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 A Tale of Heroes

by Douglas Pearce

This is a tale of
heroes. Not modern day heroes. You know? Ones that wear pink or
yellow shirts and tight pants and cry “Coooeee!” as they arrive at
your front door, TV camera crew in tow and a bottle of the most
powerful bog cleaner in the world, right at the exact moment you
were going to throw a wobbly because the toilet is blocked.

‘Oh, my heroes!’
you squeal.

No. Not this
type.






Neither are they
the type to scale mountains, cross the seven seas, merely to leave
a double-decker box of dark chocolates on your bedside table.

If they were this
type of hero it would be a safe bet they would have already opened
the box and scoffed the second layer.

So, alas once
again, no.






And these heroes
are not the type to wear their underpants over their trousers,
either.

Although, to be
truthful one of them wore his underpants on his head for a while.
These days, he is much more circumspect when around strong liquor.
Or at least liquor he cannot pronounce the name of.

These heroes go
way back. Back along the mists of time. Before bog-cleaners, pink
shirts, and boxes of chocolates. Back before the Days of Yore, Our
day, My day and Them Were The Days. In fact, back before Days of
Our Lives. Yes, this tale is that old.

So, dear reader,
envisage the scene I am about to unfold.






In a clearing in a
forest a short distance from what appears to be a rocky outcrop,
lies a huge boulder. Pale morning sunlight has just begun to
penetrate the canopy. Birds are a-twitter; small noses are poking
out of burrows or from behind thickets. Flowers are flowering, buds
are budding and leaves are… staying where they are.

Somewhere in the
distance can be heard the faint sounds of singing. You catch a
snatch of tune. To your untrained ear it sounds like, ‘Hi Ho,
something or other.’ Was that a scream? Did you hear a cry of
“Aaaargh”? Could it be that a Hi Ho-er missed their footing and
fell down a mineshaft? Alas, we will never know.

There is a crunch
of leaves as one of our heroes steps from behind the boulder.

This is Reg the
Dra. Reg is a fearsome sight, guaranteed to strike fear into the
hearts of four-year-olds everywhere. In poor light.

Now, you may be
wondering about Reg’s title? The Dra?

You weren’t? Oh.
In that case we’ll move right along then, shall we?

Reg is wearing a
fake mammoth-skin loincloth. It’s actually the fur of a dead
squirrel he found one morning while wandering around the forest
with his underpants on his head.

However, telling
everyone that his loincloth once adorned a mammoth adds much more
macho to our hero’s street cred.

His once long hair
is a spiky shadow of its former self, having succumbed to the
perils of kneeling down too close to a fire whilst trying to cook a
rabbit.

He also has a
livid scar on his left cheek; a memento from an angry badger, and
the necklace of several teeth around his neck are his own, courtesy
of a misunderstanding with a brown bear.

Ah, yes. They made
‘em tough in those days.

Reg was
contemplating the sword that had been driven, almost to the hilt,
into the boulder.

‘Whaddya reckon?’
he asked his companion.

‘Couldn’t rightly
say,’ replied a female voice.

And, lo! From
around the other side of the boulder steps our second hero. Or
maybe that should be heroine.

Dressed in a
two-piece outfit of similar design to her companion’s, the young
woman is tall and blonde. Obviously strong, and by no means
pneumatically challenged. The epitome of female hero, she is lissom
and winsome. (If she were to win anything, a few more clothes would
be a start.)

Her name is
De-Bra. A rather befitting name but at the same time not.

‘Doncha get to
become king if yer pull it out?’ Reg said.

De-Bra flashed him
a look of concern.

‘The sword, of
course!’ Reg replied.

‘I know you meant
the sword, Reg. I’m worried about your back.’

‘Oh, yeah. Forgot
about me back.’

‘Besides, isn’t
there supposed to be a dragon and a virgin involved, as well?’

‘Right. None of
those round ‘ere, that’s for sure.’

‘Oh, thank you
very much, I’m sure!’ De-Bra retorted.

‘Sorry. No
offence,’ Reg grumbled.

‘Anyway, I am
almost a virgin,’ De-Bra said in a haughty tone, tossing her
wheaten tresses over her right shoulder.

‘Almost. What you
talkin’ about, girl?’

‘I did a course on
oral sex.’

‘Oh, and that
makes you an almost virgin, does it?’

‘I reckon, yes. I
can talk about sex all day,’ De-Bra said. It sounded like a
challenge.

‘Sooooo…. You
haven’t ackchewlly, well you know, done the business?’

‘Hmmmpf! That’s
none of your business!’

‘Ah’ Reg nodded.
‘So we might be in business after all?’

‘What do you
mean?’ De-Bra asked suspiciously.

‘We’ve got two
outta three. It’s a start.’

‘Oh, really? Reg
the Dra. Ha! Does anybody know what that means, by the way?’

‘Weren’t my
fault.’

‘Is that right?
Well, I heard when they found you, all you could say was
Dra…dra…dra… And there was a suspicious looking puddle around your
feet.’

‘Spilled my water,
thas all,’ Reg countered.

‘Yes, I heard so,’
De-Bra, replied with a wicked grin. ‘Should have been Reg the
Dragon-Slayer, but the dragon buggered off without you offering one
sword swipe. And now you think you can pull this sword out of this
rock, convert a virgin, kill a dragon, claim the throne and become
king? Ha! You’ve got no chance with the sword, even less with the
virgin and there are no dragons anymore.’

Behind the pair,
the rocky outcrop opened an eye.

‘Excuse me. But I
would beg to differ,’ said a voice.

As the two heroes
ran screaming into the forest the dragon sighed.

He reached for the
sword, which glowed magically for a brief moment and slid
effortlessly out of the stone. He began to use it as a tooth pick.
After a while, teeth sparkling, he replaced the sword in the
stone.

“It always amuses
me,’ he said to himself, ‘Why no one ever asks how the sword got in
the rock in the first place.’

The dragon settled
once more, and soon dozed off.

And he at least
lived happily ever after.











The End

© Douglas Pearce,
2012








Betwixt and Between

by Lucy P Naylor

“Snow had fallen,
snow on snow, snow – o – o on snow” Kirsty sang merrily as the
four-wheel drive ploughed on through the lying slush whilst a
blinding, white blizzard whirled around them. Simon bit his lip and
mouthed to himself, “Why is she always so bloody cheerful?” as he
screwed up his eyes against the blinding flakes.

He glanced quickly
sideways at his companion. She was at least rather beautiful, and
as his hasty hack into her personal computer files had proven,
rather well off too.

“Simon, you’ve
landed on your feet with this one,” he thought aloud and smiled,
showing his even white teeth.

“Did you say
something?” she asked and then added, “why are you grinning?”
before he could reply to the first question.

“I’m just looking
forward to our being on our own for New Year. My parents can be a
bit overwhelming.”

“We say Hogmanay
in Scotland, and I think they’re lovely. You father is so funny, I
thought he was actually trying to warn me off you at one point – as
if. Look, we’re nearly there.” She pointed to a road sign partly
obscured by driven snow.

“Turn right now.”
Kirsty indicated a drive and Simon slewed the car up it, having
taken the turning too fast. They skidded to a stop outside a
sizeable and fairly modern detached red brick cottage, not at all
the typical Scottish “But and Ben” that he’d expected from her
original description. Kirsty climbed out of the car, opened a small
wrought iron gate, which contained the letters “B & B” in its
fancy scrollwork.

“Did your
grandmother run a guest house?” he asked as he traipsed behind her
with their luggage, trying to avoid ruining his handmade shoes in
the powdery white piles.

“Och no, it was a
private joke, B & B stands for Betwixt and Between. The sign we
passed on the main road is for Perth and Kinross and the next sign
says ‘Welcome to the Kingdom of Fife’. So we’re sort of in between
the two, so to speak.”

Noticing that
Simon was shivering, she scampered down the path leaving small
prints in the virgin snow and unlocked the front door. Warm air
greeted them as the door opened onto a long hallway. He wiped his
feet on the coir mat, which bore both a “welcome” sign and a black
cat, and followed Kirsty along the hall into a bright and
surprisingly modern kitchen.

“So far, so good,”
he thought to himself, wondering what the current market value
might be.

“How come the
lights are on?” he asked.

“Oh, that’ll be
Tam or his mother, they’ve been minding the place for me since
Grannie died. How thoughtful of them to turn the heating up.”

No sooner had she
spoken, than there was a sharp knock at the door, and a cheery
voice called, “Hello, it’s only me, Helen; is that you Kirsty?”

Kirsty ran into
the hall and returned to the kitchen with a tall red-haired woman
wrapped in a large, hooded coat. She introduced herself as Helen
Petrie, Kirsty’s next-door neighbour.

“Why don’t you two
go through to the sitting room, I’ll make us all a nice cup of
coffee. You know where it is, Helen, you take Simon.”

Simon found
himself in a room which didn’t quite equate with the rest of the
house, or at least with the part he’d seen. On entering they
descended a small staircase, as the main part was on a lower level.
The ceiling was beamed and a substantial inglenook fireplace filled
one wall. The letters “1745” were inscribed in a stone above the
main arch. Simon walked over to it to get a closer look.

“Aye, ye cannie
help noticing the fireplace – original that is. The modern hoose
was built ‘in the footsteps’ as we say here, although there wasn’t
much of the original place left, burned down a few hundred years
ago or so I’m told. This is a nice room, although I’m nae sae keen
on some of the antiques myself, mind, they’re a tad creepy.
Collected all sorts, her grannie did,” Helen said with
enthusiasm.

Simon had noticed
the antiques and, truth be told, had been tallying the current
values in his head. There were some rather tasty if slightly
macabre Art Nouveau pieces dotted about, and a whole collection of
Moorcroft on a dresser. Then he noticed the framed embroideries.
There were two of them, one either side of the fireplace. Whilst
his companion chattered on about having known Kirsty since she was
“a wee lassie”, he took a closer look. He couldn’t make out the one
on the right, it was some sort of hunting scene, only a fragment
remaining from some larger work, and very faded, though judging
from the intricate needlework, very old too.

“Och, I mind that
you’re an antique dealer too, Kirsty told me that’s how you’d met.
What dae ye think of yon picture on the left side of the fire?”

Simon crossed over
to the other side of the fireplace, studied the second embroidery
and slowly felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. He stepped
back and turned to Helen who had plonked herself down on a large
Chesterfield sofa.

“Medieval French I
think, and yes, it is a bit creepy,” he commented.

The subject was at
first glance a bucolic country scene, set in the autumn perhaps,
complete with hayricks and trees heavy with fruit. There was a
colourful procession of what appeared to be peasants, carrying
sickles, pitchforks and other farming implements. Bringing up the
rear were three distinct figures - a buxom young woman leading a
young dark-haired man by a rope around his neck. His hands were
tied at the wrist. The final figure appeared to be the village
priest, for he was clad all in black and he was wielding a
particularly large scythe.

“I dinnae ken what
they have planned for yon laddie but I dinnae think it’s a
haircut,” Helen remarked.

Kirsty entered the
room at that moment, laden with a tray of coffee and biscuits.
Simon leapt to his feet and insisted on taking it from her. Helen
stayed too long for Simon’s comfort and he was mildly annoyed when
Kirsty left him alone with her while she unpacked their cases. He
smiled and nodded politely at Helen’s persistent chatter, managing
to give at least the appearance of listening, whilst he continued
to make a mental tally of the room’s contents and potential value.
He caught a few phrases such as “shame about her faither
disappearing,” but he didn’t bother to pursue the matter; and he
politely declined an invitation to “their Hogmanay bash”.

At length Helen
left and as he helped Kirsty prepare their evening meal, he planned
the proposal. He had helped himself to an antique emerald ring from
his father’s shop and he occasionally patted his jeans’ pocket to
make sure that the little box hadn’t fallen out. His mobile phone
had run out of battery, so there would be no more impatient texts
from his gambling buddies to interrupt proceedings and remind him
of his obligations. He’d worry about his overdue loan for the
Porsche when they got back to London. Kirsty would surely lend him
a little something to tide him over once they were engaged. He
might even go through with the wedding. He’d be unlikely to find
anyone else so charming and, he thought with a smirk, gullible.

The meal went
without a hitch. The expensive wine he’d requisitioned from his
father’s cellar slid down like nectar. The candlelight made the
small dining room seem dreamy and romantic, but as he reached for
her hand, Kirsty suddenly spoke.

“I know what
you’re going to say, Simon, and the answer is no. I’m very fond of
you, but the women in my family just aren’t the marrying kind. I’m
sorry, but there it is.”

Simon opened his
mouth and closed it again. He gulped, he stammered, he went very
red in the face.

“Have you
swallowed a fish bone or something?” she asked in her dulcet
tones.

“You … you don’t
want to marry me?” he blurted.

“No Simon, I
don’t. But there’s no reason why we can’t go on as we are, having
fun, going out together, and there’s no-one else, at least not for
me.”

“Or for me,” he
said, trying to give his comments conviction.

“Not even Jemima?”
Kirsty asked, raising her right eyebrow slightly and holding his
gaze with her dark blue eyes.

Simon’s face went
quite pale and his palms became clammy. He was for once lost for
words. How the hell had she found out about Jemima? He was certain
they’d never met and they had no mutual acquaintance other than
him. Had Kirsty rifled through his personal e-mails? He didn’t
think so. Reading her stuff had been easy - she didn’t even use a
password. Plus, Jemima had been in New York since he’d met Kirsty.
Simon calmed himself down and said evenly that it was all over
between them since he’d met Kirsty, she was the only girl for him.
Kirsty smiled benignly and went to fetch the pudding. When she
returned she said she’d been thinking, and then dropped two more
bombshells. Firstly she wanted to go the neighbours’ New Year’s Eve
party, and secondly she wouldn’t, not couldn’t but wouldn’t, lend
him any more money. His father had been right to warn her. Simon
had a well-paid job, his business was making money and he didn’t
need to borrow any from her.

The meal ended in
a stony silence. Simon could feel himself getting increasingly
angry. He offered to load the dishwasher, whilst she went upstairs
to have a bath. He wanted to get in her good books, he had to have
that money, he needed it and the consequences of not having it when
they went back to London didn’t bear thinking about. He might be
able to charm friends and acquaintances, but those high stakes
poker players were in a different league. He entered the sitting
room and heaped some more wood on the hearth hoping that a roaring
log-fire would help create a romantic setting for changing a lady’s
mind.

Simon took his
shoes and socks off and padded upstairs intending to take the rest
of his clothes off in the bathroom and join her in the bath. He
knew he could be persuasive. He found Kirsty wallowing in one of
those Victorian style cast iron efforts. The bathroom was dark
except for some large flickering candles, strategically placed
around the bath, and her dark curls were hanging alluringly over
the back. As he inched forward intending to surprise her, he
stubbed his toe hard on a doorstop. It was an old flat iron covered
by a large woollen sock. On hearing his cry of outrage she sat up,
turned, and then she laughed. She actually threw her head back and
laughed out loud. Simon felt his blood pressure rise. Suddenly it
all became clear, she wasn’t going to lend him that money, she
would never lend him that money. What followed, happened in an
instant. As she turned her back on him, he picked up the doorstop
and swung it by the sock. It connected with the back of her head
and there was a dull thud and a slight moan and she slipped down
slightly in the bath.

As he leaned over
the bath to inspect the damage he heard something. It was the front
door opening, and then he heard footsteps, or was it pattering? It
was suddenly very cold and the bathroom door blew open and there on
the landing was … no, it couldn’t be! He opened his mouth in
horror, but no words came.
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