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			Preface

			The short stories featured in this book were inspired by Roald Dahl’s Tales of the Unexpected.

			Anglia Television’s Tales of the Unexpected was first launched in 1979 and, with a galaxy of star names from both sides of the Atlantic, the series was an instant success and regularly topped the Saturday night viewing figures in the United Kingdom. 

			In all, there were 112 episodes, including 25 stories written by Roald Dahl himself; these were taken from two of his collections, Kiss, Kiss and Someone Like You.

			I remember avidly watching this series and appreciating Dahl’s mixture of suspense, horror and dark comedy and trying not to miss a single episode as home video was in its infancy and repeats of television programmes at that time were very rare.

			It is with these fond memories and recollections, after more than forty years since original transmission and fortuitously stumbling across a DVD collection of all 112 stories, that I have been prompted to write this collection of short stories. They are presented in a similar vein to the original series but I have also introduced elements of revenge, obsession and the supernatural.

			Writing these short stories has given me great satisfaction and I trust that you, my readers, will find great pleasure in reading these Tales of the Completely Unexpected and be prepared to be surprised, thrilled and even shocked!


	

			The Cruise Bear
			

	



			The Cruise Bear


			“Looks like we’ll soon be there,” said Roger looking out of the window as the aircraft came into land and the ground seemed to rush up to meet the plane at an alarming speed, “we’re about to touch the runway. There!” he said with obvious relief, as the wheels screeched and the aircraft’s engines were thrown into reverse, and all the passengers were pressed back into their seats.


			“Thank goodness for that,” replied Gwendolyn, “I know we have to fly but I’m always glad when we’re back on solid ground.”


			“Once we’ve cleared immigration and customs it’s only about thirty minutes to the ship. We should be there in time for a quick look round before dinner. I can’t believe we’re going to be on the Arcadian Princess’ maiden voyage. Just think, nobody before us will have been in our cabin.”


			* * *


			“Well, it’s certainly a magnificent ship, very sumptuous and luxurious. And, of course, it only takes 650 passengers so it should feel very different to our last few cruises when there were more than 2,000 people on board.”


			“It certainly will,” agreed Gwendolyn, “we should be able to make some good friends on this voyage. In the 10 years since we retired we’ve been on lots of cruises all over the world but none of the people we’ve met have ever stayed close friends. True, we’ve exchanged Christmas cards and the odd letter, but we’ve never met anyone who we’ve really wanted to remain close to.”


			“Time to check out the dining room,” exclaimed Roger, “don’t know about you but I’m feeling famished so it’s a good thing we booked first sitting. It must be all that travelling that makes us feel so peckish.”


			“You’re right. I’m feeling very hungry myself. One good thing about a ship of this size is that everything is near to hand. I wonder,” reflected Gwendolyn as she descended the stairs towards the dining room, “what sort of people will be on our table?”


			* * *


			Roger and Gwendolyn entered the dining room and were shown to their table by one of the head waiters. They were immediately overwhelmed by the stunning décor and lavish furnishings in the room. From their table they looked out over the stern and had a good view of the port from which they had recently embarked. It was now rapidly receding into the distance.


			“Looks like we’re going to be treated to a magnificent sunset,” said Roger and, as he took his place, he glanced at the other guests seated at the table. It was a table for eight persons and two other couples were already seated so he introduced himself and Gwendolyn.


			“I’m Roger and this is my wife Gwendolyn.”


			“Pleased to meet you; my name’s David and this is my wife Marie.”


			“And I’m Chris and this is my better half, Dot.”


			After these somewhat awkward introductions the three couples exchanged information about themselves. Unlike Roger and Gwendolyn the other guests were not retired. David and Marie were in their early fifties and in the pharmaceuticals industry and, by all accounts, seemed to be hypochondriacs, while Chris and Dot appeared to be a few years younger and owned their own mortgage broking business. Roger wondered whether they were alcoholics as they were already on their second bottle of wine and the waiter hadn’t yet brought round the menus. What all of them round the table had in common, however, was that they shared a love of cruising and between them had been all over the world. 


			Suddenly Chris changed the subject of the conversation. “We’re still two people short on this table. I hope they haven’t missed the boat,” but his attempt at a joke fell on deaf ears.


			“Could be jet lag or something,” piped up David but, as he spoke, a waiter showed a middle-aged woman to the table and they all fell silent as she took her seat. 


			“I don’t believe what I’m seeing,” thought Roger, “that woman’s carrying a teddy bear. And just look at it! It’s wearing a long-sleeved shirt, long trousers and socks and shoes. If I didn’t know better I’d say she’s dressed it up to conform to this evening’s dress code which is smart casual. Must be my imagination, no one’s that obsessed with a toy bear – are they?”


			The teddy bear had also intrigued the other guests seated round the table but none of them said a word as the woman proceeded to extract a small metal frame from her handbag and place it on the vacant seat next to her. She then extended this metal frame and sat the bear on top of it so its head and shoulders were just above table-top height. Everybody at the table was fascinated by this behaviour and watched without uttering a single word.


			This uncomfortable silence was broken by Roger, who introduced himself and Gwendolyn. The other two couples quickly followed with their introductions.


			“I’m Marilyn,” responded the woman, “Marilyn Bear, and this is Teddy,” she added patting the bear on the head, “His name is really Edward but I call him Teddy and you can too if you like.”


			“Marilyn Bear!” thought Roger to himself, “and Teddy Bear! This woman’s got to be taking the Mickey,” but as he was about to challenge those names the waiter appeared at the table and handed out the evening’s menus.


			“Don’t forget Teddy!” snapped Marilyn and a rather puzzled looking waiter, no doubt wanting a quiet life, placed a menu on the table in front of the bear and went off to speak to the Maitre d’.


			“How absurd,” thought Roger, “that woman must be a bit soft in the head but why on earth did the waiter go along with it?”


			After a few minutes the waiter returned and took everyone’s orders for starters and the main course. Marilyn ordered a soup for herself and, as the waiter collected the menu from in front of the bear, said that Teddy would have the salad. For the main course she also ordered roast lamb for herself and salmon for Teddy, adding that he was only allowed to eat red meat once a week.


			Roger didn’t know how to contain himself and tried his hardest not to look at Gwendolyn as he was afraid he would burst out laughing. Somehow he managed to remain calm and joined in with those round the table as they resumed their conversations but he couldn’t resist trying to discover more about Marilyn. 


			“So, Marilyn, what do you do for a living?”


			“Oh, I don’t do anything,” was the reply, “well, what I should have said is that I don’t have to do anything. My parents died in a car accident a few years ago. They were both investment bankers and left me very well off indeed. I don’t have any brothers or sisters so spend most of my time travelling. Sometimes I go on adventure holidays but, over the past couple of years, I’ve caught the cruise bug and so here I am. I used to travel a lot with my parents but, after they died, my companion has been Teddy. He goes everywhere with me, don’t you Teddy?” and Marilyn picked him up, kissed him on the cheek, and put him back at the table.


			This behaviour confirmed what Roger was thinking, “She is soft in the head! I knew it as soon as I saw her walk in with that silly bear.” It also had an unsettling effect on the others seated at the table who didn’t know where to look or what to say.


			Luckily the waiter and his assistant returned at this point and began to serve the starters and there was great astonishment when a plate of salad was actually placed in front of the bear. While the starters were being consumed there was some small talk but all eyes were firmly fixed on the salad and the bear.


			Everybody, with the exception of the bear, quickly finished their starter and the plates were duly collected by the waiter who, without a word, picked up the untouched salad from in front of the bear and took it away.


			All eyes were again on the waiter and his assistant when the main courses arrived. As before the waiter served everybody in turn around the table and placed a plate containing some beautiful salmon fillets and steamed vegetables in front of the bear without making any comment whatsoever. During the meal conversation was muted but all eyes were once again on Marilyn and the bear. Marilyn ate all her food and left a plate so clean that it looked like it didn’t need to be washed up, but the plate of food in front of the bear, which was a culinary delight, remained uneaten.


			Soon the plates were cleared away, including the uneaten food in front of the bear, and the dessert menus were handed out by the waiters. “I’ll have the soufflé,” said Marilyn, “it’s one of my favourites but Teddy will have the sugar free option; he’s got to watch his figure!”


			Several of those sitting round the table could hardly keep a straight face but Roger was worried about the waste of food, “I’m not going to say anything today,” he thought, “after all it is the first night of the cruise, but if this waste continues then I’m going to have a word with that woman. It’s not right that so much food should just go to waste.”


			Following the dessert course, teas and coffees were served, and Roger was rather relieved when Marilyn didn’t order a drink for the bear. Soon, after the beverages had been drunk, those around the table began to make their way out of the dining room. Roger and Gwendolyn decided to go to the cabaret theatre straightaway, even though there was nearly an hour to go before the show, so they could get a good seat for the evening’s performance. Once they had settled down Roger ordered some drinks; he was a firm believer in duty-free alcohol.


			The theatre slowly filled up over the next half an hour or so but, about 15 minutes before the show was due to begin, what could be mistaken for a football crowd descended on the lounge and nearly every seat was suddenly taken. Roger made sure he and Gwendolyn had another drink to sustain them through the performance and, as he sat down, he saw that sitting in the front row opposite was none other than Marilyn and, on the seat next to her, was that bear. He had got into the habit of always referring to it as ‘that bear’ and refused outright to call it ‘Teddy’ or Edward.


			Leaving the theatre after what had been a very good ‘Welcome Aboard Show’ by the ship’s company of singers and dancers, Roger and Gwendolyn decided to take a stroll around one of the upper decks and marvel at the full moon before having an early night. It had been a long day and they wanted to be wide awake for what would be their first full-day at sea.


			* * *


			The next morning Gwendolyn woke first, opened the curtains and looked out onto the balcony, “What a glorious day! Bright sunshine and not a cloud in the sky,” and she went out onto the balcony and stretched out on a sun-bed and gazed out to sea. “This is the life,” she thought to herself, “should be able to put up with this for another couple of weeks.”


			“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she exclaimed as Roger joined her, “Why don’t we have breakfast and then go on the sun deck. We could do some sun-bathing, have a dip in the pool or even have a soak in the Jacuzzi.”


			“Sounds great to me,” he agreed and they returned inside the cabin to get changed and go to breakfast.


			* * *


			“That swim was just what I needed to work off last night’s meal and that breakfast. I don’t know why but whenever I’m on a cruise I always eat far too much; just can’t help myself.”


			“I’m the same,” agreed Roger, “Look, the Jacuzzi’s got no-one in it, let’s relax for a bit,” and he led the way up the short flight of steps that wound up to the Jacuzzi.


			“I think an hour’s much too long to be in here but I just don’t want to get out. The water’s so hot that even in this temperature with the sun high in the sky we’re going to feel cold,” worried Gwendolyn, but Roger remained unmoved until prodded rather harshly by Gwendolyn. However, just as they were about to get out of the Jacuzzi, they were joined by David and Marie.


			“Hope you don’t mind if we join you, but it looks so good in there. I can’t believe you’ve got this Jacuzzi all to yourselves.”


			“No, not at all, please come in. Mind you the water’s very hot. I suppose this lovely hot sunny weather has persuaded most people to sunbathe rather than indulge in the pools or hot tubs.”


			“Yes,” replied Marie, “we’ve just been on the sundeck. We saw Chris and Dot up there but they were sitting at the bar rather than sunbathing. There are lots of people up there but still plenty of sun-loungers available if you want to go and get a tan.”


			“And.” added David, “You’ll never guess who we saw right at the front of that deck?” But, before Roger or Gwendolyn could answer, he volunteered, “Marilyn and that bear of hers!”


			“Really,” pondered Roger, “I suppose it goes everywhere with her, even when she’s sunbathing. Matter of fact, I think we should get a bit of sun. We’ve got about an hour before lunch so let’s try and get a bit of colour into our winter skin,” and he and Gwendolyn rather reluctantly made their way out of the Jacuzzi and up towards the sun deck.


			David and Marie had been correct. There were plenty of sun-beds unoccupied around the pool and on the sun deck and Roger and Gwendolyn soon found two next to each other. It was only when they sat up to put on some sun block that they looked towards the front of the ship and espied Marilyn. As David had said, lying on a sun-bed next to Marilyn was ‘that bear’. It was fully stretched out and, much to Roger’s astonishment, was wearing nothing but a pair of Speedo swimming trunks and a pair of Prada sunglasses. He looked at Marilyn who was obviously sound asleep and then he looked at the bear and finally sighed heavily before relaxing on his sun-lounger to soak up some sun. 


			* * *


			After going to the afternoon’s trivia quiz, and narrowly being beaten into second place by a team of obvious trivia fanatics, Roger and Gwendolyn decided to go and have another soak in the Jacuzzi. They thought it would relax them before dinner. They had been there for about half an hour and were both almost asleep with their eyes closed when a familiar voice called out, “Hello! How nice to see people we know. You won’t mind if we join you will you?” and Roger looked up in horror to see Marilyn, holding her Teddy, climbing up the stairs and about to get into the Jacuzzi. However, before getting in, she placed Teddy on the outer edge of the tub as far away from the water as possible.


			“Don’t want you to get wet now, do we?” she said patting Teddy on the head and lowering herself slowly into the water.


			“Why me?” wondered Roger, as he looked straight ahead of him at ‘that bear’, “Why am I being haunted by that silly bear?” It was then that his mischievous side took over and he said in a rather sarcastic tone of voice, “Isn’t Teddy going to join us in here?”


			“Certainly not!” retorted Marilyn, “He’s not allowed to get wet. It might ruin him and that would never do. That’s why I sit him right on the edge and tell him to be careful and not fall down those stairs,” and Marilyn gave the bear a little wave.


			After what seemed an age, but which had in fact been only about 15 minutes, Roger and Gwendolyn made their excuses and left the hot tub, “See you at dinner,” Marilyn shouted after them as they made their way down the stairs.


			* * *


			Roger and Gwendolyn were last to arrive at the table for dinner and soon joined in the ongoing conversations. Marilyn was present accompanied by Teddy who was wearing an immaculately pressed white shirt, black trousers and shiny patent leather shoes. “Quite the dandy,” observed Roger and he forced himself to remain silent.


			Events followed a similar pattern to the night before and, for each course, Marilyn ordered food for Teddy which remained uneaten. Watching this Roger was becoming increasingly frustrated at what he considered to be a complete waste of good food and couldn’t understand why no-one else round the table seemed to be in the least concerned. Finally, when a rack of lamb with some exquisite glazed vegetables were left completely untouched by ‘that bear’ and taken away by the waiter, Roger could contain himself no longer and erupted angrily towards Marilyn, “Don’t you think it’s a waste ordering good food for that bear and letting it all go uneaten. You should be ashamed of yourself!”


			Marilyn was quick to respond, “You can talk! Look at your own plate. You haven’t eaten everything so why complain about poor Teddy here.”


			“That’s not the point. We’ve all paid good money to come on this cruise so if we choose to leave our food then in a sense it’s our own money we’re wasting. It’s different with that bear; he hasn’t paid anything but is wasting good food that could be eaten by someone else!”


			“That’s where you’re wrong,” answered Marilyn in a surprisingly conciliatory tone, “Teddy comes on this cruise as a fully fare-paying passenger. I paid the same for him as I paid for myself and, I dare say, as much as you paid for yourself and Gwendolyn. Matter of fact we’re in one of the largest suites on this ship so I’ve most probably paid more for him to come on this cruise than you two together. So, just as you can choose to leave your food, so can my Teddy,” and Marilyn patted the bear on the head as if reassuring him.


			This revelation stunned all those round the table and there was an icy silence that was eventually broken by Roger, “You’re asking us to believe that you paid several thousand Pounds for that bear to come on this cruise! Why not just pack him in your suitcase like anybody else would do?”


			“Pack him in a suitcase! Certainly not,” replied Marilyn who picked up Teddy and placed him carefully on her lap, “My Teddy will never be packed in a suitcase. He’s too precious for that. Whenever we travel together he gets a seat on the plane next to me,” and she kissed the bear lightly on its cheek.


			“You’re telling us that you paid for that bear to have a seat on the plane coming out from London; I don’t believe it!”


			“It’s true. I always travel first class and Teddy does as well. You get much better service that way and besides Teddy enjoys it; he couldn’t travel any other way.”


			Roger was stunned at this revelation. He had heard of musicians who played large instruments, such as the cello, paying for a seat so the instruments didn’t have to travel in the aircraft’s hold but a bear, a common toy bear occupying a first class seat; that was ridiculous. This did, however, get him thinking and his mind wandered back to the overnight flight. He was furious; there he was in economy class sitting almost upright trying to get some sleep while at the front of the aircraft that bear had a first class bed all to itself! He finished the remainder of the meal in silence and he and Gwendolyn left as soon as the meal was over.


			That night in their cabin Roger could talk of nothing else but ‘that bear’ until Gwendolyn, tired of the whole subject, made him go to sleep.


			* * *


			The next day the ship docked and the majority of the passengers took the opportunity to go ashore. Some had booked shore excursions through the ship’s tour office while others had made their own arrangements. Roger and Gwendolyn had been to this port before so decided to take a local bus into a nearby town that they rather liked. Chris and Dot also went ashore and immediately headed for the comfort of the nearest beach bar, while David and Marie went in search of a local pharmacy. 


			It was on the return journey that things took a turn for the worse. Roger and Gwendolyn had to run and just made the local bus as it departed from the small town. They were the last to board and, as they looked around the single deck vehicle, they noticed that all the seats had been taken and they were the only ones standing. It was then that Roger noticed Marilyn sitting towards the rear of the bus with Teddy placed on the seat next to her. He and Gwendolyn made their way to the rear but, instead of offering to give up Teddy’s seat, Marilyn just exchanged a few words with them and went back to staring out of the window. Annoyed at this apparent lack of manners Roger asked if Marilyn could put Teddy on her lap so that Gwendolyn could have a seat for the return journey that he knew would take about half an hour.


			“Certainly not,” retorted Marilyn rather indignantly at the very thought of it and pointed to a ticket attached to the bear’s paw, “I’ve paid good money for this seat and besides Teddy doesn’t travel very well. He can’t sit on my lap and has to have his own seat,” and she rolled up the cuffs of the bear’s shirt sleeves to reveal a travel band on each wrist.


			Gwendolyn was amused at this and only just managed to stifle a giggle but Roger felt humiliated and angry. He was getting fed up with both Marilyn and ‘that bear’ and was beginning to plot how he could get rid of ‘that bear’ for good. Besides, he and Gwendolyn had spent a lot of time on their feet in the scorching sun exploring the town and he knew Gwendolyn was tired and could really do with a seat on this very hot and stuffy bus.


			* * *


			Things didn’t get any better that evening. This was the first formal night of the cruise and both Roger and Gwendolyn enjoyed the dressing up. They believed it made them feel better and they liked to see what the other guests were wearing and often they got ideas for future cruises. Although both were in their mid-sixties they were fairly trim and looked good for their age. Roger put his dinner suit on and Gwendolyn put on a stunning white cocktail dress that made her look ten years younger. 


			“You look absolutely gorgeous my love,” said Roger and he kissed his wife on the cheek as she prepared to leave the cabin.


			“You don’t scrub up too badly yourself,” she joked, and they left the cabin hand in hand, “Do you want a photograph taken with the captain this time?”


			“No, I don’t think so. We’ve got so many and we never look at them so let’s just go straight into dinner.”


			“Agreed,” nodded Gwendolyn and they took the lift down to the dining room. On the way they looked at what the other passengers were wearing and Roger said, “I think we compare very favourably, both in terms of how we’re dressed and not looking our ages.”
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