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 Foreword: About the Author

 


The eighteen stories contained
within these pages, were published between 2016 and 2020 in the
Underdog Anthology series of books, 1 – 12, under my
nom de plume, Roo B. Doo.

Online, I can be found writing shambles
('magical devices' h/t Terry Pratchett) at the Library of Libraries
at https://roobeedoo2.com/ under my
other nom de plume, RooBeeDoo2. If you enjoy these stories,
may I suggest a visit to the LoL to check out some of the posts
there.

For their support and encouragement, I
would like to thank my husband (Thoughtful Man), children (Things 1
& 2), and blogging BFFs: Legiron and Cade F.O.N Apollyon. And
you, Dear Reader, I would also like to thank you.
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 Waste Not, Want Not

 


The dark October morning was filled with
urgent lights - red ones, amber ones, blue ones that flashed – and
urgent shouts, pounding footsteps and screams. Lance Parrish took
in the chaotic scene around him in quiet disbelief, until he caught
sight of the remains of his bicycle - his new Genesis
Skyline bicycle - crushed beneath the filthy wheels of a gargantuan
waste removal lorry.

He bunched his hands into fists and
shook with rage. In all the years Lance had commuted to work by
bicycle, he had witnessed plenty of traffic chaos, but none of it
had ever directly involved him. Until today.

“Jesus Christ!”

He stalked round to the front of the
vehicle and craned his neck up to catch sight of the driver, but
the cab was empty. Desperate to see the face of the menace that had
mangled his bike and nearly killed him, Lance scanned the faces of
the gathering crowd, looking for an expression of guilt. “Where's
the driver?” he shouted hoarsely. “Which of you is the driver of
this death trap?”

Nobody replied; the crowd's rapt
attention was firmly fixed on the activity around the front wheel
of the truck. Several bystanders had their phones out, capturing
the scene. Lance was torn between feeling contempt and gratitude
toward the ghouls; he would need all the evidence he could get when
he sued the waste company for all it was worth. “Do any of you know
who the driver is?” he called out again.

And then Lance spotted him, or rather
the logo of the waste company emblazoned on the back of a hi-viz
jacket. The driver stood away from the crowd, yabbering into a
mobile phone. He looked burly and mean – not the type to mess with
- but Lance didn't care. Filled with furious indignation, he strode
over to front it out with the man. “Hey you! I want a word with
you!”

“No, it’s—” the driver spoke into his
phone, rubbing his meaty hand across his furrowed brow, “—it's not
good.”

“Hey! Are you the driver of the
truck?”

“Yeah. Emergency Services are here.”

Lance reached the driver. “I want to
talk to you.”

The driver continued his conversation.
“Of course. You'd better let the site know. I think I'm gonna be
stuck here for some time.”

“You cretinous oaf. Don't ignore me!”
Lance bellowed in frustration.

“Yeah okay.” The driver smiled ruefully,
“Okay, okay yeah. Will do. I'll let you know. Bye.” He ended the
call and started scrolling through the contact numbers of his
phone.

“Excuse me!” Lance said pointedly, but
the driver continued to ignore him. “I'm the person you very nearly
killed! You know, the one on the bike that you've utterly
destroyed?!”

The driver lifted the phone back up to
his face. “Hello Kath? It's me. Don't worry, love, but I've been
involved in an accident. Nah, nah I'm okay...”

Lance was incandescent with rage. Not
only was the truck driver completely ignoring him, but he was
calling people up to brag about coming through it all unscathed.
Lance could scarcely believe the obtuseness of the man.
Unless...

“Oh my god!” Lance howled with righteous
scorn. “I just bet you voted for Brexit!”

The driver turned and walked away toward
the doorway of a nearby shop, continuing his telephone
conversation, and leaving Lance in his wake. “A cyclist undertook
me as I was turning left...”

Lance was gobsmacked to hear the lies
pouring from the man's lips. “What do you mean, I undertook you?”
He chased after the driver, who was now slouched against the shop
window, looking back out at the truck and the crowds. “You didn't
bloody well indicate, you moron! What's your name? I'm going to
have you for hazardous driving.”

“I didn't see him, Kath.” The driver's
face seemed to suddenly crumple. “Believe me, there was nothing I
could do.” The driver's eyes brimmed over with tears. He sniffed
back a wet sob. “Nah...”

Lance had heard quite enough and squared
up to the brute. “Now look here. I insist you put the phone away
and talk to me.”

“... he didn't make it.” The driver's
chest heaved once before a stream of hot vomit landed where Lance
was standing.

“Ugh! You're disgusting!” Lance jumped
back. “You're a complete disgrace!”

“He didn't hit you, you know,” a voice
said from behind Lance. It had the timbre of a box of gravel.

“What?” Lance asked, furiously shaking
his feet. “What do you mean he didn't hit me?”

“Well yes, yes he did hit you.
Earlier. But not just now, not with his breakfast. Look.”

Miraculously, Lance's trainers were free
of vomit. Not a splash of what looked like it had once been a full
English fry-up, adorned either his shoes or legs.

“But that's incredible.” Lance marvelled
at the lack of spew on him. “Hey! Where are you going?” he called
to the driver, who having wiped his mouth, lit a cigarette and was
now walking quickly away. “Don't run away from me now. I order you
to stop!”

Lance started after the retreating
driver but the voice from behind halted him in his tracks.
“Lancelot Graham Parrish, let him go.”

Everything stopped. The driver, a cloud
of cigarette smoke shrouding his head, froze in mid step. Traffic
in the distance stood still and the noisy din of the hectic morning
was suddenly replaced by cacophonous silence.

“Turn around and face me,” the gravelly
voice entreated.

Lance didn't move, standing agog at the
morning's turn of events. He didn't know what the hell was
happening, but he was quite certain that he did not want to turn
around.

“NOW!” The voice commanded and
then sighed, like a shifting sand dune. “If you would be so
kind.”

With shuffling steps, Lance slowly
inched around.  Everything appeared frozen in time. He could
see the offensive waste removal lorry and the crowd held in
suspended animation around it. There was no movement, no sound and
no owner of the voice; Lance was perplexed.

“Down here.”

Lance lowered his gaze until they
alighted on a black-robed figure that stood barely tall enough to
make eye contact with his hips. “Who are you?”

“Who'd you think?” the robed figure
said, producing a spinning scythe from thin air.

Lance jumped back reflexively due to the
sharp proximity of the flashing blade to his groin. “I thought
you'd be taller.”

The scythe ceased its spin, the wicked
blade pointed directly at Lance. “Did you just assume my height?”
the robed figure asked coolly.

“No! You sound taller,” Lance blurted
out, intensely aware of the crackle of electricity that coursed
along the edge of the scythe blade. “Look, I've never been in a
situation like this before. This is all very new to me.”

The robed figure watched on passively as
Lance tried desperately to collect up the scattered rags of his
thoughts.

“Am I dead?”

“Well, shall we see?” The robed figure
quickly turned and suddenly the world was animated once more. The
crowd in front of the waste removal truck parted to reveal two men
hauling a body out from beneath it. Lance heard the shrieks and
groans of the onlookers, as the body being carried out broke in
half, falling to the ground with sickening thumps. Several
witnessing bystanders duly followed suit, fainting and then falling
to the ground with thuds as the sights and sounds of the carnage
proved too much.

“So… I'm dead?” Lance was slightly
perturbed as his own lack of squeamishness. “I'm dead, so that
makes you Death.”

“Ding, ding, ding! We have a winner!”
Death cackled good-naturedly. “Welcome to the other side, Lance.
May I call you Lance?”

“Sure,” Lance replied numbly. His
attention returned to the antics of his so called 'rescuers', who
were slipping about in his remains, even as they attempted to scoop
them up from the road.

“Good, good. And your preferred personal
pronouns are 'he, him, his'?”

“I'm sorry, what?” Lance tore his gaze
away from the scene of his demise to look down at the small black
robed figure of Death, who was unsheathing an electronic organiser
from its leather case.

“Well, to me you look more like a 'xe,
xem, xyr', but I don't like to make assumptions.” Death
switched on the organiser and started tapping on the keyboard.
“Sorry, formalities. You are Lancelot Graham Parrish. Date of birth
29th February 1972. Date of death 31st October 2018-”

“Aren't you meant to use an hourglass
for that sort of thing?” Lance interrupted.

Death gave the electronic organiser a
shake. “This is an upgrade.”

Lance bent down to get a better look at
the gadget held in Death's bony grasp. “But, but that's a
Psion!”

“So?”

“They're so old fashioned.”

“And an hourglass isn't?” Death paused
for Lance to reply but was met by embarrassed silence. “Psionic,
from Psi, 23rd letter of the Greek alphabet, pertaining to psyche.
Spirit, soul, you know. You may think the portable tech of 2018 is
all singing and dancing, but believe you me, it would be
nothing without the introduction of these babies.”

“Psion organisers?” Lance asked
incredulously.

“Psions were made specifically for use
on this side.”

Lance shook his head in disbelief. “Then
how come my father was able to buy one from Dixons in the High
Street in 1984?”

Death visibly stiffened. “God knows. We
don't like to talk about it.” The electronic contraption
disappeared back into the folds of Death's robe. “Come on, Lance,
we've got to move you on.”

Lance watched Death glide away in the
same direction that his Brexit-voting killer had taken. He took one
last look back at the scene of carnage where he'd met his grisly
end, before following the tiny figure, robed in black. “So, Death,
tell me," Lance asked, picking up the pace, "you said 'God knows'.
I take it then that there is a god?”

Death stopped, nonchalantly spinning the
scythe, waiting for Lance to catch up. “I don't know. Why don't we
go and ask her?”
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Secret Santa




I'd been watching her do the rounds all
afternoon. Shazza was shirking again, moving from desk to desk as
slowly as she possibly could, irritating the hell out of everyone
with her silly bloody ritual. Eventually, she got around to me. It
was inevitable really. I gritted my teeth and braced myself for the
explosion of seasonal bonhomie.

“Hi Harry! How's it going?” Shazza
gaily chirped from behind a pile of reports I'd neatly stacked
along the edge of my desk. She was gripping some red velvet tat
between nervous, fat fingers.

“Shaz. What do you want?” I replied.
For once my curtness was justified; I was actually quite busy,
formatting and pivoting tables on my computer screen.

Shazza briefly frowned but quickly
recovered. “It's Christmas in two weeks,” she smiled brightly,
holding up her hands to reveal the tatty Santa hat she'd been
holding.

“Really? Who'd have thought? Why don't
you come back in two weeks then?”

I really was very busy and not in the
mood for another of the 'bonding' activities that the Fat
Kontroller dreams up to keep our airhead receptionist entertained.
If you're in need of a raffle, bake-off, dress up, dress down or
sweepstake, especially if it's for charity, then Shazza's your
man.

“Ooh, looks like we've found our
Scrooge!” she squealed for the benefit of the entire office. “We
all have to play our part, Harry,” she continued in that
irritatingly positive sing-song voice of hers, “and I've been
chosen to organise Secret Santa this year.”

I sat back in my chair and swivelled
round to face her. “Sharon, you're chosen to organise Secret Santa
every year. Look, I'm up to my arse in it, I don't have time for
this shit.”

I must have hurt her feelings, because
she suddenly came over all professional. “You are required to
select a name from the hat to buy a gift for. Minimum £10 spend.
Wrap and label it with your recipient's name, and place in under
the office tree, no later than 23rd December as they will
distributed at the Christmas party at The Exchange that night.”

She thrust the Santa hat toward me. It
was the same cheap hat she used last year. A threadbare velour
Poundland job that was probably past its 'sell by' date on the day
she bought it. Its fur trim was meant to be white but was tinged
grey from the entry and exit of dozens of grimy wrists. I really
didn't want to put mine in there, but the sooner I got it over with
the sooner I'd get Shazza out of my face. I winced and took the
plunge.

“You do know my great-grandfather was
half Jewish, don't you? Next year, Shaz, I'd appreciate it if you
used a Yamaka, so my cultural sensibilities aren't infringed.”

The hat felt empty. I rummaged around
until I felt a slip of folded paper that had worked its way down
into the pointy end. I pulled it out, looked at it, and held it up
for Shazza to see. “It says 'Harry',” I sighed.

“No! You can’t buy for yourself. You
have to buy for somebody else!” she cried, snatching back the hat
and peering inside. Her dismay quickly diminished as she spied
another slip of folded paper wedged in its grubby depths. She took
it out and handed it to me.

I opened the folded paper and glanced
at the name on it, before slipping it in my pocket. I turned my
attention back to my PC.

“Who did you get?” Shazza asked
excitedly.

“It's secret,” I replied, focussing on
the numbers on my screen.

She looked crestfallen. “Don't you want
to know who'll get you?”

Without looking at her, I slid the slip
of paper with my name on across the desk in her direction. “No. Now
piss off. We must be missing tons of important phone calls because
you're fannying about over here. We're a very busy company, Sharon.
Chop, chop.”

Shazza scowled, turned on her heels and
left. A few heads from neighbouring workstations bobbed up and
quickly lowered. People walking away from my desk in a huff is not
an uncommon event.

I thought about the name in my pocket.
I hate the Secret Santa ritual – in the two years I'd been at F A
Kontrell I'd selected the Fat Kontroller from the hat on both
occasions. The score so far was two bottles of malt whiskey for him
and two £10 gift vouchers for me. The vouchers were from Boots and
had all the hallmarks of an afterthought, purchased whilst out
buying haemorrhoid cream or a lunchtime sandwich.

I hadn't gotten my boss this year
though. No, I'd picked out Josie's name instead. Lithe limbed Josie
in HR, with an elfin face, raven hair and legs up to her armpits.
She was new to the company and the only honey in the office I'd
even consider getting my fingers sticky with. Unfortunately, she
came with excess baggage in the form of a muscle-bound boyfriend
called Alfie, who chauffeured her to and from the office. With the
visage of an Easter Island statue and pumped up body large enough
to affect gravity, Alfie would have no problem effecting profound
change on the features of any love-struck suitor of Josie.

Still, an anonymous gift, legitimately
given, might just open some doors, maybe some legs too. My mind
began to whirl as I considered the possibilities. I checked the
time: just 45 minutes until close of business. There was no point
continuing with what I was doing now that Shazza had so
inconsiderately shattered my concentration. A little Christmas gift
web browsing might help me wind down and would, in all honesty and
with hand on heart, be completely work-related.

 


*******

 


Unexpectedly, Josie called me the next
day. She said she wanted a 'quiet word', and all I could do was
imagine her hot breath in my ear. We agreed to rendezvous in the
empty conference room, so I took the opportunity to visit the
bathroom en route. Just to freshen up, adjust my underwear, that
sort of thing.

Josie was already there when I arrived,
sitting at the head of the table. Her long legs were crossed and
her business skirt had ridden up to expose a hint of smooth, tanned
thigh. She must use an all over sunbed because her tight-fitting,
white blouse contrasted nicely with the colour of her caramel
cleavage, making the most of her small but perky tits.

“Thank you for coming to speak with me,
Harry. I realise you're very busy.” Josie waited until I'd closed
the door and sat down before continuing. “I need to speak to you
about Shazza.”

“Sharon on reception?” I asked with an
innocent face.

“Yes. I'm afraid she's made a complaint
against you. Apparently you were very rude to her yesterday.”
Josie's tone and steady gaze was meant to impart the seriousness of
the situation. It just made me want to cover her plump lips with my
own even more.

“Josie...I don't know what to say.
I'm...Is this about Secret Santa?” I asked with all the sincerity I
could muster.

Josie nodded solemnly.

“I know I was a bit short with Shazza,
but I was extremely busy at the time finalising our bid for the
Clovis account. So this...is this an official complaint?” I
enquired, feigning immense concern. Little Shazza's had the
nerve to make a complaint? That'll be the day.

Josie looked flustered at my reply. A
splash of humility can work wonders when you have as prickly a
reputation as mine. “Er, no. Not an official complaint per se, but
she mentioned the incident to me in private conversation. I thought
I should have a word. I could see she was very upset.”

Not an official complaint, then?
Interesting. “Let me assure you, Josie, that I'll apologise to
Shazza at the earliest possible opportunity.” I reached over and
covered her delicate but beautifully tanned hand with my own and
let it rest there.

“Look, I realise I can come off as a
bit abrupt, but I have a very stressful job. I'll try to be a
little more conciliatory in the future.”

Josie looked relieved. “Thank you,
Harry. I realise Mr Kontrell can be a very demanding boss-”

I didn't let her finish. “Josie, you've
only been with F A Kontrell for, what, a couple of months now?
We're expanding as a business, so one should expect there to be a
little growing pain.” Time for a little self-deprecation.
“And that would be me,” I said with a cutesy finger wave.

Josie's giggle was delightful. So was
the way she used her free hand to push a lock of shiny, black hair
that had fallen across her face, back over her ear. Her other hand
was still trapped beneath my own and she didn’t seem in any
particular hurry to move it. I pulled my hand away and sat back in
my chair.

“So, how are you finding it here? Are
you glad you joined us?” I asked with a rare smile.

Josie smiled back. “Yes. Everybody is
very nice and, like you say, it is very busy.”

“Yes,” I replied as I sat back and
crossed my legs. “It'll soon be the 23rd and then we can enjoy
Christmas.”

Josie re-crossed her own legs, flashing
some deliciously tanned inside thigh. An idea came to me.

“Actually, I'm not really fond of the
Secret Santa tradition. I never know what to get the person,” I
sighed.

“Oh, well who have you got to buy for?”
she asked.

I gave her a look of bemused
befuddlement. “I can't tell you that, it's a secret.”

Josie frowned and thought for a moment,
pulling her shoulders back just enough for me to see a hint of lacy
bra, as the buttons on her blouse gaped.

“Without some idea of who it's for...
gift vouchers?” She offered apologetically.

I grimaced. “Oh god no, I get those
every year.”

“You poor thing, that's so boring.”
Josie's hand, the one I'd been touching, moved toward me.

“Maybe you can help me,” I mused,
shifting my weight forward. I lent my elbows on the table and
leaned in toward her. “You may have noticed the office here is
predominantly female. Now I won't confirm it's a woman that I have
to buy for but it's a strong possibility. I'd like to get something
more...personal,” I confided in a hushed tone.

“Aw, that's really sweet,” she replied,
cocking her head to one side. “How about perfume? That's personal
and functional.”

“Perfume?” I appeared to weigh up the
idea. “I don't know, I like that idea but I wouldn't know one pong
from another without asking first. That would just give the game
away. No, I think I'd like to get this person something fun.”

“Chocolate,” she offered
emphatically.

“Er, chocolates are fun?” I wasn't
convinced.

“You can never have too much fun with
chocolate,” Josie replied with a wink.

Saucy minx! “Well, you're lucky
in that you have a lovely physique. Not everyone is as blessed as
you,” I countered.

She blushed. Dear sweet Josie, I could
have eaten her up right there and then.

“Okay then,” she continued, “it has to
be personal, functional and definitely fun...but not perfume, and
perhaps not chocolate. Unless of course I can talk you into
chocolate.”

“How exactly are chocolates
functional?” I asked with a quizzical lift of my eyebrows.

“Er, to have fun.”

“Right, I will remember that,” I
replied with a low chuckle. “Personal, functional, fun...chocolate
is optional. You've been a great help, Josie. Thank you.”

She stood up and I allowed my eyes to
wander over her body for a moment, admiring the way her hipbones
thrust forward and accentuated the tautness of her flat tummy. She
could have been a model. She should have been a
model. It's not often an angel crosses your path.

“And you'll apologise to Shazza?”

Would I fuck. “Of course.
Consider it done.”

We left the room together. I held the
door open with one hand, cradling the small of her back with the
other as I ushered her out before me. She was a honey all right and
I knew exactly what Secret Santa would be giving her this
Christmas.

 


*******

 


Friday the 23rd crawled ever closer and
the gift I'd bought for Josie had still not arrived. The
artistically baubled and tinselled plastic office tree was already
starting to accumulate a drift of brightly wrapped presents
underneath. I was feeling nervous and tetchy. Josie's secret Santa
gift would be on the large size and I needed to get it under the
tree without anybody seeing, otherwise where's the fucking
anonymity in that?

The tree itself was Shaz's work, of
course. Another time-wasting opportunity courtesy of the Fat
Kontroller. She'd spent an entire afternoon erecting it, dressing
it, redressing it, and snapping selfies with it on her mobile,
whilst the rest of the office – myself included – ran around
picking up the phone she was paid to answer.

My ill will toward Shazza was further
exacerbated by the group email she'd been sending out each morning.
It contained a photo of her handiwork and a subject line that read:
'Tree Minus X Days to Secret Santa!!!'.

Three exclamation marks – not one
(acceptable) or two (okay, it's Christmas) but three. Three!
At 9am prompt every morning her email would arrive and, as the days
passed, it felt as if Shazza's daily countdown was mocking my
attempt to woo the lovely Josie. My Secret Santa gift for her had
still not arrived.

Going by this morning's missive, 'X'
equalled '5'. It was Monday afternoon and I now had less than four
more days to plant my gift under the tree without the rest of the
office seeing me do it. Assuming it ever arrived that is.

At least it would be pre-wrapped. I'd
taken full advantage of the online service and chosen the most
expensive option. My plan had been for it to be delivered to the
office last week, the wrapped present concealed by the outer box's
plain packaging. This would allow me time to take it home, extract
the gift, and smuggle it back into the office in all its
sumptuously wrapped finery, without anyone making the connection
between the two. So much for that, I thought moodily.

My desk telephone rang, making me jump.
It was Shazza.

“Harry. There's a parcel in reception
for you,” her voice trilled in my ear.

Thank fuck! “I'll be there in a
bit,” I replied shortly, and made to put the receiver down.

“No wait! Harry!” she squealed.

“What?”

“Please hold for one moment,” Shazza
purred and put me on hold. I looked at the receiver and fumed.
Fucking bitch!!

I was about to hang up when she
returned. “Harry, it's being brought round to you now. Byeee!”

She hung up as the Fat Kontroller
ambled around the corner carrying what I presumed was my
parcel.

“Harry! This is for you,” he bellowed
placing a large box on my desk. The Fat Kontroller loves to make
dramatic entrances. Half the heads in the office popped up over
their cubicles, then popped down again like a troupe of wary
meerkats. “What have you bought?” he asked. “You’ve not been
surfing Amazon on company time, I hope. It certainly doesn't look
like my Secret Santa gift this year...completely the wrong
shape, eh, Harry?” he said with a wink.

“No Mr Kontrell. It's for my dad. Power
tools. He loves his shed,” I said with added eye roll. In fact, mum
had banned dad from doing any home maintenance since the Great
Kitchen Refit Disaster of '01, but the Fat Kontroller wasn't to
know that.

“Oh. How boring. Still, it's better
than giving him socks, I suppose,” he replied.

Not if you're my mother, I
thought.

He seemed lost in thought for a moment
and stood drumming his fingers on the top of my parcel. I watched
his fingers rise and fall. Stop bringing attention to it, you
bastard, I screamed internally.

“Erm, how did your big meeting go this
afternoon?” I asked, attempting to retrieve his attention and stop
that infernal drumming. “We weren't expecting to see you back again
until tomorrow.”

“Oh fine, fine,” he said, patting his
bulging waistline. “Seasonal hospitality. Clients insist on being
entertained this time of year. It's one of those necessary but
irksome tasks of business. Someone has to do it.”

Yeah right, I thought. Only the
Fat Kontroller would consider lunch in a 5-star restaurant,
overlooking the city skyline, as 'irksome'. “Oh absolutely,” I
agreed with a sympathetic look. “And you'll have more to endure
before the week is out.”

“Yes,” the Fat Kontroller nodded
gravely. I sensed that my diversionary tactic was about to backfire
in the form of more work, but at least he'd stopped fingering my
parcel. “Actually Harry, can you get me the sales projections for
next year? I think we might be able to revise the figures
upwards.”

“Of course, Mr Kontrell,” I replied
brightly.

“And I might need you to stay on at the
end of the day. Onwards and upwards, Harry,” the Fat Kontroller
boomed, moving off towards his office. “Onwards and upwards!”

As soon as he'd gone, I slid the parcel
across my desk and placed it underneath. All I needed to do was
remove the wrapped gift it contained, drop that under the tree when
the right moment came along, and then take 'Dad's present' back
home with me. Simples! as a TV meerkat might say.

 


*******

 


Friday evening seemed to take forever
to roll around, but at last I found myself, suitably attired in
sartorial elegance, at the pub the Fat Kontroller had selected to
host the evening's events. He'd hired the dining room, but most of
us were gathered at the festively decorated bar while we waited for
the stragglers to arrive.

The pub was called The Exchange, a
converted bank, with high vaulted ceiling and polished wooden
floors. The Secret Santa gifts had been transferred from the office
by Shazza - who else? - and were piled up in the dining
room. The heap of presents was dominated by one conspicuously large
parcel with a gift tag that read: 'To the gorgeous Josie, with
lots of love from your Secret Santa xxx'.
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