 
failing time and time again and still so many people needed me; so many 
dreams depended on my success. I had to keep going, had to. And then just 
as suddenly – snap. I had finally had enough of myself and that relentless 
momentum translated into steps that travelled, travelled to anywhere where 
I didn’t need to make decisions, didn’t have to carry everyone else’s 
burdens.  
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 There I go again, over-thinking things. Concentrate, concentrate, 
one step in front of the other and it will be okay... except I am broken. 
Broken, and I cannot go back. Not like this, not after all I must be putting 
them through. They will not want me, they are better off without me, they 
will forget soon enough and move on. But my girls, oh my girls... What can 
I do? How can I fix this? I can’t go back, I won’t go back, I will be stuck 
again and forced back into that painful, mindless box.  

 I’m losing my breath, my eyes are bleary and the cold is cutting 
down to my bones. Wrapping myself up in my thin clothes, I have nothing, 
I am nothing. Staring out across the water, the surface glassing, I stand up 
too quickly.  Vertigo. I have to get out of here. Spinning away from the 
edge, I bump into someone, no, something; it’s one of those damned 
balloons, drifted down the river whilst I’ve been sat here. But I can’t see 
properly to get it out of my face – why won’t it get out of my face? I drop to 
my knees, sobbing, wipe the tears with the back of my sleeve and find a 
mirror, staring back at my despair. There, attached to the balloon, is my 
face, my name, my family, and a note attached from my girls – ‘Dad, 
whatever it is, however bad it seems, we want you back’. I hit the floor, 
gasping again. As if claws have reached out of the icy river to grab me, I am 
paralysed by indecision and forced to look back at the circuit of my well-
trod life.  

 Thick-muscled carthorses pull at my atrophied mind, vying to tear 
me apart, and my body resumes command. I start walking again, no idea 
where I will end up. But there it is, in my hand, the answer, the way back, if 
I want it. All I have to do is walk up to the next stranger I meet, walk into 
the next house I pass, and admit ‘This is me and I want to go home’.  

Charlotte Seden 

 

 

One of the first pieces that Gail wrote for the group resulted from a prompt to write a 
‘flash fiction’ piece of just 100 words on the theme of ‘freedom’: 
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FREEDOM 

The young woman hobbled through the well tended gardens on the village 
green, her walking stick thrusting awkwardly along the path.  Her injuries 
were yet to determine the direction that her life would take in future. 

The chill in the November air heightened the bleakness of the cold grey 
marble memorial ahead.  Gently running her fingers over the inscribed 
names, as her grandfather had done decades before, she wept for herself 
and her former comrades. 

From continent to continent, religious, ethnic, political, could she still 
defend the terrible human cost of the call to arms, in the name of freedom? 

Gail Barker 

 

 

Sometimes it is a good discipline to write to a strict word count.  This 200 word piece by 
Mo is her response to a prompt to write a pen portrait of a detective: 

 

A DETECTIVE’S DINNER 

I choose my meals according to the day I’ve had. If a body’s been dragged 
from the river, it’s a nice piece of fish for tea. For a stabbing, it’s a 
microwave ‘pierce lid’ meal. A jam sandwich for lunch covers most 
eventualities, but best of all is a good bludgeoning. Then I get the steak 
tenderiser out - steak’s always rare of course.  

 It goes back to my first case. I thought that seeing the metal spike 
stuck through the stomach of a local loan shark hadn’t bothered me, but a 
trip to the kebab shop on the way home proved otherwise. One minute I 
was watching the meat spinning on the skewer, next thing I knew, 
everything went black. I woke up with a completely different view of Kev’s 
Kebabs than I’d ever had, even on a night out with the lads.  

 I thought I might never be able to eat anything again, so I came up 
with this system. It’s turned out well. I’ve lost some off my belly and I’ve 
become a damn good chef. Now I’m just keeping my eyes peeled for 
interesting cases, so I can choose the menu for my MasterChef appearance. 

Mo Coulson 
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It has been fascinating to learn about the different backgrounds of our writers as they have 
been revealed through fiction or memoir.  This piece by Judy is written as fiction but is 
based closely on her own experience. 

 

THIS STRANGE LAND 

Greta – a tall, lanky child of seven – stood outside the house that her 
parents had told her was now home. Daddy had said, 'Go, go outside, there 
are children! Go – make friends.'  Greta thought that was stupid, what 
would Daddy say if she just pushed him out into a crowd of grown-ups and 
said that? However, after another shove, she slowly and reluctantly went 
outside to face a small group of shabbily dressed children. 

 They stood outside her front garden, trying to peer in through the 
front door which she had left ajar. The child who appeared to be in charge 
was taller than the others, with mousy hair. It looked as though he had tried 
to tame it by wetting it, but it was now sticking up at the crown. He had a 
sly look on his face, wore a pullover full of holes and had grimy fingernails. 
Greta looked at him, and then at the others who had crowded around her. 

 There was a weedy looking boy with bad skin and a torn shirt. He 
wore short trousers and plimsolls with no socks. There was also a girl about 
her own age, wearing a summer dress that had obviously been passed 
down; it was so faded that you could hardly see what the pattern on it had 
been. She had gaps in her teeth and was giggling uncontrollably, and at the 
same time putting her hand in front of her mouth, as if to hide the gaps.  

 The small group were waving their hands about excitedly, and 
seemed to all be trying to talk at the same time. Greta stood and stared at 
them. Nothing made sense. She concentrated on their mouths opening and 
shutting. She wasn't stupid, she knew they were talking in the language 
called English. This was the language that Mummy had told her about 
when they were home, her proper home in Budapest. However, Budapest 
seemed a long way away.    

 She felt like crying. She turned away so the other children couldn't 
see, and quickly marched back through the open door to the relative safety 
of the house. She felt very angry. She hated her mother for bringing her to 
this horrible place, this house that rang empty of furniture but full of the 
dust that Mummy made as she tried to sweep the linoleum floors. The life 
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that was so familiar to her was finished. She thought about running away, 
but her home was now thousands of miles away.  

 She didn't like Daddy much at that moment. It wasn't fair. He 
could speak English so he was all right; he had been in England for years 
throughout the war. It was his fault, he had persuaded Mummy to make 
the frighteningly long journey; first by train, then ship, then train again, 
and finally by tram, to reach this place.  

 She could hear that the children outside were laughing again, and 
she knew they were jeering at her. Sullenly, she went along to the little 
room that was to be hers. She walked to the window and looked out across 
the long back garden. There was a lot of space everywhere. In Budapest 
they had lived in a small flat three floors up, with iron railings on all the 
balconies outside each door. From their balcony, Greta would watch the 
cobbled courtyard where pigeons sometimes pecked away hungrily, until a 
little black dog would come and send them flying off in a flurry of panic. 
Sometimes Greta would pick up one of the feathers they left behind and 
pretend that it was the wings of a fairy. 

 Back in the present, she could hear a dog barking in the distance. It 
cheered her up. She liked dogs and you didn't have to talk in a stupid new 
language for a dog to understand. It was easy to make friends with a dog, 
you just had to pat it and it would accept you. She wondered if she could 
have a dog, but she thought she might not be allowed to. 

 Mummy had mentioned that she would have to start at a new 
school in this place called Leicester. She would be learning this language 
called English. Already she knew how to say two words, 'thank' and 'you'. 
She didn't think that these would help her very much. When you talk to 
people you use hundreds and hundreds of words, and that seemed 
impossible. She lay down on her bed and whispered, 'thank you,' to herself 
a few times, but it didn't sound like the English used by the group of 
children. Please God, she prayed, let me learn how to use this strange language, and 
then perhaps, if I am very good, Mummy will take me home to my proper home in 
Budapest.  

 

Vera paused in her sweeping momentarily, and sighed as she listened to the 
sounds of her child Greta's steps running upstairs and the bedroom door 
slamming. Although she had kept her face turned away, Vera could tell 
that Greta was on the verge of tears. Oh God, she thought, what have I done? 
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Was I right to bring this child so far to a strange country to be reunited with a father who 
is a total stranger to her? After seven long years’ separation, he was almost a 
stranger to Vera too.  

 She had been shocked by how much he had changed, not only in 
appearance but also how he behaved towards her. He had been slightly 
brusque at first when she had expected, rather unrealistically, that he would 
be affectionate. They had been totally in love when they parted in Hungary 
that foggy morning. Would they ever be able to recapture that wonderful 
feeling again? 

 After three miscarriages, she had finally kept her pregnancy for a 
full four months, but the doctor had warned that she could still lose this 
baby too if she travelled. She was 37 by this time and terrified of losing this 
baby too. So she had let Otto go without her, with tearful hugs and 
promises to join him as soon as it was safely possible. Little did they know 
that this would only become possible after the war, and after what seemed 
like acres and acres of red tape and almost daily visits pleading their case to 
the appropriate embassies.  

 However, that was the past and the future was before them. Vera 
wondered what it would hold now for their small family in this foreign land.  
She went upstairs to Greta’s bedroom.  The child looked lost and 
miserable.  

“Why are you so unhappy and angry, Greta?” she asked.  

“I hate it here. I will never learn to speak English, it sounds so 
strange and difficult.”   

Vera smiled. 

“Of course you will.” She hugged Greta  “Just think you learned to 
speak Hungarian when you were only very little and now that you are 
much bigger, nearly seven years old, it will be very easy for you.” 

 Greta looked up at her hopefully.  

“Do you really think so Mummy?” she asked.   

“Of course,” she replied.  “Now, let’s go downstairs and you can 
help me make doughnuts.”  
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Doughnuts were Greta’s favourite food.  So, hand in hand, mother 
and daughter went downstairs to start their new life in this strange country 
called England.  

Judy Ross 

 

 

Irene’s childhood in Malaysia and her Chinese heritage often come through in her writing.  
This story recalls the experience of her grandfather, and came about in response to a 
challenge to write some dialogue between people who disagree with one another: 

 

NEW LAND 

"Watch out!” shouted the trishaw driver, half cursing Wan. The 
passenger was shaking his head. Wan stopped, and the trishaw driver 
carried on. Wan took the thumb-sized Buddha out of his pocket and 
rubbed it. Lee Fang had given it to him for protection. She had spent hours 
in the temple praying for his safety. He wouldn’t want anything to happen 
to him, not before he travelled. The ticket cost him his entire fortune. 

Wan stepped into the tea-house. It was busy, packed. Despite the 
noise, he heard his friends calling him from the corner. Waving at him was 
a tall skinny man and beside him was a bald-headed man. Wan took his 
straw hat off and walked toward his friends, greeting them with a nod.  

"We have ordered rice wine and some sweet-sour spare ribs. Order 
anything you like! It's our farewell treat!" said the tall man, pouring wine 
into his cup.  

"I’m fine. Thank you! Can't eat too much. I've been having pain 
when I eat." Wan was rubbing his stomach. 

"Then we shall have a toast to good luck!” The tall man raised his 
cup and the others followed suit. They drank and ate in silence. 

"When are you leaving?" the tall man finally asked, scrubbing the 
dirt out of his skinny fingers.  

"Tomorrow, at dawn. I'll make my way to Shanghai, which will 
take three days by foot. The junk is leaving in five days from Shanghai 
harbour." Wan lifted his leg on his stool and hugged it. 
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"Are you sure?" The bald man looked Wan in the eye.  

Wan nodded, feeling the heavy weight on his chest. It had not been 
easy at home. His wife had been secretly crying in the kitchen. He wished 
his friends would make it easy for him.  

The bald man took a breath. "I've known you for forty years. We 
grew up together. I saw you taking over your family farm, and your 
children growing up on this land. Now you are just leaving everything 
behind? Listen my brother, you are making a mistake!" He wiped his head 
with the towel that was hanging around his neck. 

"What am I supposed to do? If I carry on this way, Lee Fang and 
the children are going to starve. As you can see, the crops have not brought 
much income this year and winter is on its way.” 

"We're all trying to survive, but to leave your eight children with 
Lee Fang for five years is not right. Five years is a long time. What if 
something happened to you? Who is going to take care of your family?" 
The bald man was shaking his head in disapproval. 

"Now come, it's hard enough for Wan to make such a decision. 
Don't make it more difficult. The Republic does not make it easy for us to 
survive. So what is wrong about finding a better life in a new country? 
What are your plans in Malaya?" The thin man emptied his cup and 
poured himself another helping of rice wine. 

"My cousin found work in a tin mine for me. They pay well, and he 
has just built a house there. I'm going to work for two years, and if things 
turn out well, I'll send for my two sons. They'll be turning 16 and 18 by 
then.” 

"How is Lee Fang taking it?" The bald man looked searchingly at 
Wan. He poured himself another cup of wine. 

"Not good, she has been crying since the day I bought the ticket. 
Keeping herself busy mending my clothes and drying food for my journey. 
I'm not worried about her now. The two boys can take care of their 
mother. But when both the boys leave, I'm not so sure how she's going to 
cope with six children." 

"We're talking about thousands of miles away. It would take weeks 
to travel back. What if your family needs you? Your youngest child is just 
eight months old. I still think you are making a big mistake. Life will surely 
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get better, the Chinese Revolution will not let the people starve." The bald 
man's belief in the party was strong. 

"Don’t get me started on the Chinese Revolution, We're starving 
because of them. They have taken all our land and left us with nothing," 
Wan replied angrily.  

The bald man shook his head sadly. He couldn't argue back, Wan 
was right. His own land, handed down through his family, had been taken 
away, leaving him his house and a small plot of land behind. Yet he still 
honoured the party. 

The thin man spoke up. "Wan, don't worry, we'll take care of your 
family. We don't know when things will improve. You must go and start a 
new life.  But don't forget your family and friends when you're doing well." 
He raised his cup in a toast to Wan.  

"Skinny! Are you mad? You should be discouraging him. We've 
families of our own, if anything happens to him, how are we going to 
support his family?"  

"You're always so negative. Can't you be supportive for a change? 
When your daughter was sick, who lent you the money? Don't forget the 
bag of rice he gave us! Or are you scared that one day he'll be rich?" Skinny 
raised his voice. 

"Are you saying that I'm ungrateful and jealous?” The bald man 
stood up, dragging his stool. The table shook, the cup spilled over. “Wan is 
my oldest friend and I'm concerned about him going to an unknown land. 
It would be great if he made it, but what if he's unsuccessful?"  Wan pulled 
him down, and he sat down again. 

"Come my friends, let’s not argue on my last evening? Let’s toast to 
brotherhood. May we meet again in five years’ time!" 

Irene Wong 
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For one exercise, the group were asked to work in pairs and choose individuals from a 
lonely hearts ad, and then send them on a date together.  Here is Sue’s story: 

 

AN ENCOUNTER 

I waited, trying to ignore the fluttering feeling in my chest, in the entrance 
of the Bradgate Arms for my 'date'.  What had Penelope said? She would 
have a flower in her hair. 

A tall woman strode in and looked around.  Surely this wasn't her, she was 
wearing a mannish, well-cut trouser suit, her hair was immaculately swept 
up, and a pink flower perched incongruously behind her ear.  Her eyes 
flickered over me dismissively and then moved on.  It must be her I thought, 
and moved towards her. 

“Hello, are you Penelope?” I held out my hand. “I'm Frankie.” 

A look of surprise on her face was swiftly concealed.  She grasped 
my hand firmly, crushing my rings into my fingers. 

“Shall we sit in that corner?” she said, leading the way before I 
could reply. 

“Are you called Penny?” I asked. 

“Oh no,” she retorted, “I can't stand ‘Penny’, my close friends call 
me Pen.” 

I felt self-conscious in my ethnic flowered smock and bell-bottomed 
trousers.  She studied me with a slightly mocking look, taking in my 
bangles, long earrings, floaty scarf and lavish eye make up.  Perhaps I 
should have dressed more conservatively, but this was my usual look.  
Penelope studied the menu. 

“I think I'll have steak. Are you vegetarian? You look like a veggie.” 

I felt my cheeks flushing. “No, I'm not actually.” 

The waiter came over to take our order, a handsome chap.  “Hello 
girls, having a night out?” he said cheerfully.  Penelope gave him a cold 
stare and gave her order curtly.  “He's got a BO problem,” she muttered, 
before he was out of earshot. 

As we ate Penelope held forth about her career as a music teacher.  
I tried to tell her about my holisitic therapies, but she was very dismissive.  
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“A load of mumbo jumbo, in my opinion.  You can't make much of a living 
out of it surely?” 

“No, but I love my work, and I feel that I help people.  I got the 
idea when I went to India in my late teens with a group of friends.” 

  “Oh yes, joss sticks, back to nature, communes and all that 
nonsense.  I thought you looked an ex-hippie type as soon as we met.” 

Well, she certainly speaks her mind, I thought. 

As our conversation struggled along, it became apparent that 
Penelope disliked men and was into Women's Lib.  “If this country was 
governed by women we wouldn't be in this mess.  Don't you agree?” 

“I'm not very political,” I murmured, “and I have several good 
male friends.  Live and let live, I say.” 

We covered holidays – my idea of coastal and beach walks in 
Cornwall was anathema to Penelope (of course, I thought cynically). 

“Oh no, my idea of hell. I prefer large cities, New York, Paris, 
Rome.  Have you visited any of them?”   

“Er no, a bit beyond my means,” I muttered.  “I have three rescue 
cats at home,” I continued.  “They are wonderful company, I love them to 
bits.  Do you like animals?”  

I felt I knew what her answer would be. 

“I can't stand cats, messing in people's gardens and scratching the 
furniture.”  I struggled to think of anything to say.  “Should we have 
another drink, or a coffee?” she suggested. 

I had had enough – what a disastrous evening. 

“I think I'll be off. We don't seem to have anything in common do 
we?” 

I placed my share of the bill on the table, catching sight of 
Penelope’s angry face.  I strode off before she could reply.  Sitting in my car 
I took a few deep breaths to calm myself.  What a stupid idea that had 
been.  I was really quite contented with my life, and who knew what the 
future would hold?  I started the car, looking forward to getting home. 

Sue Ellway 
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The story of a date with an altogether darker outcome is told in Jeff’s PG-rated retelling 
of the Jack and Jill story. Be warned, this is not a tale for the prudish… 

 

SHOULD HAVE STAYED IN BED 

Young Jack woke up with a smile on his face, excited and giggly.  Would it 
be today he became a man? He’d arranged to meet Jill at the stile. He 
washed and dressed. His Ma shouted up to him – “don’t forget to get me 
some water when you go up the hill!” He tried to calm down, to be a bit 
more mature. After all he was going to meet Jill. 

He dashed downstairs and scoffed his breakfast, then rushed 
through his daily chores. It didn’t take long to tidy up and do the pots; it 
was a small house, just big enough for him and his Ma.  But he had to 
make sure everything was as it should be, or he’d get a good scolding off his 
Ma.  

He had no Pa to guide him or tell him about growing up and 
becoming a Young Man, so he relied on his friends. It didn’t particularly 
appeal to him – it sounded rather tacky – but his body was telling him 
different. 

He checked the house once more, picked up a pail and dashed out.  
He ran through the dark woods like a ten year old – he just couldn’t wait to 
see Jill. He stopped.  He was puffing and panting, and his face was flushed. 
He told himself to calm down; what would Jill think? She’d think he was a 
kid. That’s if she was there. He was so excited it was hard for him to act 
grown up, like a man.  But he had to do it; he wanted to do it. He didn’t 
want Jill to think he was a kid.  He took some deep breaths and wiped his 
face.  Pulling himself together, he picked up the pail and started walking 
normally. His heart was pounding, and he felt giddy, but he forced himself 
not to rush.  As he came to the edge of the woods and turned towards the 
stile, his heart raced even more. 

There she was.  His heart was full of glee – he couldn’t believe 
she’d turned up. 

He rushed towards her, jumped on the stile and straddled it.  He 
wanted to look at her.  Did he dare?  He did.  She looked beautiful, just like 
in his dreams. Her long blonde hair hung in ringlets, and her face was 
chubby. Her figure was ample – very ample.  She put both her arms round 
his neck, yanked him to her and started kissing him all over his face, and 
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then she found his lips… It was too much! Dizzy and flustered, Jack lost his 
balance and they both fell off the stile.  Jack tried desperately to stand up 
but Jill just hung on, still kissing him.  Eventually she let go. 

Jack stood up, embarrassed. He brushed himself down. Oh Bejesus 
he thought, I didn’t, did I?  He bent down to help Jill up. 

 “Are you okay? I didn’t hurt you did I?” He was hoping she didn’t 
remember what had happened when he’d landed on top of her. Jill stood 
up and smiled at him. 

“No, you haven’t hurt me! It was quite nice...” She kissed him on 
the cheek. 

Jack grabbed his pail and took her hand to help her up the hill.  
They slipped and slid all over the place. It was steep, and slippy, still wet 
from a morning dew.  By the time they reached the well at the top, Jill 
decided she needed a rest.  Jack, still embarrassed, set about filling his pail. 

“Come, lay down here,” said Jill, “by me.” 

He didn’t take much persuading but after a while he said “We 
ought to be making tracks.” 

As they set off down the hill Jack’s mind was whirling as it tried to 
make sense of all these strange new feelings.  Not concentrating, he stood 
awkwardly on a stone, lost his balance, fell and started rolling down the hill, 
faster and faster. He couldn’t stop but then, bang, he slammed into the stile. 
He picked himself up and looked for Jill. She was hurtling down the hill, 
legs and feet all over the place, arms going like windmills.  There was 
nothing for it – he braced himself, stuck both his arms out and waited for 
the crash. She hit him like a cannonball. 

In the millisecond he was flying through the air he thought did I 
really have a breast in each hand? He flew through the air like a skittle, then with 
a crash he landed on top of the stile. Mortally injured, he lay there. 

Jill dashed to him.  

“Jack, what have I done?”  She grabbed his hand and held it to her 
bosom, stroking his forehead. “Jack, oh Jack! What have I done?” 

“You know what you’ve done…” His voice faded to a whisper. 

“Jack! I can’t hear you!” 
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“You’ve killed me, ample Jill…” 

“Don’t say that, Jack!” 

Jack simply nodded as he breathed his last breath. Just like a man, 
she thought.  At least he had a smile on his face. He went up that hill a boy, and came 
down a man. 

Jeff Windle 

 

 

We have recently been exploring the idea of writing for children.  Gail and Jackie have 
both invented very characterful animals as the protagonists of their tales. 

 

JENNY BURRO’S ADVENTURE 

In the top field of Farmer Joe’s farm, the donkeys were saddled and ready 
to go. Each donkey had their name printed across their noseband, so the 
boys and girls knew who they were. 

“Come on Jenny,” said her brother Jack, “get in line, we’re leaving 
now, the children will be waiting on the sea front.” 

Jenny loved going down to the beach. It was such fun listening to 
the children chattering and laughing as they climbed onto her back for a 
walk along the seashore. 

Today, however, Jenny had other plans. She had heard a boy 
telling his friend about an amusement park on the other side of town.  As 
the other donkeys ambled down the field towards the beach, Jenny slipped 
the latch on the top gate, pushed through the gap, and headed towards the 
town. 

As she trotted down the lane she nearly trampled a small boy 
coming out of a gate.  They both stopped and stared at each other, neither 
sure what to do.  Jenny spoke first. 

“I’m going to the amusement park, do you know the way?”  

The small boy’s mouth dropped open. “You can talk!” he said with 
surprise. 
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“Of course I can talk. How can I ask questions if I don’t talk? All 
donkeys are curious and eager to learn. I’m Jenny Burro, a sturdy domestic 
animal used to carry bags and children. Who are you?” 

 “Errr...  Thomas. Are you a little horse?” he asked, staring rudely 
at Jenny’s ears.  Jenny was embarrassed.  

“I may look like a small horse, with long ears,” she replied, “but 
I’m a very clever donkey.” ‘ 

“No!” said Thomas. “Donkeys are dumb.”  Jenny was offended, 
but replied politely, 

“Donkeys are naturally cautious, so when we appear to be stupid or 
stubborn, or both, we’re deciding whether what you asked us to do is safe 
to do. So, Thomas, do you know the way?” 

“It’s this way, my Dad took me there last week.” 

As they made their way down the lane, Jenny grew impatient 
waiting for Thomas.  

“Keep up, Thomas, pretend you’re a horse, try galloping.” 

When they finally arrived, Jenny was delighted by the sights and 
sounds of the fairground.  Bright flashing lights, loud music, and over-
excited children screaming.   The savoury smell of sizzling hot dogs and 
onions was followed by the sweet aroma of candy floss as they passed 
between the stalls.  They stopped by the water flume to watch, and laughed 
as it splashed down and the cold water sprayed them.  

As she looked around, Jenny was disappointed to realise that she 
was too big to go on any of the rides.   Then, just as they were leaving, she 
spotted it.   She moved very close to the steps.  

“Come on Thomas, climb up onto my back.”  

She carefully made her way up the steps and joined the circle of 
brightly painted horses. The music started. Round and round they went, 
much to the delight of everyone watching. Thomas was laughing and 
waving.  Jenny didn’t want it to end, but all too soon the music stopped and 
the merry-go-round slowly came to a standstill.   Jenny carefully made her 
way back down the steps. She felt a little dizzy, but she was so happy.  
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Too soon it was time to go home and Jenny and Thomas made 
their way back up the lane.  Jenny left Thomas at his gate and returned to 
Farmer Joe’s field.   Jenny couldn’t wait to tell Jack about her adventure. 

Gail Barker 

 

 

THE FORTUITOUS MEETING 

Gorgeous was a male white rat who lived with his owners together with 
another family pet, a dog named Carrots, in a house, in the middle of lots 
of other houses. He spent most of his time in his medium sized cage, the 
bottom half made of red plastic, which he couldn’t see out of, and the top 
half made of wire, which he could see out of when he climbed up and sat 
on the yellow squiggly tubing that took up a good third of the cage. The 
other two thirds were for his wheel, his bowls of food and drink, and his 
bed. He would sit and watch all the family members come and go, and 
Carrots being taken for a walk or played with in the garden and generally 
made a  fuss of.  Although Gorgeous was well looked after he felt lonely and 
forgotten. Rats are sociable creatures and can reach the grand old age of 
eight. They should always be kept in pairs, but Gorgeous was the seventh of 
his brothers and sisters, so was left by himself when he was given away. 
Every night when he fell asleep he dreamed the same dream, that when he 
awoke he would have a friend to share his life with. 

On one particular day, a Tuesday, Gorgeous picked at his food, 
sipped some water, cleaned his fur and whiskers, did his exercises on the 
wheel, and scurried back and forth tidying up the straw shavings. Then, all 
done, he sat hunched in the middle of the cage expecting nothing to 
happen. Out of nowhere, something a lot smaller than him parachuted into 
view, disappearing under the soft blue bedding.  Feeling brave, he moved 
to the spot and concentrated very hard, hoping that whatever it was would 
be alive, and cheerful.  

“Of course I’m alive and I’m nearly always cheerful.” 

Who’s that? Gorgeous thought. 

“Me. Look, I’m down here.” 

Gorgeous screwed up his eyes and peered into the corner. A little 
black spider looked back at him. 
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“How are you doing that? It’s amazing. I’ve only ever heard people 
talk”. 

“I’m not talking like them. See, I’m not moving my lips, although I 
can if I want to. Most of us can, but it takes a lot of practice. I can read 
minds,” the spider announced. 

Gorgeous let that information process through his brain whilst the 
spider crawled over to him and stopped in front of his face. 

“So you can read my mind. You know what I’m thinking? 

“Of course. I’ve just told you. That’s how we communicate.” 

“Oh, that’s a long word but I like it! ” With the spider’s help he 
began to spell it out in his mind - C O M M U N I C A T E. Both of them 
sounded out each letter and repeated the word together, until Gorgeous 
could do it all by himself. 

“Can you teach me more long words?” he asked. 

“Yes, if you want me to,” the spider replied, and the two of them 
spent the rest of the day doing just that, until the tired spider decided to 
leave. 

“Where are you going?” said Gorgeous. 

“To find somewhere to hide. I don’t want to be squashed by your 
family or swallowed by the dog!” 

“Stay here. You’ll be safe with me. My family are very kind they 
don’t hurt spiders. If they find one they always catch it in a jar and put it in 
the garden, and Carrots won’t bother you. Please stay.” 

The spider considered the rat’s offer and chose to accept it. 

“I’ll stay for now, but I can’t promise for how long.” 

“Great. You can make a bed or nest where you like – I don’t mind 
– and you can share my food and drink.” 

The spider crawled to the opposite side of the cage from where the 
rat lay, hoping for a quiet night’s sleep. 

“Oh wait! Wait!” The rat raised his head. 

“I’m forgetting my manners. I don’t know your name and you 
don’t know mine. We haven’t been properly introduced!” 
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The spider turned. “My name is Jenelda Farthingsword. Pleased to 
meet you.” 

“Hello. I’m Gorgeous. Very pleased to meet you too. Can I call 
you Jen for short?” 

“If you like. Now go to sleep.” But Gorgeous couldn’t sleep, and 
asked, 

 “Jen are you my friend?” 

“Yes. Now go to sleep please.” 

Gorgeous curled up into a white ball. His whiskers twitched as he 
dozed off, his mind full of this wonderful day and how his wish had come 
true. 

Jackie Ashenhurst 

 

 

A writer’s imagination can take them, and their readers, to dark and disturbing places.  In 
one exercise the group was asked to write on from the first line of a published book – in 
this case, ‘The Shell Seekers’ by Rosamunde Pilcher – and see where the story went.  A 
seemingly innocuous car ride took Sue to a dystopian future: 

 

OLD CAR, NEW WORLD 

The car, an old Rover smelling of stale cigarette smoke, trundled along the 
empty, country road, at an unhurried pace. The hedges were overgrown 
and in places it was like driving through a tunnel. 

Jim hunched over the wheel, his dog sprawled on the seat beside 
him. He had been driving for miles but the countryside was deserted and 
desolate. It was cold, with no sign of Spring. In the distance he could see a 
few cottages. He stopped the car and got out warily, taking his gun. The 
dog followed him. The first cottage appeared abandoned, the front garden 
overgrown with weeds. He brushed aside cobwebs. The door was unlocked 
and went straight into a small kitchen. Rummaging through the pantry, he 
found a few tins that had been overlooked to add to his meagre supply. He 
didn’t venture upstairs, afraid of what he might find there. 
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He came to the village pub. It had been ransacked; broken glass 
littered the floor. Old notices advertising darts matches, morris dancing, 
and the pub quiz met his gaze. 

The dog whined with hunger.  

“OK old boy, we’ll go back to the car and open a tin.”  

Back at the car he opened one of stewed steak and they shared it 
sitting on the ground, leaning against the car. A weak sun appeared and 
spread a little warmth. Jim closed his eyes and allowed himself to dream. Of 
relaxing in a hot bath and getting clean, the luxury of putting on clean 
clothes and having a full stomach. His body began to relax and he was 
almost slipping into sleep when the dog gave a warning growl. 

Jim was instantly awake, his hand reaching for his gun. A woman 
was walking towards him, dragging a small child. Seeing the gun she 
stopped and scooped the child into her arms.  

“Please help us,” she begged.“I can’t walk anymore. Do you have 
any food for my boy?” 

“I can spare you a little. Where have you come from?” 

 “The next village,” she said. “There was no one left, they had 
either died or fled.” 

Jim found some biscuits and a can of baked beans, which he 
opened.  He looked at the boy. 

“Do you like these?  What’s your name?” 

The boy hung his head and clung to his mother. 

“It’s Luke.  Thank you.  We are grateful for anything,” she said.  
they ate hungrily. 

“What are you doing on your own?” Jim asked. 

She glanced at her son, who was tentatively stroking the dog. 

“My husband set off two weeks ago, looking for help.  He hasn’t 
come back. Where are you heading for?” 

“One of the larger towns, to find out what’s being organised.  
Surely the government will be doing something? No point staying in the 
countryside.” 
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“Could we come with you, please?” she begged. 

Jim sighed.  He didn’t want to be hampered by a woman and 
toddler, but he could hardly drive off and leave them here.  They wouldn’t 
last long. 

“Sure,” he said. “We’ll stick together.” 

(to be continued) 

Sue Ellway 

 

 

In this story, Charlotte does not shy away from horror… Set in a wild and remote place, 
it will certainly send shivers up your spine: 

 

NOWHERE 

The icy water bit at her ruddy skin, shocking Astrid back from the thought 
she'd been tracking. That was too close, he had almost caught her. No fear 
and no remorse, the gaunt young wolf had lunged for her leg, worrying it 
until she'd wheeled round and booted him in the jaw.  He was sent 
scurrying back through the brush with no more than a taste but she'd been 
shaken nonetheless, and late returning to the shack. In the harsh, make-
shift shower, she folded the flesh back where the teeth had got through, 
wondering, again, why? Nothing on the records from the previous team 
indicated any trouble. 

 A crack, like splintering ice, startled her from that dissatisfying 
thought. Nothing else should be stirring at such an ungodly hour. Holding 
her breath, there was silence... it must have been outside. She was still 
getting used to the tricks of the forest; some nights, sounds from miles away 
would echo hauntingly through her bunkhouse window but then, at times, 
the trees could cradle and conspire to muffle the steps of even the closest 
companion. The silence was strangest - deep and heavy. She had loved it at 
first, such a contrast to the busy research lab at home, but when the snows 
began to settle it had changed. Those last tiny sounds of human habitation, 
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that wouldn’t have even registered before they disappeared, left behind a 
cold, crystalline silence that burned her ears with its severity. 

 This time she definitely heard something... and again. A crunching, 
grinding sound that stopped as suddenly as it began. Astrid sighed, it was 
probably those damn junkie students again, up to no good. She tried to 
recall their names. Jez, yes, it was Jez and Tamara. They'd been trouble 
since they got here. Whatever they thought they were signing up for it 
hadn’t included hard work. Neither had pulled their weight a single day 
yet. She resigned herself to getting out and seeing what it was; the group 
couldn't afford to be taking any risks with resources now – not until the 
snows went down and outside contact was restored. 

 Astrid’s feet slid on the cold linoleum as she stepped out of the 
shower. Catching herself on the frozen sill of the window, she pulled her 
clothes on hastily, breath hanging crisp in the air. Shaking to warm up a 
bit, she put a hand out tentatively towards the doorknob and turned it. It 
creaked slowly open in the frigid night atmosphere. A little unnerved, she 
stepped into the corridor, expecting to find at least one of her errant 
colleagues - but she met heavy silence. Glancing about, there was nothing 
and no one to notice, save for the hum of the electric lights. They flickered 
gently with the rise and fall of the generator supply as she collected herself 
together and pulled her clothes tight. 

 Moving down the passageway she heard something again, only this 
time it was softer. A slight whine, no, a whimper - definitely a whimper, was 
getting stronger as she paced the hall. She increased her stride, unsettled by 
the grating, pleading tone. And there was something else - a faint 
scrabbling, intermittent between the whimpers. Coming up to the students' 
room, the din escalated. The door was ajar. Astrid cursed the fools, they'd 
probably brought their stupid dog inside again when they knew they 
shouldn't. Now there'd be an argument.  

 Steeling herself, she pushed the door fully open and stepped into 
the room. In the confusion that met her, the scrabbling and whining 
increased and she saw, trapped outside, their grizzly old Collie frantically 
clawing at the window, trying to get in. She moved towards him, fixated, 
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wondering what the hell was going on when he gave one final yelp and 
abruptly turned and ran. Astrid turned her head slowly to match the 
trajectory of his last gaze and screamed with a weight of pure agony. There, 
in the corner of the room, rested behind the door, slumped the wretched 
remains of Jez. Torso slit from end to end, his bloodied entrails were torn 
out; and behind that slumped a distorted, twisted, broken heap of Tamara. 

 There was no time to scream again as she glimpsed the source of 
their demise in the mirror. Flight won a millisecond's battle and she ran, 
trying to slam the door behind her. Thank Christ it caught, but the 
scrabbling intensified and she could hear the hound throwing itself against 
the door as she backed away. Turning, she ran, heart pounding, to find the 
others. With each breath she screamed ahead about the wolf; the wolf that 
had broken in, the wolf that had savaged their colleagues, the wolf that, the 
wolf that... she halted. There was no response. With this much noise, 
someone should have been up by now. Racing along the corridor, she 
passed the rooms one by one, doors wide open, wolves feasting from open 
throats, ripped out from soft, white flesh. In every one ice-blue, sentient 
eyes gleamed up at her from their gorging. Each one saying to her this, this 
is why we survive. 

 She ran as fast as she could. Wolves that had finished eating were 
now starting to skulk out of the rooms, lying down on fat bellies with 
nothing to fear. Eyeing her lazily, they were content, now, to wait for their 
next meal. She must get to the door at the end, must escape, but lain across 
the exit, open from end to end, was the last of her colleagues. He'd made it 
further than the others but even now was still prey to the whim of the wolf 
from this morning. Blood dripping from his snarling maw, panting from the 
feast, he lifted his head and grinned at her, then threw back his head and 
howled. The horde bayed in response. There was only one chance now and 
in despair she stumbled past him and bolted for the woods, the sky 
drenched in the rays of a blood moon. Her death watched her go, marking 
the tracks. Unperturbed, he knew that even if she outran him now, the pack 
was coming. 

(To be continued...?)        Charlotte Seden 
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Jackie, too, has enjoyed exploring the narrative possibilities of darkness and mystery.  
Here is the first section of one of her longer stories: 

 

THE LAST NUN: CHAPTER ONE 

Sister Carmena Rose crossed the courtyard for the final time. All the others 
had departed over the weeks, and being the senior administrator of the 
priory she had been left in charge of the evacuation and security of the 
premises. She didn’t mind the extra work, although the Prioress had exited 
hastily along with the rest of the elderly nuns, when the news had come that 
due to falling numbers of young noviciates the priory was to be closed down 
and sold off.  

Her steps sounded hollow, echoing through the empty rooms she’d 
checked and re-checked as nothing was to be left behind. Any piece of the 
order, no matter how insignificant, had to be removed. The packing cases 
were full; even the out-dated furniture had been loaded up and taken away 
for re-settlement to the new order. The higher church authorities deemed it 
necessary to dismantle the order of the Sacred Sisters of Piety and 
assimilate the remaining nuns to another order hundreds of miles away.  

Hearing loud knocking at the front gate she removed the heavy 
keys from her belt, and, using the biggest, opened it to be greeted by 
assorted men and Mr Gratti the new owner. She welcomed them in and 
Gratti inquired if all was well, and said that if she was ready his driver 
would take her to the station to catch her train. He was a lean man of 
medium height, olive skinned, dark eyes and hair, with a playful moustache 
she wanted to touch to make sure it was real, and not pencilled on his thin 
lips. He reminded her of an old movie star from the 50’s, immaculately 
dressed in his cream suit and panama hat.  She thanked him as she gave 
him the keys and picking up her small case, turned to go. The workmen 
were busy hacking at the old green curtains of shrubbery covering the walls 
when a shout made her and Gratti stop in their tracks. More shouts erupted 
as the men shoved each other to see what the commotion was about and 
Mr Gratti joined them.  

“Sister Carmena! Sister Carmena! Come quick.” he called.  

She dropped her case and walked swiftly to the scene. The men 
stood aside for her.  She was surprised to see a mosaic fountain, tiny in 
stature but beautifully preserved, at the base of a magnificent mural painted 
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onto the entire wall. She could see that it depicted the beginnings of her 
order, with Latin script telling the story. The jewelled pieces of glass 
attached to the stone creature cast a rainbow of light in the morning sun. 
Its head stretched back with a spout peering through its mouth, the arms 
embracing a bowl, and the legs squat and strong, anchored to the earth by 
vine creepers. Trying to get a closer look at the inscription she stubbed her 
toe on the base of the fountain, and caught sight of further Latin. Bending 
down to read this she saw a cryptic verse and began reciting the words. 
“When the last Nun leaves the Devil breathes. When the Nun returns the 
Devil burns.”  As she spoke, the sun’s rays became thinner until it 
disappeared behind dark clouds and a wind chilled the air.  

Mr Gratti, a practical businessman, told the men to get back to 
work, which they did reluctantly, whispering amongst themselves, eyeing 
the mural and fountain.  

“This is all nonsense,” he said to Sister Carmena. “Very 
interesting, even amusing, but superstitious nonsense. Don’t you agree?”  

She did not, but was too polite to say, after all this was no longer 
her home, and the new owner could do what he wanted with the property.  

“I should like to go now,” she told him.  

“Very well, of course. Let me escort you to the car.” 

They said a cordial goodbye and went their separate ways. Sister 
Carmena did not look back, instead concentrated on her long journey 
ahead.  

The station was not busy when they arrived and the driver carried 
her case to the platform before leaving her. She was early so decided to 
have a snack. Out of nowhere a thunderclap shook the foundations of the 
station. It was followed by forked lightning and more thunder. People 
screamed in fear and ran into the waiting room when further clouts of 
thunder and lightning fought each other in the sombre sky. Rain hurtled 
down, battering the old buildings, and a small child cried out, clinging to its 
mother for protection, as everyone looked at the swirling patterns of the 
wind and rain. Sister Carmena examined these strange shapes in the storm, 
and saw a battle raging between the stone creature and the vines holding it 
down. Its face was contorted with the effort of pulling itself free, but the 
vines held. “The Devil breathes” she uttered, and made her mind up to go 
back, but now no taxi would venture out in this weather. She must get 
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back; she’d walk all the way if necessary. The stationmaster begged her not 
to go as she left her case with him and assured him she would be all right. 
He had to push the door open to let her out as the strong winds surrounded 
her almost knocking her off her feet, but she stayed upright, sweeping her 
heavy skirt to one side, wrapped around her hand. She stepped into the 
storm. The door slammed behind her. 

Looking up at the granite clouds then down to the dusty road 
ahead which met them in the distance, she set off, determined to keep her 
eyes on that junction. The rosary around her neck whipped into her face, 
her skirt pulled free from her hand and billowed above her waist as she was 
flung to the ground.  

“Dear God, have I got to crawl back to the priory?”  

Creeping to the verge and remembering from another life her 
swimming strokes and breathing techniques, she managed to pull herself 
along, grasping each clump of slimy grass, making slow progress towards 
her goal. The rain continued its unrelenting purpose to stop her. The layers 
of heavy material, soaked through, were a burden so she stopped and sat 
back against an old tree. Starting with the folds of headwear she struggled 
with wet numb fingers to get all the sodden clothing off until only the 
lighter under garments were left. These were also saturated so picking up 
the full length slip she pushed it over a sharp small branch to make a hole 
then tugged it and as is ripped in half the wind swept the two pieces 
upwards freeing her exposed legs. Tearing a strip of the cloth to tie back 
her hair she then wrapped her rosary around her wrist, the cross resting 
against her index finger. 

Facing the storm, she continued on, ignoring the pain and seeming 
futility of her cause. There was still a long way to go and exhaustion began 
to take its toll. The storm, sensing its prey waning, heaped more abuse in 
her direction in the form of hailstones. Sister Carmena cried out as they hit 
her and she rolled herself into a ball covering her head with her hands 
trying to make herself as small a target as possible. There was nowhere to 
hide or shelter; she was alone. The hailstones cut into her flesh and spots of 
blood seeped through the fine cotton.  Her fingers felt like they were being 
shredded, and she screamed at every blow to her body. Suddenly they 
stopped, but the winds grew stronger. Crying with fatigue and helpless in 
mind and spirit she rolled over to face her tormentor and spat at the angry 
heavens, swearing and choking and spluttering.  She was ready to meet 
whatever creature the Devil had sent. She waited for the end, reciting the 
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Lord’s prayer.  A shape emerged, getting closer and closer. The figure 
loomed over her and she felt herself lifted to a calmer place, momentarily 
losing consciousness and then feeling another’s body next to hers. Hearing 
words being spoken, she soon recovered. 

  She was in a car, and Mr Gratti was speaking to his driver. His face 
lit up with relief as she stirred, and he told her she was safe now. The 
stationmaster had telephoned telling him that the crazy nun had left the 
station to get back to the priory and he was not to be held responsible if 
anything bad happened to her so Gratti went out to search for her. “I’m so 
glad you did” she answered weakly as he piled blankets round her. They 
drove the rest of the way in silence and the bad weather started to ease.  

When they arrived back at the priory she told Gratti she wanted to 
examine the stone creature, so he and his men trudged over the storm 
wreckage in the courtyard to the fountain. Everything was intact but she 
noticed some of the vines had snapped whilst others had held and the figure 
was still anchored to the earth. She looked directly at its features trying to 
detect any changes. She asked Mr Gratti and his men if they had seen or 
heard anything strange, but they shook their heads; nothing had happened. 
Gratti insisted she go inside to rest and soon there would be food, drink and 
a change of clothes for the Sister. She agreed, but still felt uneasy walking 
away. 

The storm ceased altogether and the late afternoon sun dried 
everything it touched. Sister Carmena went to the old chapel seeking 
comfort in its familiar surroundings.  She sat near the front, blankets 
wrapped tight to her chest, feeling chilled, then looking up to the sunlight’s 
dusty glow an unmistakable breath of cold air sighed in her presence. She 
felt frozen to her seat. A cold human hand touched her chin and moved it 
so she faced the owner. Gratti smiled at her surprised expression.  

“Please don’t be alarmed Sister. We have much to discuss but for 
now you will remain at the priory. I have informed your order of the special 
circumstances and the Prioress concurs with me. The Higher Church 
official sanction will come directly.” 

  Sister Carmena took stock of her predicament realising she had 
become embroiled in this man’s fantasy. I must escape she thought.  

“No one escapes” he hissed, seizing her wrists and letting the 
blankets fall away. “Come Sister, I will show you.” 
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  Leading her to a wall off to one side of the chapel he pressed a 
section which revealed an open space. He pushed her through then 
followed as the wall closed behind them. It was dimly lit and as her eyes 
adjusted she saw stone stairs which they descended into the bowels of the 
building.  

“Do not be afraid, Sister. You have been chosen to join us”  

“Who’s us?” she asked, finding her voice.  

Reaching the bottom they stopped, and Mr Gratti led her forward. 

  “Sister, this is your new order now”.  

She stared in wonder and disbelief at a huge warehouse filled with 
assorted vehicles, equipment, and people in uniforms hurriedly making 
preparations for some sort of action.  

“Welcome, Sister Carmena, to Hell’s Providence and the 
Guardians of the Seventh Sacristy.” 

Jackie Ashenhurst 

 

 

Here is another story with a supernatural twist, from Mo: 

 

CAT AMONG THE PIGEONS 

Ben had been waiting a long time for this night. He began the long walk up 
to the house, feeling nervous and excited. He was so nervous, in fact, that 
he had turned up half an hour early. He’d been out with Melissa a few 
times and they had grown close, but there was always a resistance to him 
coming to her home. He’d wondered if she was embarrassed by it so he’d 
tried to reassure her that such things were unimportant. He just wanted to 
know who she was. She had looked concerned when he’d said that, almost 
flinched, so he’d said nothing more. They had met at an art evening class. 
She was working on a collage of a summer meadow, and he’d been 
attracted to her because of the innocence and simple beauty of her work. 
She was gentle and kind, but he couldn’t shake off the feeling that there was 
something else happening behind those dark eyes. This morning she’d 
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phoned and asked him to come to dinner. Maybe she was finally starting to 
trust him. 

 He’d driven a long way into the country to get there. The last 
house he’d seen was a few miles away and there were no street lamps. 
There was a long path leading up to a large, old house, which stood in what 
must be several acres of land.  It was quite different to the picturesque 
cottage he’d imagined.  

  Ben was surprised at how dark it was in the countryside without 
any street lamps. Clouds covered the moon and only one or two stars were 
managing to peek through. The house was not well lit, but what he could 
see looked to be old and tatty with crumbling walls and some boarded up 
windows. He shivered.  There was a cold wind, but an eerie silence. He 
wouldn’t like to live here on his own. He clutched his bottle of wine a little 
tighter and hurried on down the path. 

 A dark shape rushed out in front of him. He stumbled and almost 
fell. There was squawking, a loud flutter of feathers, more squawking, and 
then all was quiet again. He told himself it was probably a fox or a cat. It 
was a shame. He didn’t like the way cats killed unnecessarily and the way 
they played with their prey. They had a cruel streak in them. 

 “Hello, Ben.” Melissa’s voice startled him.  “You’re early. It’s very 
nice to see you though.” 

 “Oh, hello. You made me jump! Can we go inside?” he said. “I’m 
more of a city boy and not used to all this.” 

 “Of course.” She took his hand and led him up to the house. It was 
strange how people acted differently when they were on their own territory. 
Melissa seemed more self-assured, not the sweet, shy person he’d met 
before.  

 The inside of the house was almost as dark as the outside, with 
candles the only light source.  

 “Very romantic,” he said.  

 Melissa looked at him and smiled, but there was something 
unsettling in that smile. 

 Some of the rooms were in a state of disrepair, and what would 
have been an impressive sweeping spiral staircase was only half there. 
There was no rail and some of the stairs had fallen through. There was dirt, 
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dust, and cobwebs everywhere. He began to understand why she’d been 
reluctant to bring him back. Obviously, she’d inherited this large family 
house and couldn’t afford to maintain it. She couldn’t even afford electric 
lighting. Still he was impressed by its grandeur, and could imagine how it 
might have looked in years gone by.   

 “Well, what do you think?” Melissa asked, smiling. 

 “Erm, quite something. But don’t you get a little scared here on 
your own?” 

 “Oh no,” she laughed and looked right into his eyes as she spoke. 

 Ben shuddered, though he wasn’t sure why. 

 

When Melissa woke that morning, she’d known that tonight would be the night. After 
several weeks of putting Ben off from visiting the house, the time was now right. Some 
people saw the house as bleak, desolate and decaying, but to her it was dark and beautiful. 
Nonetheless, she set about making it look as attractive as she could. She decided that 
candles would create an ambience, to put Ben off guard and disguise the fact that she had 
no electricity, as she had no need of it. Once she’d made the house look more respectable, 
she curled up on the sofa for her nap. When she woke up, she only had two hours left to 
make the preparations.   

 She went into the kitchen and found the thick leather bound book. She flicked 
through the pages, admiring her long nails as she did so. She found the list of ingredients 
that she needed and searched amongst the jars until she’d got them all, and then set 
everything out in front of her, ready to make the potions. It was a long time since she’d 
done this and she had to be very careful to do it right. One small mistake could be very 
costly indeed. There was always an element of risk in giving a potion to someone else, but 
that was part of the thrill. 

 After a lot of mixing and stirring, Ben’s potion was ready. She set it aside and 
began to work on her own. She began to feel more relaxed and to revel in the other-worldly 
sensation that was creeping up on her. It was beginning. She must drink her potion before 
it was too late, before it overtook her. She began to drink and felt the calmness, the freedom 
move over her. All doubts and fears were gone. She felt truly alive.  She could be whoever 
she wanted. She was strong and powerful. In her mind she was flying, soaring above the 
world like an albatross searching for its prey. 

 She felt her body begin to change. She was beautiful; sleek and graceful with 
velvet fur. She arched her back, stretched her claws, purred and ran out into the garden. 
She needed to feed while she was in this shape and she needed to do it quickly or it would 
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overwhelm her and she would not be in control. Though she was beautiful in this form, 
she did not want to stay like this forever. 

 As she ran through the bushes searching for prey, she was trembling with need. 
She darted this way and that, smelling, searching, watching, until she spied a young bird, 
which had fallen from its nest. The mother was nowhere to be seen. She crouched down 
and crept slowly along the ground. The bird saw her. It was frozen in terror. She felt 
powerful and uttered a sound that only a hunter would understand. She pounced. The bird 
squawked, calling for its mother. She dug her claws into its tiny body, biting and tearing 
lumps of flesh from it. She was strong. She had fed. She was Cat.   

 The sound of footsteps from behind interrupted her moment of triumph. It was 
him! He shouldn’t be here yet! She darted into the bushes, leaving behind the remains of 
the bird. She would have to circle back on him and change into her human form as she did 
so.   

 Ben looked startled when he turned round and saw her. He was staring at what 
was left of the bird. She remembered him saying how much he liked birds, felt a 
connection to them. She smiled to herself, took his hand and led him to the house.  

 They went through to the lounge and he handed her a bottle of wine - perfect to 
put the potion into. He asked if she felt scared in the house in her own, but of course, she 
was not on her own. She had her companions - some of those that she had changed and 
still kept in the house for play. 

 As Ben took in his surroundings, she poured the wine and slipped in the potion, 
which she’d hidden in her jacket pocket. Ben began to drink. When he woke, he would 
find himself transformed. Melissa resisted the urge to laugh. 

 

The wine was making him tired. He didn’t want to feel like this, tonight of 
all nights. He’d been looking forward to this evening for weeks, and now he 
had an overwhelming urge to sleep.  

 “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I just feel exhausted all of a sudden. I 
don’t know what’s wrong with me. Can’t take my drink, eh?” 

 “Don’t worry,” said Melissa. “Lie on the sofa and sleep if you need 
to.” 

 Ben stretched out and reluctantly closed his eyes, feeling more than 
a little disappointed at how the evening had turned out. 
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Melissa watched Ben drifting off to sleep, and resuming her feline shape, curled up next to 
him to await his transformation. She wondered what it would be - bird, mouse, rat, 
possibly a bird, knowing his affinity with them. She hoped she’d got the potion right. She 
was tired too and closed her eyes to sleep while she waited. She purred contentedly to 
herself. All was going according to plan. 

 

The following day there were reports that an unusually large bird had been 
sighted circling over a large, derelict house. It was thought to be a 
previously undiscovered bird of prey. When police called at the house to 
investigate, they found it deserted, apart from the remains of what 
appeared to be a dead cat. Fur, bones and entrails lay on the lay on the 
floor, along with some very large feathers.   

 From the window, they could see they shape of a bird in the 
distance - strong and powerful, soaring above the world, searching for prey. 

Mo Coulson 

 

 

Stories set in the ‘real’ world can be just as dramatic, of course.  Gail has begun an 
intriguing story set in Milan; this is the first chapter.  

 

MENACE IN MILAN: CHAPTER ONE 

The tour guide droned on and on. “In front of us is the Galleria Vittorio 
Emanuele II, the world’s most elegant shopping mall. It is home to some of 
Milan’s oldest shops and restaurants. Luxury retailers of haute couture, 
jewellery, paintings and art, are all here in this magnificent building where 
the Milanese meet and dine.” 

My mind was reeling. What was going on? My husband had been 
agitated since we landed in Italy. He had received several phone calls since 
our arrival. Each time he had excused himself –  “business, darling” – and 
moved out of earshot.  

“The Galleria connects two of Milan’s other famous landmarks: 
The elaborate gothic cathedral Duomo di Milano on Piazza del Duomo 
and the La Scala opera house.” 
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I know, now, that I was duped into believing that this was a trip to 
celebrate our first wedding anniversary. “Yes, darling”, he had said, “you 
will be shopping in Milan, the fashion and design capital of the world.” 
What wasn’t mentioned was that this is aIso the financial capital of Italy. 
Which I now suspect translates as home of the mafia.  

“The Galleria is a four-storey arcade with a succession of arches 
supported by columns, with a glass domed roof.”   

I should have had doubts when I was coerced into signing the pre-
nuptial agreement. I have since found out that I married a totally gorgeous, 
mega-rich Adonis, who turns out to be a self-centred lawbreaker.  

“Named after the first king of the Kingdom of Italy it was built by 
Guiseppe Mengoni in 1865.” 

I leaned over to my husband and whispered, “Let’s get out of here 
Blake, I can’t absorb any more facts.”  

We slipped away from the tour and made a dash for the nearest 
coffee shop. We had coffee at the Biffa Caffe, although we were tempted by 
Zucca’s, an art nouveau classic, nestled amid the… oh dear, it’s catching, I 
sound like a tour guide.  We finished our coffee and headed back out into 
the central octagonal courtyard.  

“Shall we make our way back to the hotel, Claire?” I gratefully 
nodded yes, and we set off for the nearest exit. 

We passed a small group of people looking down at the magnificent 
mosaic floor. As we got closer I heard an American tourist talking about the 
famous bull mosaic where you pirouette on one foot for good luck. We duly 
joined the queue and when my turn came I twirled on the badly worn spot 
with too much gusto and went sprawling. As they flashed by I noted the 
striking mosaics on the floor. Just as I lifted my head from the floor, I 
caught sight of a shabby man passing something to Blake, who quickly 
stuffed it in his pocket. 

Blake hauled me up, and stifling his laughter, grabbed my arm and 
dragged me off towards the exit before I could fully determine the damage 
to myself, my clothes and worse, my pride.  We took a taxi back to the 
Excelsior Magenta hotel.  We had booked last minute, and as there was an 
international conference on that week, all the cheaper hotels were full. It 
was extortionately expensive, but awesome, if you could see past the fact 
that it was located near a main railway line. 
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We had a drink in the hotel bar and went up to our room to 
freshen up. We had a table booked in the hotel restaurant for 9 pm, as 
Blake had a business meeting with a Mr Rossi at 6 pm.  

Blake left the room promptly at 5.30 pm, saying he couldn’t be late, 
it was more than his life was worth.  I made myself a cup of tea, arranged 
the pillows to sit up on the bed, and settled down to read the latest J K 
Rowling novel I had bought while killing time at the airport. I glanced at 
the clock with ever-increasing frequency, willing Blake to return. When he 
hadn’t arrived back by 9 pm I was alternating between unease and 
annoyance. I tried ringing his mobile but got the answering service.  

By now I was getting hungry, so I rang the hotel reception, 
apologised for our non appearance in the restaurant and asked for a 
sandwich to be sent to the room.  I opened the bottle of wine we had 
bought on the way back from the shopping mall and fetched the beaker 
from the bathroom. “Cheers Claire,” I said out loud to myself. “Here’s to 
me on my anniversary.” 

There was a knock at the door and for a second I thought it might 
be Blake returning. The porter smiled politely as he entered the room, and 
put the tray of food down on the small table, coughing subtly as he held his 
hand out for a tip.  

When it got to 11 pm I was beside myself. I was thinking of Blake’s 
departing words. “I can’t be late, it’s more than my life’s worth.” The 
words kept repeating in my head. Surely he had been joking? I then 
remembered the shabby man in the courtyard, the secret phone calls, and 
the times Blake had gone down to Reception to see if he had any messages. 

I decided to go down to Reception to ask if they had had a message 
from Blake. They checked the message board to no avail.  I wandered back 
to our room unsure what to do.  As I shut the door my mobile rang. I 
grabbed it with trembling hands and saw Blake’s number.  

“Blake, where are you?” I shouted.  There was a long silence and a 
woman’s voice whispered, “Get to the airport as quickly as you can and 
book the first flight back home.”  

   Then the line went dead.  

(To be continued…) 

Gail Barker 
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Even everyday objects can inspire drama.  Here is a piece that Judy wrote in response to a 
challenge to write something involving the discovery of a decorated box: 

 

THE BOX 

Sid, in dark clothing, watched as the couple got into their car.  Just as the 
man went to switch on the ignition he paused and the woman got out of the 
car and ran to the front door, returning with a brightly coloured package.   

Sid waited for a further five minutes and then, deciding it was safe, 
he crept around the side of the house to a small window which had been 
left ajar.  Some people never learn, he thought, as he carefully shinned up 
the drainpipe.  Without making a sound he manoeuvred his wiry body 
through the small gap and dropped quietly to the floor inside.  So far so 
good, he thought.  Getting his bearings, he moved slowly from room to 
room, pleased that the couple had conveniently gone out, giving him all the 
time in the world to explore and choose the most valuable small items from 
their home.   

The house was expensively furnished and many knick-knacks he 
came across looked promising.  They were not so distinctive as to be easily 
identified, but valuable enough to make it worth his time and the very small 
risk he had taken.  His dark coat had various deep pockets in which he 
could squirrel away items that took his fancy.  He laughed quietly, thinking 
of people’s common perception of a burglar with a huge sack over his 
shoulder.   

He marvelled at just how stupid people could be – the side window left 
open, and a dummy burglar alarm. Almost an invitation to help himself to 
their treasures. Shaking his head he finally came to the master bedroom.  It 
was a large, comfortable room richly furnished with family photographs 
and many small antique items.  He examined some of the artefacts but 
discarded them as being too easy to identify.  After all, he needed to get rid 
of the stuff, and his fence was very particular about what he would accept. 

As he opened a small cupboard that had been partly hidden behind 
a half-moon shaped occasional table holding more photographs, a small 
box caught his eye. It looked as though it might have been made of ivory 
and inlaid in the lid were several stones that looked like precious jewels.  He 
took the box, laid it in the palm of his hand and studied it.  It was quite 
beautiful and unique, he had never seen one like it before. He knew it was 
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very distinctive and that he should leave it, but he found that he could not 
put it down.  He wondered what lay inside it. He examined the box again 
and noticed that lying between the jewels were several small holes.  He held 
it to his nose and sniffed.  It had a strange, musty smell unlike anything he 
had smelled before.  Intrigued, he turned the box over and discovered a 
small clasp.  It took him a few moments to unlock the clasp but suddenly it 
sprang open.  He felt a sharp pain in his thumb and thought he might have 
caught it in the edge of the clasp.  He looked into the box and saw, curled 
up into a ball, a very small snake. It eyed him lazily.  Above the snake, 
inside the lid of the box, was a message that took him a few moments to 
take in. He read: This snake is highly dangerous. His bite becomes 
fatal after 30 seconds.   

Shaking, and unsteady on his feet, he made for the telephone at the 
far end of the bedroom.  Before he could reach it his legs crumpled under 
him. The beat of his heart was like a drum in his head.  Sid had burgled his 
last house. 

Judy Ross 

 

 

The prompt for this moving story by Irene was the line “There is a hearing aid whining 
on the kitchen table…” 

 

HOME 

It started again, even I heard it. I took my hearing-aid out of my ear and 
placed it on the kitchen work table. I hopped off the kitchen stool, took my 
six-year-old sister's hand, and we walked out into the back garden. I was 
just three years older than Lucy but we learnt to take care of each other 
when mum was too tired to get out of bed. When the bottle was beside her 
bed, I knew she couldn't send us to school. So I learnt to be in school on 
time, make peanut butter sandwiches, cook noodles and once I treated 
Lucy's hair for nits. In return Lucy acted as my ears.  

Our garden was not huge but there was always something around 
to entertain us. Fred, mum's boyfriend, often dumped unwanted things in 
the garden. He brought stuff home in the middle of the night and replaced 
everything old with new. He replaced our old television with a new large 
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screen television. We were overjoyed for weeks. Every morning I would run 
into the living room looking for new things Fred had brought home. It was 
like Christmas morning, no, even better.  

Once mum wore a new sparkling necklace and some rings Fred 
had brought home from the big house where mum worked. She and Lucy 
dressed up like princesses and danced around me. She even cooked and 
cleaned wearing it, until the day when she had the black eye. She never 
wore it again.  

One evening mum packed our bags, and we left in the middle of 
the night when Fred was working in one of those houses again. We took a 
bus to grandma's house. It was a long way and we fell asleep. When we 
woke up it was morning and we were there. Grandma loved cats. She 
rescued strays from the streets. The cats were everywhere and the pungent 
smell made Lucy sick. I remember seeing a mother cat feeding her kittens 
in the bathtub. She hissed at me when I came in. I couldn't pee. I had to 
walk out of the toilet. Our stay was short.  Lucy couldn't breathe properly, 
so mum had to call Fred to pick us up. From that day on she never tried to 
leave again.  

That day, the ground in the garden was wet after heavy rain the 
night before. Lucy found her doll covered with mud on the grass. She 
picked it up. She dipped the corner of her skirt into the rainwater that had 
collected in one of the old tyres and started cleaning it. The old television 
was near the shed, still sitting on top of the shaky old coffee table. This was 
very tempting. I wanted to see how high I could stack things up on top of 
the television. Searching around, I found an old toaster, an iron, and some 
broken flowerpots. I had to stand on tiptoes to stack them up as high as I 
could. Mum walked into the garden. Her long plaited brunette hair fell 
down her long neck. She looked so pretty. One day I'm going to marry her, 
I thought. I could always recognise her smell trailing behind her; a mixture 
of grass and sweet flowers. Unlike our next door neighbour Mrs Patel, 
Ranjid' s mum. She smelt of food. Our whole house smelt like mum, 
especially when she smoked roll ups. Fred called it the Magic Puff. 
Recently, Fred had become a keen gardener - he had started growing 
Magic Puff plants in the garden shed. We all helped. 

Mum was holding her big tummy, gently rubbing it. She told me to 
catch the moving lump that was stretching in her tummy. She laughed 
when she saw how scared I was. It was like the film with the alien that Fred 
liked to watch. There must be an alien inside mum.  
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Mum dropped the hearing-aid on my hand and signed me to put it 
on again. She knelt in front of me and helped me to adjust it. That was 
when I saw bruises on her cheeks. I cupped both my hands around her 
face. I knew that Fred had done this to her.  She shut her eyes and took my 
hands into hers. I wished this moment would never end. It was the closest I 
had ever been to her. It was the same good feeling as when the sun shone 
on you after many days of raining or as a plaster over my wounded knee. 
She quickly withdrew her hands and stood up. Fred was calling. She 
hurried back into the house. 

"Lucy, look!” I called out at her, pointing at the high tower that I 
had created. Lucy looked up and smiled. She stopped wiping her doll and 
walked towards the tower. "Make it fall Henry! I want to see it crash! Can I 
make it fall?" She was jumping with excitement.                 

Inside the house, there was a lot of commotion going on. Lucy 
turned her head towards the kitchen. She signed me, telling me to look. In 
the kitchen I saw two police officers. Fred came out, his normal self as 
always; shirt unbuttoned, gold chain hanging down on his hairy chest, his 
belly spilling out of his shorts. Mum was sitting on the kitchen stool. One of 
the police officers with a clipboard was talking to Mum and Fred. The 
other one was opening our cupboards and drawers. After a while, the two 
police officers stepped into the garden. They took a glance at us just like 
Mrs Smith, my teacher, looking at us from under her glasses. That was the 
first time that I saw a police officer so close up. They were looking around 
and flipping some of the things over. Fred followed behind like a dog. They 
were looking through the garden shed’s glass window. That was when Fred 
pushed the officers to the floor and tried to climb over the fence. The 
officers got up and started to drag him down from the fence. It was so 
funny to watch; just liked a cartoon, cops and robbers. Fred was so strong. 
He used one of his legs to push one officer over towards me while he 
punched the other one in his stomach. He climbed over the fence again 
and disappeared into Mrs Patel' s garden. The punched officer followed 
him. I fell, things came crashing down. The other officer was under a heap 
of things, the remains of the tower I had built. He pushed himself out of the 
rubble and stood up. That was when I saw Lucy lying on the ground. He 
had fallen on top of Lucy.  The officer knelt in front of Lucy, holding her 
hand. He placed his ear over Lucy's chest. Mum came running over, 
screaming, and started hitting the police officer's back. He pushed her 
away.  He started blowing air into Lucy's mouth and pumping Lucy's chest 
with his palm. Mum sat on the floor watching Lucy. 
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Eight years later, my adoptive mother handed me a letter from social 
services. Mum was due to be released. I had not heard from her in all these 
years and I had no intention of seeing her now. Life was a struggle living 
apart from Lucy. I had been sent from one foster home to the next not 
knowing how Lucy was. I had problems adjusting in school and had been 
kicked out many times. 

  My life changed when a deaf couple fostered me. They were art 
teachers and saw my potential as a sculptor. On my 18th birthday, Silvia 
and John drove me to the south to visit Lucy in a nursing home. It was the 
most difficult car journey of my life. My heart felt heavy, as if a stone had 
been tied around my neck. The nurse led us to the conservatory. Lucy was 
sitting alone facing the garden. The sunlight was shining on her hair, I 
recognised the brunette hair from the back just like our.....  

We walked towards her, She looked up and then carried on staring 
out at the garden. She was no longer the little girl I used to know; she had 
become a young woman. I sat beside her. Silvia and John walked over to 
the garden so that we could be alone. Lucy had never recovered from the 
head injury that day. She needed constant care.  

"Lucy, it's Henry!”  

I tapped her gently on her face, signing to her. She looked me 
straight in the eyes. Those beautiful light blue eyes still warmed me. Taking 
her hands I kissed them. She looked at me and smiled.  

"Are we going home?" she asked with a gentle voice.          

At that moment, my tears just came spilling out. Like a river 
bursting its bank. I had not cried for a long time. I spent the rest of our time 
holding her, staring out into the garden together.  

The next few weeks, I put my whole heart into my A-levels. On the 
day of the exam, a red Ford Escort pulled up in front of me, near my 
school. "Henry!” A familiar face called me through the open window. I was 
dumb struck. The beautiful brunette woman, whom I once knew, had 
aged.  

"Henry, sweetheart, get in! It's Mum. You have grown tall!” 

She pushed the back door open. On the back seat I saw a young 
girl that looked like Lucy. She was staring at me.  

“Henry, it's your baby sister, Jay. Get in, we can be a family 
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again!” 

  Fred was in the driver’s seat.  

"How about Lucy? Have you seen her?” 

  I felt the vibration in my throat, saying it out loud.  

"She is much better over there, being taken care of by the nurses. 
One day we'll visit her. Why don't you come with us?” I heard her faintly 
but read her lips. 

“Go back where you come from. You are not my family! Lucy is 
my only family. Leave me alone!”   

I shouted as hard as I could and my angry hand signs told them to 
get off. My heart was pumping in my throat. I couldn't believe that my 
anger had brought out all the hurt that had been locked up in me all this 
years. Fred got out of the car and came charging at me. "You ungrateful 
little piece of shit!” He was about to hit me. Mum opened the door and 
pulled him away. She was conscious that people were looking at us. I 
walked towards him and punched him. I kept punching and punching. 
That was the first time I saw fear in Fred' s eyes. I had strength that he had 
never seen before. He pushed me away and got back into the car. The car 
skidded and drove away. Mum stuck her head out of the window.  That 
was the last time I saw her. 

 

Ten years later. I am teaching at an art school and have my own studio in 
London. My sculpture is always my best work. One of my best pieces is a 
little girl wiping her doll with her skirt. It was bought by a museum in New 
York. The day I got the keys to my house in the countryside, I picked Lucy 
up. We are home. 

Irene Wong 
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Janette wrote this short story when the Story Café had just begun.  The exercise was to 
write a story about ‘something never used, or worn’ – an exercise I stole from one of my 
own writing tutors, Bead Roberts. 

 

NEVER USED 

The sun was at its highest point of the day, filling the garden with light as 
the two women sat in companionable silence, enjoying their afternoon tea. 
A sudden gentle wind caused them to look up at the dress Jane had so 
recently hung securely on her clothesline. It filled the skirt and caused the 
beautiful dress to come to life as it swirled round and round and moved first 
one way and then another. Olive, the older of the two women, fast 
approaching her ninetieth birthday, was remembering the hours she had 
spent making the dress and remembering Goldie, the Canadian airman 
who was to have escorted her to the victory dance at the end of the war. 

The two women had been firm friends now for a little over a year, 
since the first time Jane, a volunteer driver for people with mobility 
difficulties, had been allocated the ‘difficult’ client that no one else wanted. 
Imagining she had drawn the short straw, she was determined not to be 
browbeaten or put up with any nonsense at all. There were already a 
number of clients who treated the volunteers like the hired help, when if 
only they had lost a stone or two, they would have been perfectly capable of 
doing their own shopping. It was a resolute Jane who had rung the bell of 
No. 49 Swan Lane, only to be greeted by a very tall lady, seeming even 
taller as she was standing two steps above Jane.  Peering down from her 
enhanced height she had exclaimed, “Oh, so you have drawn the short 
straw this week!” Amazed, Jane had laughed out loud and the very tall lady 
had joined in, and so had begun their weekly shopping expeditions. 

During the time they spent deliberating over which items were the 
best buys and experimenting with different shops and products, Jane 
gradually learned of Olive’s eventful ninety years.  Volunteering for the 
Women’s Land Army as soon as her age permitted, she was posted to a 
farm only five miles outside the city where she lived.  The acquisition of a 
second-hand Raleigh bike had enabled Olive to make frequent trips home, 
often with a rabbit or an old hen, past her laying days, dangling from her 
handlebars. Fresh eggs and farm butters were also gifts from the farmer to 
the ‘townie’s’ family.  
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The garden gate banging back on its hinges suddenly broke the 
peace and tranquility of the garden. There stood a wide-eyed young 
woman exclaiming, “Is this it? God but it’s beautiful!” 

“Glad you like it Jenny, and yes, it’s yours,” was all that Olive said, 
but she smiled as she turned to greet the much younger woman. 

Three women – three generations, and nearly seventy years 
separating the older one from the young student who lived next door. 
Three pairs of eyes watched as the dress, caught again by a breeze danced 
one way and then another, first flamboyant, in a tango fashion, then 
slowing to a gentle waltz. 

Olive’s eyes were misty, remembering her lost youth and broken 
dreams, while Jenny’s eyes shone in anticipation of her future and all that 
might lie ahead. The gift of this beautiful dress delighted her because she 
would, after all, be going to the ball. 

And Jane, well, she was content in the security of her garden and 
the company of dear friends. 

Janette Ward 
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WHO ARE WE? 

 

Jackie Ashenhurst always thought about writing but never did anything 
about it, until taking the plunge and joining the Story Café when it was set 
up in September 2011. She has completed the first year of a Creative 
Writing course at Vaughan College, and will continue the second year at 
the University campus. 

 

Gail Barker retired from secretarial work in 2011. She joined the Story 
Café in September 2012. She enjoys the interaction with like-minded 
people, and appreciates the candid encouragement she has received from 
everyone in the group. 

 

Nicky Bennison is a veteran of many creative writing courses and has an 
MA in Creative Writing from Nottingham Trent University.  As well as 
looking after the Story Café she works for The Reader Organisation, 
running shared reading groups for prisoners and ex-offenders. 

 

Mo Coulson is a harpist, storyteller and accounts assistant who has 
mermaid aspirations! After years of scribbling in notebooks, she joined the 
Story Café and now writes short stories, which are influenced by her love of 
Hammer Horror. She also enjoys writing for children, and combines this 
with her storytelling work. 

 

Sue Ellway is retired and lives in Anstey.  She has three children and 
three grandchildren, and as two of her children live abroad she visits them 
each year. Her main interests are reading – she belongs to two book groups 
– film, theatre and gardening.  She is a member of U3A and enjoys many 
of their activities. 

 

Judy Ross was born in Hungary and came to England after the war with 
her mother.  Her father was already in Leicester where they joined him.  
Judy is married and has five children.  She gained an Open University 
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degree as a mature student.  She is now retired and still lives in Leicester 
with her husband. 

 

Charlotte Seden was born and raised in Leicester. She has always had an 
interest in writing, concentrating mostly on poetry until joining the Story 
Café. Since then, she has completed several short stories and is also 
working on her first novel. 

 

Retirement opened up a whole new era for Janette Ward, affording time 
to dip her toes into so many different pools until she finally discovered the 
story-writing group at her local library. 

 

Jeffrey Howard Windle. “People call me Jeff. I was born and bred in 
Sheffield, South Yorkshire into a large family – four sisters and one brother. 
A working class family. No different to most people. Sometimes the whole 
street seemed like one big family. Life was easy compared to today but I 
don’t think our parents would agree. Now at the age of 70 I really wish I 
could go back in time.” 

 

Irene Wong was born in Malaysia. She trained and worked as a nurse and 
a laboratory technician in a German hospital, where she met her husband. 
She moved to Germany and then England in 1993, and has three children. 
She enjoys teaching the piano, working with clay and being part of the 
Story Café. 
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POSTSCRIPT 

 
You may have noticed that there has been no poetry in this collection.  
That is partly for reasons of space and partly because most of us prefer 
writing prose.  Jeff, however, has an alter ego, Sarcastic Sid.  His humorous 
reflections on life and love often amuse us in the group.  To end with, here 
is a typical Sid ditty: 
 
 

THE WIFE 
 

The wife is the most precious thing, 

to be cherished, loved and that sort of thing. 

A mother, companion, a friend for life, 

someone to cuddle when things don't go right. 

A shoulder to cry on when you're upset, 

someone to help you forget. 

To help to make your life worth living, 

always giving - and all that jazz. 

 

A friend, a lover, a caring mother, 

pity she's married to another! 

 
 

Sarcastic Sid 


