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The first piece of fiction I ever wrote was a short horror story…


It was about a man who kept a giant spider in his cellar. He fed door-to-door salesmen to it and kept their various cases of samples for himself. I was probably around eight years old when I wrote it and I seem to remember that my teachers took a very dim view of my ghoulish tale. I wish I still had a copy of it.


But having fired up my youthful imagination, I was determined that come hell or high water, I was going to be a published writer. I set about it with a steely determination, unusual in one so young. It only took me around ten years to get my first novel published.


The Sins Of Rachel Ellis was released in 1977 and since then I have produced over thirty full-length works of fiction. Over that time, I have continued to write short stories whenever the impulse took me. I love the form, and I love the way the most fleeting idea can be worked up into something exciting, but editors have proved stubbornly resistant to the idea of a collection.


Until now.


So here are thirteen grisly stories, each with a twist in the tail. Some of them have appeared in the odd anthology down the years, but this is the first time they’ve been brought together. I’m delighted to have been able to work with the very talented Sean Steele, who has brilliantly pictured every weird idea in glorious black and white.


Little Monsters is inspired by the kind of comics I read when I was a youngster. Tales From The Crypt and The Vault of Horror are two titles that linger in my memory. I loved the fact that the stories were so disparate, united only by a shared sense of darkness.





These stories range over thirty years. Here Be Tygers was written some time in the early seventies when I was living in a scruffy shared house in Barkingside. Like In The Movie was written in 2013 in far more comfortable circumstances. Whatever their origins, I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I have enjoyed creating them.


Philip Caveney
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Little Monsters





It was Halloween and the October night smelled of bonfires. Dressed in their homemade costumes, Ginnie, Sam and Amelia set out with high expectations of a good night’s plunder.


They moved along the dark, wind-blown street, kicking up the autumn leaves whilst they plotted dark mayhem for the inhabitants of the housing estate that lay all around them. Ginnie, always the leader, although at seven years old she was the youngest of the three, issued instructions to her two more cautious friends.


‘First, Mr and Mrs Jackson,’ she announced, her voice slightly muffled beneath the white sheet that was draped over her head. ‘They’re always good for a laugh. Then old Mrs Grace, she promised me she’d make treacle toffee.’


She’d been looking forward to this night for months and had been the driving force behind this expedition. Her family had only recently moved to England from their native America so she had a better idea of the possibilities. In her hometown, back in Illinois, every kid turned out on the 31st to trick or treat their neighbours, and she had seen no reason to stop the practice.


She’d schooled Sam and Amelia in the subtle art of demanding sweets and, to hedge her bets, had even gone so far as to drop outrageous hints to those neighbours she was on speaking terms with, so that when the big night arrived at least some of them would have prepared treats to offer their ‘unexpected’ guests.


‘It’s awful spooky out here,’ observed Sam. Despite having reached the grand old age of nine he had yet to curb his fanciful imagination. To him, the gaunt black silhouettes of the trees looked terribly forbidding in the harsh light of the street lamps. He was made up as Count Dracula, his little face whitened with flour. The set of plastic fangs he was wearing were causing him no end of trouble.


‘Don’t be a baby,’ Amelia told him. At twelve, Amelia was the matron of the group and it was she who had been officially charged with their safe-keeping. She was dressed, very convincingly, as a witch, complete with oversized plastic nose and a pointed hat she had made out of black cardboard. ‘Any more trouble from you and I’ll turn you into a frog.’ She made a few witchlike gestures over his head and the false fingernails she had borrowed from her older sister glittered red in the night. Sam swallowed. He tugged urgently at the sleeve of the spook in front of him.


‘How do you know they won’t just chase us off?’ he asked fearfully. ‘Or phone our mums and dads?’


‘Because it’s Halloween,’ replied Ginnie without hesitation. ‘And this is what kids do. I’ve been working up to this for a week. I’ve been watching some great videos. Revenge of the Slime Thing, The Mutant Terror, It Came From Beyond Belief. . .’


‘My parents won’t let me watch films like that,’ said Amelia. ‘My dad says that it’s harmful junk. He wasn’t very pleased about me coming out tonight, either.’


‘We haven’t got a video,’ said Sam wistfully.


‘That’s the pits,’ said Ginnie. ‘What do you for fun at your house? Anyway, let’s get this show on the road. Here look, it’s easy. Just do as I do.’


Ginnie turned left through the gateway of Mr and Mrs Jackson’s house. She had chosen to start with them because she knew they’d be a soft touch. The Jacksons were primary school teachers and had no kids of their own. It promised to be a pushover. The trio of ghouls made their way up the overgrown path.


‘I’m not sure about this,’ muttered Sam, hitching up his cape where it trailed on the ground.


‘You’re not sure about anything,’ Ginnie chided him. When the children had first planned this, Sam and his best friend Jason, had both been keen to join in. But Jason had dropped out at the last minute, claiming that his asthma was playing him up and Sam’s courage seemed to have evaporated the moment he had stepped out of his house.


‘Now watch,’ Ginnie told him. She reached out a white-shrouded hand and rang the doorbell. ‘When they come to the door, give ‘em a nice yell,’ she instructed. ‘Make ‘em jump!’


They waited in silence, suppressing nervous giggles. After what seemed an eternity, a shadow came to the frosted glass door and it began to open.


‘Yee-hah!’ screamed Ginnie, waving her hands under the sheet to make it flap.


For a moment Mr Jackson really was scared. His thin face registered shock and he said something that was not usually said by a teacher when children were in earshot. Then he recognised a couple of the little faces gazing up at him and broke into a relieved smile.


‘Trick or treat!’ cried Ginnie, holding out the basket she had brought to put the goodies in.


‘Of course! I’d forgotten all about it!’ chuckled Mr Jackson. ‘I’ve a good idea who’s under there, then!’ He poked Ginnie in the stomach, making her giggle. ‘Come into the hall a minute,’ he said. ‘I expect we’ll find something for you.’ He called back over his shoulder. ‘Monica, we’ve got visitors. Come and have a look!’ Mrs Jackson appeared in the hallway, dressed in her usual costume of loose-fitting dungarees.


‘Oh, wow!’ she said. ‘You kids look really great. I suppose I’d better see what we’ve got in the kitchen. I made some really nice date slice yesterday . . . ’


Beneath the sheet, Ginnie frowned. Date slice! The Jacksons hadn’t got the idea at all. But you couldn’t expect much from them, they were vegetarians. Still, it was a start. Ginnie accepted the cellophane-wrapped package of sludge with good grace and then she led her gruesome band back out into the night.


‘You kids be careful!’ shouted Mr Jackson. ‘The bogie man will get you!’


‘Not if we get him first!’ yelled Ginnie and she directed her monsters on, in the direction of old Mrs Grace’s house.


‘Is there really a bogie man?’ asked Sam quietly as they hurried along the street.


‘Course not,’ retorted Amelia, but with less conviction than she might have wished for.


‘Date slice,’ muttered Ginnie ruefully. ‘Jeepers! I hope we do better than that from Mrs Grace. We should do, I dropped plenty of hints.’


She turned in at the gate of the old woman’s house and her two cohorts hurried after her.


‘In the States, it’s different. People are ready for you there. They make hot-dogs ‘n’ toffee apples ‘n’ fudge cake ‘n’ popcorn.’ She sighed but told herself that things could only get better. She reached out to ring the doorbell.


‘Well, if there isn’t a bogie man,’ reasoned Sam, ‘how come all the grown-ups say there is?’


‘Because grown-ups think it’s clever to say that,’ Amelia assured him. ‘They think it scares us.’


‘Oh,’ said Sam quietly.


The heavy wooden door creaked open an inch or so and a single, rheumy eye peered around the edge of it. ‘Yes?’ inquired a small, croaky voice. Mrs Grace, always cautious about visitors after dark.


‘Trick or treat!’ yelled the three little monsters in unison, bolder now that they had gone through the routine once. There was a long uncertain silence.


‘It’s us Mrs Grace,’ added Ginnie despairingly. ‘Remember, I said we might be calling . . .’


‘Oh yes, of course. The little girl from number twenty seven, just a moment.’ They heard the soft sounds of Mrs Grace’s slippered feet padding back into the kitchen. Ginnie tried pushing the door open but the old woman had left it on the safety chain. Boy, old people sure were careful these days! After a lengthy interval, a thin hand emerged from within proffering a large hunk of dark, sticky toffee wrapped in greaseproof paper. ‘There you are my dears. Now don’t stay out too late. It’s cold tonight.’ And the door clicked shut. Ginnie dropped the hunk of sweet stuff into the bag.


‘That’s a bit more like it,’ she told the others gleefully. They turned and moved back along the path and out into the street.


‘Where now?’ demanded Amelia, who was already displaying signs of boredom.


‘Number forty nine,’ announced Ginnie casually; and she waited for the cries of concern that she knew would follow.


‘Number forty nine!’ ’ echoed Sam, horrified. ‘But . . . that’s Mr Stander’s house!’


‘Yes,’ agreed Ginnie, walking on ahead.


‘That’s nasty, mean Mr Stander’s house,’ elaborated Amelia. ‘He hates children. He hates everybody.’


‘Sure,’ said Ginnie, nodding underneath her sheet.


‘Well, he isn’t going to give us any treats, is he?’ muttered Sam.


‘That’s just the point,’ Ginnie told him. ‘That means he gets a trick instead. It’s no fun if we don’t get to play a trick on somebody.’


‘Yes, but Mr Stander,’ reasoned Amelia. ‘He isn’t going to like having tricks played on him. He phoned my Mum once, just because I made a noise outside his house. He’s horrible.’


Ginnie was beginning to despair. ‘Yeah, so who deserves it more than him?’ she countered. ‘This is your chance to get your own back for all the crummy things he’s done to you. That’s the way we do it back home. Choose the guy who gives you the hardest time all year. Sure, you give him the chance to give you a treat first. But somebody like mean ol’ Mr Stander, he isn’t going to do that, is he? So you get to play a really neat trick on him instead, see?’


‘Like what?’ asked Sam.


‘Well, like . . . like you hang a dead cat on his door maybe.’


They walked on for a while in silence.


‘Haven’t got a dead cat,’ said Amelia at last.


‘So we’ll think of something else,’ Ginnie assured her.


Mr Stander’s house stood a short distance away from the others and it backed onto a deserted stretch of wasteland. To get there it was necessary to move away from the comforting glow of the street lamps, past an area of dark, littered alleyways where rows of garbage cans festered in the gloom. From the mouth of one such alleyway a thick haze of sulphurous smoke was issuing, clouding abruptly on the cold air.


‘What’s that?’ whispered Sam fearfully.


‘Just mist,’ Ginnie told him, but even she had to admit to herself that it had a most peculiar smell. ‘Come on you two.’


‘I’m not sure this is a good idea,’ said Amelia quietly. ‘I don’t want Mr Stander phoning my mum again. I got in enough trouble last time. ’


‘Aww, don’t be a spoilsport,’ taunted Ginnie. She led the way forward, moving very close to the shifting banks of smoke. The other two dawdled reluctantly in her wake.


‘What’s that?’ asked Sam again.


‘I told you. It’s just mist.’


‘No, not that. Further back. I thought I saw something move.’ Ginnie opened her mouth to tell Sam that he was imagining things but before a word had left her lips, something horrible came shambling and shuffling out from the cover of the alleyway. Sam and Amelia gave shrieks of terrors and before Ginnie could grab them, they were off, running back in the direction of their homes. For an instant, Ginnie too had been spooked, but, she recovered herself almost instantly. She turned to shout to her friends, already no more than frantic, moving blobs halfway down the street.


‘Come back you idiots! It’s only somebody in a costume!’


If Sam and Amelia heard this they showed no sign of it. They just kept on running. Ginnie shook her head. Then, placing her hands on her white-shrouded hips, she turned back to gaze accusingly at the newcomer.


He stood a short distance away, gazing at her through mournful monster eyes. He was wearing the most incredible costume; a scaly, lizard suit that covered his entire body. There was a large domed head from which deep-set eyes regarded her sullenly. The arms were long, ending in huge misshapen claws, the feet short and club-like. From the shoulder blades dangled two battered appendages that resembled the wings of a bat. Whoever was in there seemed to be having trouble with his breathing.


Ginnie peered critically through the thin fabric of her shroud. As far as she could make out the outfit was perfect. She couldn’t even spot the zip.


‘Boy, that’s pretty neat,’ she said at last. ‘Who is that?’


No reply, only a strange, laboured wheezing as if the wearer was experiencing the greatest difficulty in catching his breath. And that gave Ginnie a vital clue.


‘It’s Jason isn’t it?’ she cried triumphantly. ‘I thought you said you couldn‘t come with us? I thought your asthma was too bad?’


No answer, but the weird domed head seemed to nod slightly.


‘So all along you figured you’d turn the tables on us, huh? Give us a fright.’ Ginnie glanced back over her shoulder. ‘Well, you sure enough scared the pants off those two.’ She could see the joke now and she was pleasantly surprised because she would never have thought that Jason had it in him. He was normally such a straight little dude.


‘That’s a terrific suit, Jason. I bet you didn’t make that yourself, huh? It looks like one of the creatures in Attack Of The Swamp Beasts. I bet you got that from a hire shop, didn’t you? I wanted to do that, but Mom said it wasn’t worth going to the trouble. There was this really neat zombie outfit in a shop in town . . . ’


She moved closer and prodded the monster playfully in the stomach. There was a surprised exhalation of air and the misshapen claws came up to poise themselves menacingly above Ginnie’s head. ‘Boy, sure feels cold and rubbery,’ observed Ginnie. ‘No wonder you can’t breathe in there.’ She took hold of one of the claws and pulled the monster after her. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘since you scared Sam and ‘melia away, you can come with me to ol’ Mr Stander’s house. We were just about to trick or treat him when you turned up. You ain’t afraid of Mr Stander, are you Jason? Boy, when he gets a look at you in that suit, he’ll just die!’


She started forward, dragging the monster along, but he seemed reluctant to go. He made a loud snuffling noise of dissent and Ginnie wheeled around to confront him. ‘Oh Jason, don’t be such a wimp!’ she cried in exasperation. ‘Come on!’ She pulled on his huge hand, harder this time and he began to waddle along behind her, his short, misshapen legs moving with difficulty. ‘What we need to do is to come up with a really neat trick to play on him. Any ideas?’


The only reply was a low, unintelligible grunt, followed by more of that tortured breathing.


‘Boy, you sound bad,’ observed Ginnie. ‘I’m amazed your mom let you out sounding like that.’ She pulled the monster in through the open gateway of Mr Stander’s house and along his garden path. A square of light at the sitting room window announced that somebody was at home. Smiling wickedly beneath the draped sheet, Ginnie reached out and pressed the doorbell.


‘Don’t forget,’ she told her companion. ‘When he opens that door give him a real scare. And try not to breathe like that or you’ll give the game away. You don’t want ol’ man Stander going to your parents, do you?’


The monster turned its huge head to gaze at Ginnie. The deep-set eyes seemed to hold an expression of bewilderment. Ginnie wondered about the eyes. How come they twinkled like that, as if they were really alive?


Her train of thought was interrupted as the door opened and Mr Stander peered suspiciously out at her. ‘Trick or treat!’ she yelled delightedly and was disappointed to see that Mr Stander did not look at all frightened. He stood in the doorway; huge, impassive, badly in need of a shave. He glared down at the two callers as if he would personally like to tear them limb from limb.


‘What is this?’ he growled, swinging his gaze from shrouded ghoul to scaly lizard and back again. ‘What do you want?’


‘Trick or treat,’ repeated Ginnie more firmly and she held out the shopping bag to show Mr Stander the paltry selection of goods within.


‘Are you the ones who’ve been letting off fireworks behind my house?’ demanded Mr Stander sourly. ‘Have you been shining those bright lights on my windows? I’ve had smoke coming in under my doors.’


Ginnie shook her head and the white shroud flapped left and right. ‘No, sir, we don’t know anything about that. We’re just trick or treating. Now you’ve got to give us a treat. Something nice like chocolate or cake. Otherwise, we’ll play a trick on you.’


‘What?’ Mr Stander fixed her with a baleful glare. ‘Children demanding sweets? It’s disgraceful!’


‘But Mr Stander. It’s Halloween . . .’


‘I don’t care if it’s Christmas!’ roared Mr Stander, taking a threatening step forward. ‘You two clear off before I- ‘ Mr Stander’s voice trailed away. He stood there, one arm raised to strike, but his gaze was fixed now on the scaly creature that stood beside Ginnie. She turned to look.


‘Golly,’ she murmured.


Jason’s mouth was opening, the lower jaw hinging downwards from the top one with a curious squelching sound. Harp strings of jelly-like saliva glistened as the jaws opened wide, wider than any human jaws could naturally open. Mr Stander found himself gazing into a round, red opening, the surface of which was barbed with hundreds of tiny teeth and way back there, deep in the throat, he could see a pulsing, twitching purple object that looked like some kind of tongue.


Mr Stander opened his mouth to scream, but before he could do so the tongue shot forward with a swish of air, uncurling itself like one of those paper novelty whistles people hand out at Christmas parties. But this wasn’t paper. It was a dappled, glistening, sticky tongue, the surface of which was scored with hundreds of tiny yellow suckers. The tongue struck Mr Stander on the side of the face with a dull thwack and then its leading probe coiled back tightly around Mr Stander’s head, the very tip of it plunging down his throat to cut off his scream.


He stood for an instant, swaying helplessly in the open doorway, his hands pulling ineffectually at the sinewy rope that held him bound. Then something curious happened. Mr Stander’s body began to dry up. As Ginnie watched in terrified fascination, the man’s heavy limbs started to wither and shrink in upon themselves. His large, distended stomach inverted with an abrupt hiss and then his head collapsed inwards with a sound like breaking twigs. In an instant most of him was gone.


The purple tongue released its hold and a bundle of dry bones and clothing clattered onto the doorstep. The tongue poked questingly here and there amidst the debris, searching out the odd pool of liquid that it had initially missed, drawing the moisture into itself like some bizarre vacuum cleaner. Then, seemingly satisfied, the tongue began to coil back on itself, returning to its fleshy nest. Finally the jaws closed with a click.


‘Boy,’ said Ginnie at last. ‘That was some trick.’ She looked down at the remains of Mr Stander and shook her head. ‘Like in a movie I saw. Night of the Bloodsuckers. Did you see that one Jason? They did it kind of like that.’ She looked up at the big domed head and it was regarding her in silence. ‘But I tell you what, if anybody deserved it, it was Mr Stander.’


A long sighing grunt and, Ginnie thought, a nod of that weird head.


‘Good. I guess it doesn’t matter what we do tonight, so long as everything goes back to normal tomorrow. That’s what Halloween’s all about, right? And it was real funny the way he kind of twisted up and all.’


She took hold of one of those oversized claws and led the way down the path. ‘We should find the others,’ she said, leading the monster back into the street. ‘I bet they’ll wish they’d stayed when I tell them what happened. Think you could teach me to do that trick, Jason? I need to see it again a coupl’a times. I watched Night Of The Bloodsuckers over ‘n’ over but I couldn’t work out how they did it. Will you teach me Jason? Huh? Whaddya say, have we got a deal?’


They walked on down the deserted street, in search of other victims.


Mrs Lawrence put the phone down and walked quickly through to the sitting room where her husband was watching the television.


‘Bob, that was Mrs Shaw,’ she announced. ‘She says that Amelia came home half an hour ago, scared out of her wits. Said she’d seen somebody weird hanging around on the street. Didn’t Ginnie say she was going out with Amelia?’


‘Relax honey.’ Mr Lawrence was clearly too interested in his programme to take much notice of what his wife was saying. ‘Darned funny things going on tonight. There’s this special bulletin about meteor showers. It seems they’re happening all over the country.’


‘Perhaps you didn’t hear me too well,’ said Mrs Lawrence irritably. ‘Our seven year old daughter is out there, wandering the streets alone. You’ll excuse me if I don’t get too excited about some television programme?’


Mr Lawrence sighed and glanced at his watch. ‘Honey, there are other kids with her. A bunch of them, that’s what Ginnie told me. Now it’s only just gone nine o’ clock and it is Halloween.’


‘There you go again! You’re every bit as bad as she is! I told her already, this is not Illinois, people here just don’t have the same traditions. She’s most likely just going to upset them.’


‘Well, let’s give her another half an hour.’


Mrs Lawrence gave a cry of exasperation. ‘Bob, you don’t seem to appreciate that anything could have happened to that girl! I swear, it’s time she was taken in hand. Sometimes your lack of discipline with her infuriates me.’


‘Oh, come on now. What have I done that’s so bad?’


‘Let me see now . . . letting her stay up late to watch monster movies, letting her read those trashy space-comics. It’s a wonder she can differentiate between fantasy and reality anymore. Well, this is the last straw. When that girl gets home, what she needs is a good telling off and if you won’t give it to her, I will. Don’t you think we’d better phone the police?’


There was a brief silence. On the television screen bright lights hurtled through the night sky. Then abruptly the doorbell rang.


‘Saved by the bell,’ chuckled Mr Lawrence as his wife hurried vengefully off to open the door. She stepped into the hallway, switching on the light as she went. Through the frosted glass panel of the front door, she could see two silhouettes, standing side by side.


‘Right, my girl,’ she murmured softly. She reached out a hand and opened the door.


Back in the sitting room Mr Lawrence sat staring at the television screen. Something screwy was happening now, most likely a practical joke for Halloween. The presenter, doing a live report on the meteor showers, had just been interrupted by a second man who had unexpectedly run into camera range. He was wild-looking and dishevelled and blood was streaming from a series of round, puckered holes on his face. He grabbed the microphone from the astonished presenter and began to yell into it, the power of his voice making the sound crackle with distortion. ‘They’re here!’ he screamed. ‘Hundreds of them. They’re coming for us! Get the hell away, just get the-’


The screen went blank and a test pattern came up. Violins played a syrupy theme. Mr Lawrence stared at the screen for a moment, a smile of disbelief on his lips, but deep in his guts a bad feeling stirred. He became aware of a cold breeze blowing on his back and realised that the front door was still open.


‘Honey?’ he called out. But there was no answer. He got to his feet, still gazing thoughtfully at the television set. ‘The weirdest thing just happened,’ he called out. ‘I guess it was a send-up but it sure looked . . . honey? Honey, are you there?’


Silence for a moment and then a sound like slow, laboured breathing. Mr Lawrence felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. He turned and the white-shrouded figure of his daughter came gliding slowly into the room. She was tugging impatiently at something that stumbled along behind her – something slow and horribly misshapen.


‘Hello Pops,’ said Ginnie, from beneath the white sheet that was now, inexplicably, splattered with red. ‘Whaddya say? Wanna play Trick or Treat?’
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Statues





Vernon Spencer brought the hire car to a halt. He switched off the engine and sat for a few moments, gazing at the ramshackle white-painted house. It was set some distance back from the road, fronted by a small, overgrown garden and it was just as Eric Thornton had described it, right down to the amateurish hand-painted sign at the top of the path.


VISIT THE ART GALLERY it read. And in smaller letters, the price of admission, five Euros. Vernon wondered if he’d been set up for some kind of elaborate practical joke. But Eric had been so enthusiastic when he had first told Vernon about this place. They had met for lunch in Knightsbridge several months back and when Vernon mentioned that he was shortly to be holidaying in Crete, Eric got very excited.


‘There’s a place you must visit while you’re there,’ he said. ‘A little gallery, out in the middle of nowhere. Take the road west out of Chania and after ten miles or so you’ll see the sign.’


‘Eric, I’m going on holiday!’ Vernon protested. ‘Not scouting for talent.’


‘Yes, but this is something quite special,’ insisted Eric. ‘Statues. Beautiful statues. Jocasta and I stumbled across the place by accident and we were stunned by them. If you’re going to be in the neighbourhood, surely they must be worth a look?’


Vernon had dismissed the idea. As one of London’s busiest and most successful art dealers, he valued his holidays and sniffing around after local talent was the last thing he wanted to do, so for the first week of his vacation he pushed Eric’s words to the back of his mind and got on with the simple pleasures of eating, sleeping and drinking, interspersed with trips around the island by car and boat.


But after a week or so his professional curiosity finally got the better of him. For one thing, Eric had a good eye for talent and was one of the few people whose opinion Vernon respected. For another, even Vernon had to admit that it was some considerable time since he had discovered a new name.


And so it was that Vernon found himself driving along the road out of Chania. His expectations had not been high to begin with and they certainly dwindled when he saw the ‘gallery’– a grubby, dilapidated dwelling that had probably once been fairly grand, but now looked shabby and forbidding.


With a sigh Vernon got out of the car and trudged across the road, telling himself that having come this far he might as well have a quick glance inside. In the sun-blasted front yard a few old dogs were stretched contentedly on the warm tiles and a little grizzled man, wearing only slacks and sandals, lounged at a formica table. He had black curly hair and a ragged beard. As Vernon approached the man fixed him with a look of complete indifference.


‘Good afternoon,’ said Vernon politely. ‘The, er . . . the statues?’


The man pointed to a beaded curtain covering an open doorway set in the wall behind him. ‘Is five Euros,’ he muttered. He watched in silence as Vernon counted the coins onto the scarred surface of the table.


‘You, er, have a catalogue?’ asked Vernon hopefully.


The man stared at him, uncomprehending. ‘Statues through there,’ he repeated, slowly, as if talking to an idiot.


‘Yes. Thank you so much.’ Vernon turned and went through the doorway, stepping cautiously, for it seemed to be rather dark in there.


He found himself in a long, corridor-like room, each side of which was flanked by a row of statues, every one of them illuminated by a single candle. He turned to look more closely at the nearest of them and could hardly suppress a gasp of astonishment. It was an incredible piece of work; a life-size study of a young man, naked, his hands raised in a gesture of surprise, his mouth open as if to shout. The statue had been sculpted from smooth white stone, as pure as alabaster, and featured a degree of realism that Vernon hadn’t seen in years.


Excitedly he passed between the rows of work, moving quickly from one piece to the next. Each of them was perfect. They were mostly nude studies of men, of various ages and in a variety of postures and poses, but there were also sculptures of women and even the occasional child. In every case, Vernon experienced a weird feeling whenever he looked directly into the face of one of the creations. It was almost as if he expected them to come suddenly alive before his eyes, to leer or wink at him, or perform a bizarre little jig for his entertainment. By the time he had reached the end of the rows he was already hatching his plans.


Naturally he would have to invest a little money in the artist, ship him over to Britain, together with his work. But the press would have a field day with a story about an untutored Greek peasant who suddenly took the art world by storm. Yes, Vernon knew exactly where to mount the first exhibition, just which critics to invite to the preview.


What was really great was that the artist was evidently prolific. Vernon did a quick headcount and saw that there were thirty-four figures in this room alone. How many more might there be tucked away in a workshop somewhere? He rubbed his hands in anticipation and then noticed another curtained doorway directly ahead of him. He passed through into this room, expecting to see more statues but was rather disappointed.


There were items on display, but these were abstract constructions made from welded metal; bits and pieces, all of which seemed to have come from a variety of cars. After a few moments Vernon was able to recognise steering wheels and hubcaps, bumpers and exhaust pipes, all assembled into a series of haphazard, higgledy-piggledy heaps. In comparison to the other works they were amateurish and Vernon concluded they must be the work of another artist.


He glanced hopefully about, but there didn’t seem to be anything else on offer. He quickly retraced his steps and stumbled back out into the sunlight. The little man was still slumped behind his desk. Vernon approached him and gave him his best smile. Then he took out one of his business cards and put it into the man’s hands.


‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ he said. ‘Vernon Spencer, art dealer. I take it that you’re the creator of the statues?’


The man stared at him. ‘Eh?’ he said, shaking his head. Vernon had forgotten that he didn’t speak much English.


He tried again. ‘Statues plenty good!’ he cried, pointing back through the entrance. ‘I like very much. You are the artist, yes?’


The little man shook his head. ‘No. My . . . daughter.’


‘Your daughter?’ Vernon could hardly contain his glee. A woman. Even better! Vernon could almost see the copy he would write for her first press release.


Locked away in her remote island retreat, she has applied herself to the simple undiluted task of creating genius . . .


Reluctantly he turned his attention to the matter at hand. ‘Well, could you tell me, Mr . . .?’


‘Mikros.’


‘Mr Mikros. Is your daughter at home?’


The man looked doubtful. ‘She home, yes.’


‘May I see her for a moment?’


‘No, she no see nobody today. She not like to be . . . disturbed. I think best you go.’


Vernon drew himself up to his full five foot seven inches. ‘Mr Mikros, I think she’ll want to see me. I’m very interested in her art. I would like to handle it for her, understand?’


‘Eh?’ Mr Mikros looked confused.


Vernon sighed. He reached into his jacket pocket and took out his wallet. Opening it, he placed two fifty euro notes on the table top. Mr Mikros began to look more interested. He took the money and jerked a thumb over his shoulder.


‘She is in garden, by pool. Go roun’ side of house.’


Intrigued, Vernon did as he was told. He found himself walking along a rough path, at the end of which was a paint-blistered gate. Vernon unlatched it and went through. He was in what must have once been a rather grand and elaborately landscaped garden. He was pleased to see that there were more of the statues sited here, ranged at intervals beneath the overhanging olive trees. They looked even more spectacular out in the open air.


Vernon strolled across a weed-strewn stone patio and down some steps to another level. Ahead of him he could see an old pool, circular in shape and elaborately tiled in classical Greek design, but the tiles were cracked and encrusted with lichen and the water in the pool was a muddy yellow, festooned with twists of green weed. A pair of sun-loungers stood beside the pool and a girl was stretched out on one of them, reading a paperback. She had a lean, shapely body and was clothed in a skimpy black bikini. She wore a large, wide brimmed straw hat that obscured her face for the moment.


Vernon moved closer and gave a polite cough to announce his presence. The girl lifted her head to look at him. She was wearing mirrored sunglasses so it was hard to get a clear idea of her age, but she looked to be no more than a teenager. Vernon’s sense of excitement rose even higher. An untutored Greek teenager! Incredible!


She gazed at Vernon for a moment and her thin lips twisted into a frown of disapproval. ‘Who are you?’ she demanded bluntly. ‘How did you get in here?’


Her voice had a strange hard-edged accent, but she was evidently more familiar with the English language than her father. Vernon smiled what he hoped was a disarming smile and strolled up to her, offering another of his cards. She took it from him and studied it for a moment.


‘An art dealer,’ she said quietly. ‘You’ve been looking at my work, yes?’


‘I have,’ replied Vernon, seating himself on the vacant lounger. ‘And what’s more, I think they are remarkable.’


She stared at him for a moment as if disbelieving and then she smiled. She looked at the card again. ‘You are from London, England,’ she said. ‘Knightsbridge.’


‘That’s correct. I own several galleries and I represent some of the most famous and wealthy artists in the world. Now I’d like to represent you.’


‘Me?’ She threw back her head and gave a strange little laugh. ‘Oh, no. I do not think so!’


‘Oh, but yes. Yes indeed. You are very talented for one so young! May I enquire exactly how old?’


‘Older than you think,’ she said mysteriously and it was clear he wasn’t going to get any more out of her than that.





OEBPS/Images/LM_LITTLE_MONSTERS_ALIE_fmt.png





OEBPS/Images/LM_LITTLE_MONSTERS_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/LM_LITTLE_MONSTERS_DOOR_fmt.png
7| |
. —= ‘w;,






