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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblances to events, locales, persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




“I’ll be a story in your head. That’s okay. We’re all stories, in the end. Just make it a good one, eh?”

- Doctor Who, “The Big Bang”



​To the ridiculously talented Sideney - every time I read your work, it motivates me to get off my arse and write, so thank you, m’dear!

​Two bodysnatchers find themselves in a bidding war - by the dead. A passion for books proves fatal for a librarian. Santa Claus is reminded of his third list. A zombie gleefully awaits the Uprising. A teenager realises too late that pranks can have dire consequences.

With bickering wise men, sinister clocks, and charismatic stomachs, Vulnerable in front of Fiction contains the weird and the wonderful, the dark and the light. 14 tales to entertain and intrigue. 
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​Introduction
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I didn’t think I’d be writing a collection of short stories during the pandemic, never mind it being the first of two volumes! Ideas for stories often come to me at any given time, and I dutifully make a note of them and get on with my day.

But then I realised I had quite a lot of these story ideas - I’d even started fleshing some of them out. Pretty soon, I had six short stories completed. I told myself if I could finish at least six more, then I would get them published. As it happens, I overreached and finished another eight!

Chains came about from a writing challenge where I was given a title of a Beatles song and tasked with coming up with a piece of flash fiction. There was no set theme or genre, but possibly because I was already writing some dark stories, the tale ended up a little unsettling. At the time of writing, another Beatles song title I need to write a story around is Taxman. Perhaps that tale will end up in Volume 2. Watch this space!

Moon was a piece of flash fiction originally posted on my blog, but I thought it fit the weird aspect of this collection quite well, even though it is the shortest story in the collection.

In I Heart Devouring Books, please note that I Heart (see what I did there, eh?) the works of Julia Donaldson. My children would read the Gruffalo books over and over when they were younger. I just needed well-known children’s books. You’ll see why very soon.

––––––––
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And now without further ado...
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​A Little Bit of Exorcism Never Hurt Anyone
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Andrew Seabrooke decided enough was enough. It had been a laugh pretending to be possessed by a demon these past few months, but the joke was wearing incredibly thin now.

He lay spread-eagled on the bed. His arms and legs, tied to the bedposts, were becoming numb, while one of his brother’s hockey socks (thankfully post-wash) had been used to gag him. The smell of his parents’ bedroom - all floral air freshener and Mr Muscle furniture polish - kept him on the edge of a sneeze. Adding to the stressful situation was Mr Henderson, the haggard-looking priest, jabbing a bony finger at him while shrieking in a language Andrew didn’t understand.

Andrew knew he should have come up with an exit strategy. To wake one day to find himself miraculously unpossessed. But it had been too much fun, to bother thinking when to stop: the swearing, the breaking of things - smashing that ridiculous-looking teapot Mum used for visitors had been satisfying - and generally acting like an arsehole. 

Who’d have thought his parents would actually believe him? They hadn’t, at first. Andrew, however, knew the secret to a long con was to keep up the pretence long past the point where a loud, gleeful “Gotcha” would be utilised. A couple of weeks after the prank had started, he’d overheard Mum and Dad talk in the kitchen.

‘He’s just being a typical teenager,’ said Mum. This was before the teapot incident.

‘Nah, there’s more to it than that, love. He was being weird in front of a girl he likes. I thought boys tried to play it cool in front of girls. Not like an oddball.’

Yeah, that had been embarrassing. Andrew and Dad had gone to a garden centre to price out barbecues for the coming summer. Andrew didn’t know Hannah Shaw - the goddess with the rainbow-coloured hair - worked there as a weekend cashier. After spotting her upon stepping into the store, he’d followed Dad round, weighing up the options. That Friday at school, Andrew had upended several of the junior pupils’ lunch trays, and started flinging food at the windows. This led to a visit to the headmistress, and an instant reputation amongst his fellow students as a “nutter” or “wanker”, depending on people’s tolerance of profanity. It was during the throwing of beef burgers and chips that Andrew got the idea for drawing made-up symbols on his body in red felt pen, the following day. 

Act normal in front of Hannah and Dad would realise his eldest son was on a wind-up. Andrew hadn’t been ready to face the consequences for the stunts he’d pulled. There was no alternative but to double-down.

The floor of the wallpaper aisle had been surprisingly comfortable. Andrew lay there for fewer than a couple of minutes, hands resting across his chest. In between hisses of “get up right now, you little shit”, Dad told fellow shoppers and the members of staff who were staring at the boy on the floor that his son wasn’t well.

Hannah appeared in Andrew’s line of vision. Andrew gazed at her. He’d never been so close to her like this. She spoke warmly to him and took his hands, helping him slowly to his feet. He couldn’t stop looking at her. She was even more attractive without the make-up she usually wore to school.

‘You’re okay, Andy.’ She called him Andy, as if they were mates! ‘Your dad’ll take you home now.’ Andrew would have been happy to stay there and hold her hands forever.

He was braced for the garden centre lie-in to be the talk of the school the next day at school. But the talk was still of Friday’s food-throwing. Hannah had kept it to herself. She hadn’t approached him, just gave him a friendly smile during art class. He was in love.

He should have stopped then. Grown up. Maybe pluck up the courage to ask Hannah to go see the new Marvel movie with him. But he’d found Dad’s porn stash in the attic one boring weekend when Mum, Dad and Simon had gone for the weekly shop. The same porn stash Andrew had painstakingly cut into an impressive, yet graphic ceiling collage in the downstairs bathroom. He’d even showed his parents once they’d returned and Simon had gone out to a friend’s house. Dad had rounded on Andrew upon sight of the adult artwork, shouting about psychiatrists and white coats. Mum told him to shut up and sent Andrew to his room. He’d listened on the stairs as Mum roared at Dad for having the magazines in the first place (“... after you promised me you’d chucked that filth out, you bloody pig!”). Andrew thought it was a bit rich, considering what was in her bedside table drawer.

‘Why are you doing this?’ Simon asked one day when their parents were out. It was a school holiday but Mum and Dad still had to work. Andrew was old enough to look after his younger brother for the day, though Dad hadn’t been keen. Mum told him not to be silly. Simon could call or text if Andrew went “odd again”.

Andrew didn’t answer his brother. He just continued his game of Call of Duty on the XBox. The console was not to be moved from the living room which meant gaming was restricted to when their telly-loving parents weren’t in.

‘I know you’re not really going weird,’ said Simon, looking up from his phone. ‘I just don’t know why.’

If he’d confessed all to Simon that day then, of course, he would have blabbed to Mum and Dad. Andrew would have been grounded for months. But it would eventually be forgotten about; only brought up during future family get-togethers where they’d laugh over Andrew’s “silly joke”.

But Andrew hadn’t answered his brother.

Dad stood in the doorway, his face as red as the Manchester United shirt that couldn’t quite hide his belly. Anger mixed with embarrassment. He’d had to turn down a night out with his mates at a comedy club tonight, though Andrew didn’t know the false reason given.

Simon was next to Dad. Normally his mobile phone was glued to his hand but Mum had hid it, to prevent any covert filming of the exorcism. Simon’s eyes darted between the priest, his parents and Andrew.

Mum was standing near the bed. For your own safety, Mrs Seabrooke, don’t come any closer, Henderson had warned. She was staring into space, her face paler than Andrew had ever seen it.

Andrew needed to speak up right now. Through the tightly-bound sock, he mumbled: ‘Mum, it was a joke. I’m not really possessed!’

But what everyone else heard was: ‘Mmmm. Oo-oh. Mm-o-ee-osss!’

‘It’s alright, love. Mr Henderson here is going to help you.’

‘Mmmm. P-eeee! Uh-i-eee!’

‘Don’t listen to it, Mrs Seabrooke,’ urged the old man, breaking off from his screeching. ‘It wants you to release it. It’ll use the voice of your poor Andrew to trick you,’ he went on.

‘Pwfh-ick,’ Andrew said, shooting the old man a dark look. He felt a familiar sensation that required a trip to the toilet in the very near future.

How long is this going to go on for? What do they expect to happen?

Of course, nothing was going to happen. He would have to end this farce. As the old man returned to his squawking, Andrew considered convulsing his body, like he was “fighting the demon” then stop abruptly, demon defeated. Yeah, those drama classes at school had to come in useful for something.

So that’s what he did.

‘Oh god, what’s happening?!’ Mum said as Andrew started shaking as much as he could in his restricted state.

‘It’s working,’ said Henderson, a note of surprise in his voice. ‘The demon’s struggling.’

‘That’s it, son!’ Dad cried, like he was cheering on his team. ‘You fight. Show that bastard who’s boss!’

A vision of how ridiculous this looked made Andrew want to laugh. Still, he’d take a renewed interest in Drama class now. Maybe there was a hidden talent to explore. As he rocked, furiously now, from side to side, building up to the finale, he started daydreaming...

So, Andy, you’ve just picked up your seventh BAFTA award for Lead Actor. Tell me, what made you decide to start acting?

Well, Graham, it all started, believe it or not, when I was pretending to be possessed by a demon. Fooled everyone! I thought I may as well get paid for pretending.

AUDIENCE LAUGHS AND APPLAUDS.

‘Mr and Mrs Seabrooke, I need you to leave immediately,’ said the priest. ‘Take the little man with you,’ he added, glancing at Simon.

There was slight disappointment that his family would miss his first proper piece of acting. He stopped moving, but Mum, Dad and Simon were already shuffling out of the room. Henderson closed the door before Andrew could call after them.

The old man turned and looked at Andrew with a strange look. ‘Come on, son. They’ve gone, now.’ He smiled, bearing a top set of perfectly white pearls which Andrew didn’t think were real. ‘Ah, come on, now. I know you’re just pretending. Could spot it a mile off.’

Henderson chucked the bible onto the wicker chair Mum used to lay out her clothes for the next day, then took the sock from around Andrew’s mouth to let him speak.

‘You knew I was faking all along?’ said Andrew.

The old man winked. ‘Course I did. An exorcism?’ He laughed quietly. ‘A load of baloney. But I heard your dad was offering £500 so I jumped at the chance. Got some debts to clear, you see.’

‘You won’t tell them, will you? That it was a prank that got out of hand.’

‘It’ll be our little secret.’ The man tapped his nose, conspiratorially. ‘We all do stupid things as kids. I’ve certainly done my fair share.’

Andrew looked up at the man, noting the wrinkles on top of wrinkles. He couldn’t even begin to guess the man’s age.

‘I need the toilet,’ he said. ‘I’ve been keeping it in, but it’s getting... uncomfortable,’ Andrew confessed.

‘It’ll be over soon,’ said Henderson, moving to look out of the window.

‘Oh, right. Got to draw out the exorcism for a bit longer, eh?’ he said, smiling wryly.

‘Something like that.’

‘Fair enough. Just don’t wait too long. Mum’ll kill me if I get urine on her duvet.’

Henderson took a silver hip flask from his pocket, drinking whatever contents it held. Andrew watched him. Henderson had given off a scent of alcohol as soon as he’d entered the house. It just made Andrew think of his full bladder again.

‘Can you hurry up?’ he asked, trying not to sound rude. ‘If you just untie me, I can use the ensuite.’ Mum’s ensuite. Dad was relegated to using the downstairs bathroom like everyone else.

‘Untie you? Why would I do that?’ Henderson asked.

‘Oh yeah, I forgot. I’m possessed by a demon,’ Andrew joked, looking at the old man expectantly. But Henderson wasn’t sharing in the humour. He placed the flask back in his inside jacket pocket, but when he met Andrew’s eye again, there was a change. He looked more confident.

‘Let’s get this over with,’ he said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. He approached the bed again.

‘About time,’ muttered Andrew. He was glad to end the charade, get to the toilet, but most importantly get away from this man. There was something different about Henderson.

With the grip of someone a quarter of his age, the priest took hold of Andrew’s jaw, his nicotine-stained fingers digging into his cheeks to keep the mouth open. Andrew tried to speak, but it was too painful.
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