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 Foreword

 


H. K. Hillman

 


Yes, yes, I know, the book was published in May but
the title says March. It’s a reference to a line in Shakespeare’s
play ‘Julius Caesar’, in which a soothsayer tells him to ‘Beware
the Ides of March’ – he didn’t listen and was subsequently stabbed
to death. There is a relevance inherent in this which will become
clear in time.

The title came out of a competition on the Underdogs
Bite Upwards blog. This Covid nonsense has now gone on for so long,
it’s getting hard to think up new covid-related titles. So I threw
it open, took in suggestions and put it to a vote with a prize of a
copy of this book for the winner. The title works because the real
nonsense started in March 2020 and continues to this day.

This is the darkest Spring anthology yet. Many, if
not most, of the stories would fit very well in the Halloween
anthology. It’s not really hard to understand why, since we’ve all
been in various stages of lockdown for over a year and nobody’s
really feeling all that upbeat now.

It’s not all doom and gloom. Rainer Doyle, for
example, has a mystery tale filled with wordplay, a word game about
a word game. See how much you can work out. All the clues are
there.

The stories do get progressively darker through the
book. You won’t smile at all of them but I’m sure you’ll feel
something after reading them.

I’ve wasted enough of your time. Please, read on,
and maybe wonder just how we’re going to top this lot when we get
to Halloween.

I’m sure we will.
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 The Forest of Souls

 


Marsha Webb

 


“I am going to transform this whole area Sandra,
you see if I don’t, put this place on the map.” David puffed out
his chest.

“Darling, do you think you are being a bit over
ambitious? You haven’t been doing this job long,” Sandra, his
partner, answered cautiously.

“Just you wait and see,” David replied. “Just
wait and see.”
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The women were a strange sight to the average
person. The five of them sat on damp green moss in a circle, around
the craggy old oak tree. Despite it being the height of spring,
there were no leaves at all on the entire tree. Thick vines twisted
round the rough bark like veins supplying lifeblood. A dense grey
mist circled the base of the trunk.

The women were all very different in height,
weight and shape. An odder looking bunch you would be hard pressed
to find.

“It’s happening again,” a tall, very thin woman,
with short cropped hair and a heavy fringe confidently told the
others.

“I know,” answered a small, plump woman, nodding
her head. “I have been having the dreams again. The warnings.”

The others muttered irritably.

“They won’t win, they will never win. Don’t fret
yourselves,” the tall thin woman proclaimed in a steely, determined
voice.
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“Right that`s settled. It looks like an ideal
site and the groundwork has been done - there are no protected
species in the woods, no flood plain and easy access. What are we
waiting for?” David clapped his hands together as though ending the
conversation. He stood in the council offices, ready to do the deal
of the century.

“What about the houses already on the land?”
Andrew, one of the local councillors, asked.

“Houses? What houses?” David asked with
irritation.

“There are five small cottages right in the
centre of the woods,” Andrew replied hesitantly.

“But what about the amenities? Gas, electric? I
thought there was nothing there,” David asked.

“No, they don’t have any of that, never have.
The cottages haven’t changed in hundreds of years,” Mark, another
council member, continued.

“Who lives in them?” David asked in
disbelief.

“Each of them has one cantankerous old biddy
living in them,” Andrew explained.

“Excellent,” David replied. “I will go out and
soft soak them. Tell them the money will buy them a nice little
flat with heating and electricity. They'll be putty in my
hands.”

Andrew pulled a face and shook his head, he knew
that others had tried. There was something very odd about those
women and he was glad he didn’t have to visit them. Glancing at the
calendar Andrew shouted after David, “Its Halloween tomorrow as
well.”

David looked at him as though he were stupid and
shrugged his shoulders. “So?”

Andrew thought better of trying to explain to
hard-nosed David that he had a strange feeling about the women and
the woods.
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David straightened his tie, checked himself in
the rear view mirror and got out of his car and walked towards the
woods. Lovely spot, he thought to himself. Once all these
trees have been cleared. The locals called this area The Forest
of Souls, David tutted at the sentimentality.

As he walked further in, following the twisted,
snaking path, the atmosphere appeared to change, becoming strangely
eerie and foreboding. The air was heavy and thick. The lifeless
branches crunched and cracked beneath his feet, punctuating the
silence. The sky vanished completely beneath the rich, overhanging
canopy of the interwoven branches. The occasional scrabble of
insects burrowing beneath the leafy carpet of tangled vegetation
contrasted with the stillness of the woods.

Slowly, the houses came into view. David was
shocked at first glance at how run down the cottages were; they
looked stagnant, time arrested. This was going to be easy,
he thought.

He knocked on the first door, noticing the
rotten window frame and damaged tiles. The life and love had long
since left this house, and the crumbling exterior looked like a
silhouette of a previous existence.

No answer.

He knocked again using the weird brass knocker
shaped like some sort of demon, and gave an involuntary shiver. The
door was slowly opened, revealing a hunched over woman who looked
to be in her seventies. She wore a long burgundy skirt and a black
crochet shawl.

David stepped back quickly he could smell blood,
a metallic, earthy blood smell.

“Yes?” the woman asked raising her head to look
into his eyes. Her eyes were bright green, the colour of distant
seas; they looked out of place on a woman so advanced in years.

“I am David Fagar,” he began by way of an
introduction.

“I know,” the woman interrupted.

He thought that odd but he continued. “I
wondered if I could come in and talk to you. I have a wonderful
offer for you.”

The woman stayed where she was, blocking the
door.

What is that smell? David thought. “How
would you like a new home? With hot water whenever you turn on the
tap, a warm home at the touch of a button, a brand new kitchen and
bathroom?” he said, going into sales mode.

“No thank you,” the woman interrupted and
promptly shut the door in his face.

A bit shocked at her response, David decided to
move on and try the house next door. He knocked more boldly than he
felt on the decrepit wooden door. It creaked and opened and a tall,
frail looking woman with short wild hair stood eye to eye with
him.

“What do you want?” she snapped.

“I have got a fantastic offer for you,” David
started without missing a beat.

“Well I have got a fantastic offer for you too,
why don’t you come in?” The woman replied smiling. She had a weird
sort of smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

David looked closely at her face; it had a dirty
look, grimy like an old neglected dusty shelf. Her heavy black
eyebrows looked like spider’s legs and she had a hairy mole on her
upper lip that looked like a fly.

David stepped over the threshold tentatively.
“Are you cooking?” The stench of rotten cabbage hit his
nostrils.

“No, why?” she asked, as she led him through
into her room. The tiny room had low ceilings and green walls.
Black seeping damp spread over them like outstretched fingers. The
focal point of the room was a log fire, with a large copper pan
bubbling on top of it.

“Please sit.” The woman pointed to a threadbare
sofa near the fire.

David sat down gingerly, while the woman gave
the pot a stir before sitting down on a rocking chair opposite him.
The flickering of a bulb bereft of its shade irritated his
eyes.

“I’ve come to offer you a new home, with full
heating, hot water, a fire at the touch of a button.” David
launched into his salesman mode again.

The woman held up her hand to stop him. “I would
like to offer you a way of avoiding a lot of trouble and pain,” she
countered.

David was confused. “Sorry I don’t know what you
mean.”

“If you and your organisation disappear, leave
the woods alone and never darken our doors again, then you will be
saved an awful lot of trouble and pain. Is that clear enough?” The
woman stared at him with steely resolve.

Why doesn’t she blink? was David’s first
thought; his second thought was that he was not going to get
anywhere with her; however he pressed on regardless “You could be
so much more comfortable with hot running water, electricity,
heating and much more space. We are not going away, we need this
land for two hundred and fifty houses. This is an up and coming
area.”

“Fine, you have made your choice. Good luck.”
The woman got up and showed him out.

Dotty old bat, he thought as he left. He
would come back tomorrow and try the other three cottages. In the
meantime he would have a re-think about his strategy; perhaps bring
pictures of the lovely new houses they were building.

David walked towards his car and was glad of the
fresh air; he had a headache coming on. As he made his way through
the woods, the leaves on the trees seemed to be whispering,
whispering long forgotten secrets. He felt like there was someone
watching him, he looked over his shoulder sharply, but no one was
there. He increased his pace; the earthy smell of damp filled his
nostrils.

His relief of getting out of woods was short
lived: he stopped dead, his car had flat tyres; someone must have
let them down whilst he was up at the houses. Angrily, he pulled
him mobile phone from his jacket when a hailstone, as big as a golf
ball thumped him on the shoulder. He looked up at the clear blue
skies and wondered where on earth it had come from, as more
hailstones fell, pounding his body. He quickly got in his car to
escape their onslaught and to telephone for help.

The next day, David woke up irritable. His
headache was worse despite painkillers he'd taken before going to
sleep, and he had developed a stye in his eye. It red and swollen,
and scratched and itched continuously, as well as obstructing his
sight. He did not feel up to returning to the woods, but knew that
he had to.

If I can just get the other three house
owners to agree, maybe the other two would follow, he thought.
Especially when the bulldozers arrive.

He knocked on the door of the third house,
chanting to himself “Think positive”.

The door opened and a large bald woman with no
teeth greeted him, smiling inanely. “I’ve been expecting you,” she
laughed. Her mouth was puckered like an old raisin in the sun and
her eyes were as black as the winter night skies.

“Oh, your neighbours told you I called?” David
asked. He produced some booklets on the housing development he
intended to build. “How about I leave these with you and let you
look in your own time at the sort of house you could be living
in.”

There was a sudden noise of what sounded like an
animal screaming. David jumped but the old woman appeared either
not to hear it or it simply didn’t bother her. He pushed the
leaflets into her hands and retreated very quickly up the gravel
pathway.

House number four had a mud track leading to its
door. David tutted; his shoes had cost six hundred pounds and he
had kept them pristine. Slowly, he walked along the mud track,
trying to avoid the worst of it, but to no avail as the mud sucked
on the soles of his shoes, leading him to flick off the soggy
clods.

The door to the house also appeared to be caked
in mud. David stood for a minute trying to judge the cleanest part
of the door to knock, before gently rapping once. The door swung
open under his touch.

“Come on in,” came a disembodied sounding voice
from further into the house.

David cautiously walked forward, stepping over a
trip wire that had been placed in front of the hall door. “Hello?”
he called out not seeing anyone in the room.

“I am in the kitchen,” came the reply.

David glanced around the small, poky room. It
seemed to have been fire damaged at some point, black soot stains
covered the walls and ceilings, and the bare floor looked damaged
and chipped. He made his way carefully to the kitchen, thinking
that the state of the house might mean the occupant could be easily
persuaded.

The kitchen was full of smoke, David coughed
immediately.

A long haired, slender woman moved towards him,
out of the smoke.

“I’ve brought you some brochures of the new
houses that we are building. You might like to move into one of
them,” David managed to splutter, before coughing again.

“I’ve lived in this house one hundred and fifty
years sonny. I’m not going to move any time soon,” the woman
laughed.

“A hundred and-“ David started before being
reduced to a full coughing fit, as the noxious smoke filled his
nose and throat. He dropped the brochures and rushed out quickly
towards the fresh air, but in his eagerness to escape forget about
the trip wire by the front door. He landed in a heap on the floor,
feeling a searing pain in his knee.

David dragged himself to his feet and exited the
house. The tree at the centre of the semi-circle of houses caught
his eye; there was something on it. He limped closer and saw that
someone had pinned his brochures onto in a shape of a man. There
appeared to be blood dripping from where the heart would be.

Surely it isn't blood, red paint maybe?
On close inspection, David discovered it was blood, and he felt all
the hairs on his neck stand on end. There was something not quite
right about these women.

He limped back to the car. On the windscreen, to
his horror, there was a noose with a note attached: 'Leave now
forever or accept the consequences'.

This angered him; David was not about to be
bullied by five old ladies. He had built his company up for twenty
years, and this deal would leave him financially secure for his
retirement. Why should he throw it all away because some women
refused to move with the times and get a new home?

He tore up the note angrily and limped
determinedly back to the last of the five houses. He was determined
to make them see sense.

The last cottage in the semi-circle looked the
biggest. It was the only garden to have plants in it. Strangely,
every plant was red and the overall effect was like blood freshly
spilled. He noticed poppies and roses and many other plants he had
never seen before, they looked sort of tropical. Red represented
violence, anger, energy, fire and also stop. He pushed the thought
of the colour being a warning quickly from his mind.

David knocked loudly using the ornate brass door
knob; he glanced sideways as a bucket of maggots wriggling by the
front door caught his eye.

Still looking sideways he did not see the door
open, as a strong arm grab him by the throat and pull him
inside.

All the women from the cottages were already in
the room. He struggled hard but each frail looking woman seemed to
have the strength of ten men. They tied him to a wooden chair and
taunted him.

“Didn’t listen did you?”

“We warned you.” They took it in turns to shout
at him.

David was quite fearful now; this did not feel
right, normal women did not tie someone to a chair in their living
rooms. “Look, I only want what’s best for you, a new home each.”
David started to try and talk himself out of it.

“You want what’s best for you, a massive pay
cheque. You don’t care about our heritage, our lifestyle, you want
soulless, replica boxes you call houses all through our precious
woods.”

“Well it won’t happen,” said the woman with the
long hair.

“People have tried before,” shouted the plump,
green eyed woman.

“Open the trap door.”

“Get his phone first remember,” a woman he
hadn’t met before directed.

The tall woman reached into his pocket and
retrieved his phone.

Suddenly the ground was falling away; beneath
him was nothing, just rushing air. David was tumbling, his stomach
churned and his head throbbed. He and the chair hit the ground
hard.

It was dark, the blackest dark he had ever seen,
like he had imagined the deepest coal mines. David shouted out but
it sounded hollow; he was deep underground. He had landed on his
side still attached to the chair via the ropes. Stretching out his
fingers, he felt dirt beneath them, confirming his suspicions.

His finger touched something. It was a huge
effort to move his weight and the chair to grasp the item, his
whole body was aching. David closed his hand around the item. It
was a bone, a large human bone, possibly a femur. He dropped it
quickly in repulsion, suddenly feeling faint, everything was
spinning, he could hear ringing in his ears.
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“Well, I am surprised that David`s pulled out of
the development,” Mark announced to the group of councillors. “He
has gone abroad to pursue other avenues, or so his text message
said.”

“I’m not,” Andrew answered. “It’s very odd
though how many people have been interested in that land, then
decided to go abroad and never come back,” he continued quietly
almost to himself.
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 Stray Cobblers

 


Rainer Doyle

 


Garaman Gazette,
May 11

SCRABBLE TILE SUSPECT STILL AT LARGE

Garaman, May 11th— Garaman Police Department
still has no leads concerning the whereabouts of Joseph Nobs, the
May 7th robbery suspect of the Garaman Community Center, home of
the annual Garaman Scrabble Tournament. As reported earlier, it
started when an unidentified male was witnessed by a security guard
running out of Scrabble Hall around 11:15 pm Wednesday.

“The door had been jimmied,” said the
security guard. “I phoned the police and took off after the
perpetrator. He ran down the block and into the Lalltete Woods.
That’s where I lost him.”

Garaman Police Department
responded to the scene, led by Detective Irving Mudstep. After a
thorough inventory of Scrabble Hall, Detective Mudstep discovered
that the X tile
of the game was missing from the set. The hall’s security footage
was later viewed, confirming the identity of the suspect to be
Joseph Nobs, local cobbler and runner-up in last year’s Scrabble
Tournament.

The GPD has reported that no clues were
found in the Lalltete Woods, location of the last known sighting of
the suspect. Roadblocks were quickly set up on all of Garaman’s
major highways. Detective Mudstep obtained a search warrant for Mr.
Nobs’ home, as well as his shoe store. Mr. Nobs was not present at
either location. He is at this time declared a fugitive from the
law. Teams of police officers have been posted at the Garaman taxi
stand, bus depot, and airport for the past four days. All
passengers are thoroughly screened before departure.

“I am confident that our suspect is still in
Garaman,” said Detective Mudstep in a press conference last night.
“There is simply no escape for him. I ask that Mr. Nobs turn
himself in. And I ask that anyone with information on the
whereabouts of Mr. Nobs to please come forward.”

The annual Scrabble Tournament has been the
source of pride for the citizens of Garaman for five decades.
Founded by Bruce Salburg in 1972, the fiftieth annual Garaman
Scrabble Tournament is scheduled to kick off this evening at
5pm.

“We have been using the
same Scrabble board for fifty years now,” said an emotional Bruce
Salburg. “It’s a tradition. All of our tiles are made of gold, and
there is only one X, which is the most valuable tile along with the
Z. We simply cannot play
without the X. If
Mr. Nobs does not come forward with that tile by five tonight, then
we’ll have to cancel the tournament.”

Joseph Nobs was the
tournament’s runner-up at last year’s event. After his devastating
defeat to Hannah Monachip in the championship round, he publicly
accused Miss Monachip of cheating. A review board scrutinized the
footage of the final round and found no evidence of foul-play on
behalf of Miss Monachip. Incidentally, Hannah Monachip won the
tournament with the cunning use of an X. Mr. Nobs immediately took to
social media: “I was cheated out of my trophy. I WILL HAVE MY
REVENGE!”
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