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          Foreword

        

      

    

    
      “Despite being aware of Hugh Ashton’s many tales of Sherlock Holmes, and his Untime work, it was his superb collection Tales of Old Japanese that first alerted me to Hugh’s real range, and his ability to capture character and mood far outside of Victorian settings. This present book, with its intriguing selection of short stories and vignettes, provides a further stylish glimpse into that range – from disturbing psychological musings, through witty horror,  to what might be called modern weird fiction. Something for all tastes, with wry observation, an economy of words – and occasionally a lingering chill...”

      

      John Linwood Grant, author of The Assassin’s Coin, A Persistence of Geraniums, editor of Hell’s Empire, the Occult Detective Quarterly, and creator of Mr Bubbles. Discover more about these and others at www.greydogtales.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Author’s note

        

      

    

    
      These stories represent a rather different kind of genre from my usual 19th-century excursions, and were originally intended almost as “throwaway” pieces.

      Some of them had their origins in exercises set by the Lichfield Writers group, of which I am a proud member, and to whom my thanks are due.

      Sometimes only the first line was provided, as in “Me and my Shadow”, sometimes the last, as with “Ships in the Night”, and sometimes we were given just a basic theme, such as “Skip”.

      The Carnacki story is an attempt to reproduce the style and the feeling of William Hope Hodgson’s stories involving the famous ghost-finder, whose cases were often resolved as being due to a mixture of natural and supernatural causes.

      The other stories, including “Gianni Two-Pricks”, are the products of my imagination, though John Linwood Grant, much to his bewilderment, provided the inspiration for this one with his talk of an anthology of 16th-century Genoese naval tales in the weird genre. Thanks to him for his support and encouragement.
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          Bee-bee

        

      

    

    
      Anne woke, unsure for a moment of where she was. The faint light filtering through the curtains reminded her that she was not in her own bed – or rather, she was in what had been her own bed until the time she had left home for college.

      Since then, she’d been back home only a few times for Christmas or a family occasion like her parents’ wedding anniversary, and she’d never stayed in their house. She’d always brought along her current boyfriend, and they’d flatly refused to have them sleeping together in the same house.

      “It’s not that we don’t like him, dear,” her mother had always explained to her. “And what you do when you’re away from here is your own business. But your father and I won’t put up with that sort of thing under our roof.”

      So it was a bed and breakfast down the road for her and Tony/Andrew/Phil/Keith and all the others who’d swept in and out of her life over the years. At the age of thirty-four, she guessed she wasn’t ever going to settle down with anyone for keeps. Her school and college girlfriends, the few she kept up with anyway, had made nests for themselves, most with husbands and children, one or two with other women. The idea of having to share her life with someone else didn’t appeal. She liked being able to shut the door of her flat when she got home, and exclude the world when she wanted. Company was only a phone call away if she decided to change her mind.

      And when she thought about it, which wasn’t that often, it had almost always been that way. As an only child, with her father often away on his business trips and distant from her whenever he was home, and her mother’s busy-ness at the Women’s Institute and the Mothers’ Union and all the other good works, she’d been forced to make her own entertainment at home.

      She’d never been good at making friends at school, and when she was about twelve, and she and her class had stopped being girls and started to become young women, she seemed to have developed the knack of making enemies without even trying.

      She hadn’t been a nerd or a swot, though she was comfortably towards the top of her class, and she wasn’t the prettiest in any conventional sense of the term. But what she did have was some sort of power to attract the boys. Anne’s hair and figure and legs could hardly be termed things of beauty when compared to the supposed boy-magnets of the other girls. Her face, as her father had told her more than once, was no oil painting, but it was hardly the back end of a bus, either.

      Whatever it was, the boys had been interested in Anne in preference to the other girls. Anne had merely accepted this as a fact of life, and part of growing up, and had been surprised when the other girls started their jibes and name-calling, “Slut”, “Slag”, “Tart”, “Prozzy” and so on. Which she wasn’t. Certainly, she had enjoyed the attention and some of the cautious games the boys tried to play with her, but she knew when to stop them, and for some reason that wasn’t clear to her, or even to the boys, they had respected her wishes, and stopped.

      It hadn’t been the same with Sally, Anne thought. The poor girl hadn’t known when to tell him to stop, and he hadn’t, and the result had been a pregnant fourteen-year-old Sally washing down fifty aspirin with a bottle of her father’s whisky.

      And then there was college, where she’d started going steady, if that’s what you call a succession of exclusive boyfriends, but with none of them lasting for more than six months. And yes, it was all fun, but she kept coming back to Bee-bee, as she had done for over twenty years.

      Bee-bee was six months younger than Anne, and she had been given to Anne by her grandmother, who had died less than a year later. Anne had fallen instantly in love with the rag doll, who seemed always to have been called Bee-bee. No-one could remember who had called her that, or why.

      Now on her fourth set of button eyes, and after many major surgical operations to repair almost ripped off limbs, severe abdominal lesions, and general old age, Bee-bee went everywhere with Anne, whether Anne was on her own or not. Bee-bee was always there to listen, sitting at the head of her bed, whenever Anne had doubts, or when her heart was broken as yet another man walked out of her life.

      None of the boyfriends seemed to have minded. One even sheepishly brought a teddy-bear with him. “Didn’t want her to feel left out,” he’d explained, referring to Bee-bee, as he got into bed with Anne and placed the bear next to the doll.

      She smiled as she remembered that night, and the feel and the smell of Andrew as they lay in each other’s arms. She’d been touched by his sentimentality at first, but he had become a little soppy and ridiculous within a few months, so Andrew was no more, and Bee-bee remained.

      It was the first time for years that Bee-bee had been in this room. If Anne’s father hadn’t suffered a minor stroke recently and Anne hadn’t returned to see what she could do to help her mother, neither Anne nor Bee-bee would be here. Mr Kenning had come back from hospital, and moved out of the master bedroom into the spare room where he slept by himself. Anne’s mother complained that he was a bad invalid – always complaining about his treatment, his medication, and the exercises he was meant to be doing to avoid another stroke.

      Her mother wasn’t getting any younger, and it was a struggle to keep running up and down the stairs to take endless cups of tea, newspapers, books, and all the other things that her husband considered necessary for his survival as he lay in bed. And that was without the bathroom and all that entailed.

      Despite all her past work on committees and in different groups, Anne’s mother told Anne over the phone, “I’m terrible with these things, dear. I know we need to get some people in to help with your father, but I don’t know who to call, or what to say to them when they turn up. So please come along and stay with me for a bit, won’t you, and give me a hand with these things? And your father would like you to be here.”

      Anne doubted that last. She’d never got on with her father, and there seemed little reason to imagine that had changed. Nor had it. And as for giving a hand, it seemed as though she’d given both hands and her feet. Not that Mrs Kenning had given up doing anything, but she was so slow that Anne lost patience with her, and snappishly relieved her of whatever task she was carrying out, and did it herself in a fraction of the time.

      And she had made the phone calls, but to no avail. For some reason that wasn’t made entirely clear, it seemed that no help could be made available. Mrs Kenning appeared to give up, and left the bulk of the work of looking after her husband to Anne, who pointedly remarked at intervals that she would soon have to go back to work if she was to keep her job at the solicitors’, and there was enough money in her parents’ bank account to get some help in for a few hours each day.

      “I couldn’t do that, dear,” her mother said. I don’t fancy the idea of a stranger in the house.”

      So Anne stayed. Her firm very generously told her that they would keep her job open for her for up to a year, but naturally, they added, she couldn’t expect to be paid during the time she was away. And with the bills from her flat still to be paid, and other expenses, Anne watched her bank balance slowly slip downwards.

      So here she was, sleepless at whatever hour of the morning it was, lying in the bed in which she had hugged herself, pretending it was the new love of her life who was hugging or being hugged, or where she had cried herself to sleep in desperation at the loss of her love. And always with Bee-bee to listen to her. Bee-bee the perfect listener, who never got bored, never contradicted her, and always told her what she wanted to hear.

      But now she was worried. Earlier that week, as she had handed her father his two slices of breakfast toast – one white with Marmite, one brown with marmalade, he’d said something really strange. At first she thought she’d misheard – the stroke had made his words somewhat indistinct – but however often she replayed it in her mind, she couldn’t hear it as anything except “You look just like your brother when you do that”.

      Her brother? She was an only child. She’d never had a brother. But she wanted to be sure, so she had asked her mother, “Did I ever have a brother?”

      “Of course not, dear. What a silly question.”

      “I mean, there wasn’t anyone before me who died as a child, or... or given away for adoption or something?”

      Her mother had shaken her head. “No. If any­thing like that had happened, we wouldn’t have kept it from you. Why on earth are you asking?”

      She’d made up some sort of answer about reading something about only children in a magazine, and her mother had returned to her Sudoku in the paper.

      Why would her father ever say anything like that? Was it just the stroke, or was there something more?

      She’d had another shock the next day, when her father had asked for Nina to come upstairs to talk to him.

      “Nina? Who’s Nina?” she’d asked. Her mother’s name was Alex, and the only Nina she could think of in her parents’ circle was the vicar’s wife, with whom they’d quarrelled some years ago.

      “Alex, I said, tell Alex to come and talk to me,” her father had said, as if he was repeating his order rather than correcting himself.

      It didn’t make sense. There was a mystery here, and she was determined to solve it. She slipped out of bed, and made her way as silently as possible downstairs to where her father’s mobile phone was sitting in the living-room, unused since his stroke.

      As she had imagined it would be, the battery was flat, but she took it upstairs to her room, and plugged it in to her charger. After a few minutes it started up and asked her for a number to unlock it. She chose 2-5-3-9, A-L-E-X, but she was still locked out. What about 6-4–6-2, N-I-N-A, then? Success!

      She opened the address book to search for “Nina”, and to her astonishment saw “Nina Kenning” listed. Was this a cousin, or a sister or some relation who was never talked about?

      There was no address, just a mobile number. Somehow it didn’t seem to matter that it was nearly three in the morning. Her finger pressed the “Call” button, and after a bit she could hear the phone ringing. About five rings, and then a sleepy voice, Yorkshire or Lancashire by the sound of it.

      “Peter? Are you all right? I’ve been worried about you. When are you coming to see us?”

      Peter. Her father’s name. Obviously his name and number were in Nina’s phone. What should she say?

      “Do you know Peter Kenning, then?”

      “I should bloody well hope I know my own husband. Who the hell are you, anyway? And where’s Peter?” A pause. “Has something happened to him? Are you from the hospital? How have you got his phone?”

      Anne broke the connection. This woman was her father’s wife? So what was her mother? And who was she, Anne?

      The phone rang, startling her. The screen showed that Nina Kenning was calling. There was no way she could talk to this woman, so she turned the phone off.

      As always, she turned to Bee-bee. “Bee-bee, I don’t know what to do or say,” she told the doll. “How long has he been married to two women, and how many children are there?” She thought about her brother – her half-brother – whom she had never met, and probably never would. And were there sisters? “All those times he said he was away for a few weeks on business,” she said to Bee-bee. “He wasn’t, was he? He was with his other family. What have you got to say to that, Bee-bee?” A pause as the meaning of it all sank in and the fury built up inside her. “Bloody hell!” she whispered furiously to herself. “Who does he think he is, screwing up people’s lives like that, the bastard? Not just me and Mum, but this Nina woman and her kid or kids.” She suddenly found herself in the grip of an anger that she’d never experienced before. She was literally seeing red as her blood pressure soared and her vision contracted.

      “What are we going to do now, Bee-bee?” But there was no answer. “Oh sod it all, you’re only a bloody doll, aren’t you?” she said bitterly, and for the first time in years threw her companion across the floor, where the doll came to rest against the half-open door.

      She started to weep silently, her head in her hands, crushed by what she’d just discovered, and at the same time consumed by an anger and a hatred that went far beyond anything she had ever felt before. “The bastard. The miserable little bastard,” she kept repeating to herself, remembering the snubs, the put-downs, the barely veiled insults she’d had from him all her life.

      I was only his second-best child, she though. Perhaps only the third or fourth. Who knows? And I thought I was the only one.

      Through her fingers, Anne saw Bee-bee twitch. She rubbed her eyes, thinking it was a trick of the light, but there was no doubt about it. Bee-bee was moving, rising to her feet. Anne found herself unable to move, and watched, frozen, as Bee-bee staggered out of the door.

      Silence. Then the sound of her father’s bedroom door being pushed open, and ten seconds or so after that, a half-choked near-scream, which was suddenly muffled, and then cut off entirely.

      Anne found herself still paralysed, and listened to what sounded like a quiet struggle, which went on for a couple of minutes, and then stopped. Without her having realised it, Anne’s hands were shaking uncontrollably as she sat in an almost trance-like state. The shadow from the landing resolved itself into Bee-bee, who was dragging herself back into the room.

      Anne suddenly felt herself move towards the doll, and scooped Bee-bee up into her arms. “What have you done, my Bee-bee?” she asked the almost shapeless mess of rags and stuffing. “And where’s your eye?” as she noticed the missing button. The doll’s face was torn, turning the smiling mouth into a jagged hate-filled sneer.

      Half of her was aching to go to her father’s room and see what had happened, and half of her was exhausted, and only wanted to curl up in bed and go to sleep.

      Sleep won. She was asleep within a couple of minutes, and was only woken in the morning by the sound of her mother’s screams coming from her father’s bedroom.

      “What is it, Mum?” she asked, though she was sure she knew the answer already.

      “He’s dead! Call a doctor – an ambulance – anyone!”

      Anne picked her mobile – and dropped it. She’d picked up her father’s phone by mistake. That would have to go back, and she’d have to make sure her call to Nina Kenning was erased. She used her own phone to call 999 for an ambulance before going into her father’s room.

      The sheets and bedclothes were rumpled, but her father lay there still and empty, almost peacefully.

      “You’re sure he’s dead?” Anne asked her mother, though the answer seemed to be obvious.

      “I’m sure. I saw enough when I did my voluntary work at the hospice.” Strangely, she didn’t seem too upset.

      “I’ve phoned for the ambulance, anyway, Mum.” She put her arms round her mother, and hugged her. Both women were dry-eyed. “Now why don’t you go downstairs and make us a cup of tea?” The traditional British answer to everything.

      Her father looked much smaller than he had done when he was alive. As she straightened the pillow and tidied the duvet, she noticed something in his half-open mouth. With a feeling of disgust, she put her fingers between his dead lips, and pulled out Bee-bee’s missing button-eye.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed, not wanting to believe the evidence before her. “Oh my God.”

      Now she knew she really did have to hide whatever was on her father’s phone. Clutching the button in her hand and stuffing it into her dressing-gown pocket, she raced back to her room, picked up the phone, and rushed to the bathroom where she ran a basin of water, and dropped the phone into it, watching the bubbles emerge.

      That should kill it, she told herself. She dried the case on a towel and slipped downstairs to the kitchen, replacing the phone in the living-room where she had picked it up only a few hours ago.

      The doorbell rang as she accepted the cup of tea from her mother.

      “He’s upstairs, second door on the left,” she told the ambulance men. “And he’s dead. Excuse my mother and me staying down here, but we’ve seen him already.”

      They looked at her a little strangely, but went up, and came back in a few minutes.

      “We’re sorry to tell you—”

      “Yes, we know. What was it, do you think?”

      “Not up to me to make a definite judgement, but I would say a heart attack. He wouldn’t have suffered much, for what that’s worth. We’ll have to take him to the hospital for an autopsy.”
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