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A warm welcome to the official Issue One of Words Worth Reading. Issue Zero in October 2023 was a reboot.

In this edition you'll find seven complete short stories, three of which are completely brand-new. You'll also find a short story from the archives as well as Part 2 of the novel serialisation for Night Crawler. Part 3 next time.

One of the short stories, The Ace of Cups, is the second instalment of a series of Tarot-related tales that stand up on their own. These are the backstories for my series of mystery novellas set in the fictitious Yorkshire Riding of Horvale and starring Stevie Beck. Her name was going to be Stevie Ash, but I changed it, for reasons that will become clear during the full series.

Three of the stories have previously been published in UK magazines, including the one from the archives. The Ace of Cups was published as a standalone during my year-long publishing challenge in 2021/2022. I can hardly believe that the challenge finished two years ago!

Have fun reading the stories. I hope you enjoy them.
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This story started with a prompt from a book about a woman who finds an old book of poetry in a second-hand bookshop and a letter falls out. I designed the cover way before I put pen to paper after I spotted the stunning artwork.

~
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A fat raindrop splashed on Maeve’s cheek and she tutted. She’d just paid a fortune for a new hair-do. She ducked inside the nearest shop and as her eyes adjusted to the darkness she sneezed.

Oh, how she loved the smell of old books.

A white-bewhiskered man sitting behind a small counter glanced up from his crossword and smiled, nodded and returned to his puzzle, sticking the stub of a pencil behind his ear.

Maeve had no idea what she was looking for, but she knew she would know it as soon as she saw it. Running a finger along a shelf, she stopped when she saw the dark green cover of a shabby book. Love Letters and Other Poems.

Maeve flicked through the pages. Something dropped out and when she picked it up she saw it was a paper rose, flattened by the pages of the book, its colour faded with age. She placed the rose back inside the book and saw that a piece of paper had also been pushed inside. The ink on the paper was also faded, but Maeve was able to make out the words written in an elegant, old-fashioned hand. It was a letter. A love letter. It was addressed to ‘My dearest Rose’.

Maeve turned the paper over to see if there was an address. There was only a date at the top of one side and the writer’s name at the end: ‘With all my love, Hal’.

“Aww,” murmured Maeve. “Rose and Hal, how lovely.”

“Beg pardon?” said a gruff voice. She looked up to see the bewhiskered gentleman peering at her over the top of his reading glasses.

“Do you know whose book this was?” she asked, taking the book to him.

He folded his newspaper and took the book from her.

“There’s this name and address in the front,” he said, showing her the writing in pencil. “Looks like Harry Blenkinsop. But the houses on that road were flattened a long time ago and turned into a car park.”

“Do you keep records of where your books come from?” she asked.

“I do,” he said, placing the book back on the counter. He tapped at his temple with a gnarled finger and he chuckled. “Most of it’s up here as well.” He nodded down at the counter. “That one came from a local jumble sale.”

Maeve picked up the book and showed him the paper rose and the love letter. He took the book from her and showed her more of the same, tucked between different pages of the book.

“Would you like to buy it?” he asked.

“How much is it?”

He turned it over and pulled a face as though he was in a gurning contest. “Says one-pound-fifty, but I’ll take a pound.”

“I’ll give you two,” she said, fishing in her purse for loose change. “What about the letters?”

He shrugged. “They come with the book.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “May I leave it here while I look around?” She glanced at the door. “It looks like it’s still raining.”

The man nodded and picked up his newspaper. 

~
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The rain turned into a raging storm and that evening Maeve curled up in front of the fire, pulling her stockinged feet beneath her in the big, squidgy armchair. 

There were sixteen letters, each one slipped between the pages where a new love poem started, each accompanied by a pressed paper rose, each referring to the poem it was with, how it reminded Hal of Rose’s perfumed hair, her soft touch, her tinkling laugh.

By the time Maeve had finished reading them, she had quite fallen in love with Hal and was now determined to try and find him. She was a glutton for a good old love story.

~
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That weekend at the library Maeve was reading newspapers on an old micro-fiche. “We haven’t got around to computerising everything yet,” apologised the librarian. Maeve didn’t mind. She loved trawling through the old pages, looking for snippets.

The bookshop owner was right. The address written in pencil at the front of the book had been flattened more than thirty years earlier and was indeed now a multi-storey car park. She asked the librarian what she could do next, and the librarian brought out a half-dozen thick, red, oversized books.

“These are the old electoral rolls,” explained the woman. “You should be able to trace Mr Blenkinsop, when he moved out of that house, where he went to, if he stayed in the area.” She wrinkled up her nose.

“What is it?” asked Maeve.

The young woman sighed. “He could be anywhere,” she said wistfully. “He might even be...” She left the sentence hanging.

“Well, if he is, he might have family,” said Maeve brightly.

The two ladies took a tome each and worked through them until they had discovered exactly where Harry Blenkinsop had moved to and from over the years. It seemed he hadn’t left the area at all and the last entry, before the electoral roll moved to computer, was a warden-controlled bungalow complex. He had not been alone, however, for his name was joined by Mrs Elizabeth Blenkinsop. Maeve wondered what had happened to his Dearest Rose.

“Is that complex still there?” she asked the librarian, who frowned before tapping a few keys at a computer terminal.

“Yes, it’s still there,” she said, moving closer to the screen to read it. “And it still has a warden.”

“Great!” said Maeve. “I’ll go and have a chat.”

“Let me know how you get on,” said the librarian.

“I will,” promised Maeve.

~
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The fine weather returned the following week. Maeve drove over to the retirement complex, now an entire village that nestled alongside a Norman church. A white sign on the church gate announced that the Commonwealth War Graves Commission had graves in the churchyard and Maeve thought she’d go and pay her respects on her way home.

She found the warden, who was very busy but didn’t mind speaking to her. “It’s always nice to get visitors,” he said.

Maeve explained her quest and showed him the book that seemed to go everywhere with her these days. She had returned all of the letters and paper roses to where she had found them, pressed between the pages of the thick book.

“Oh yes,” said the warden. “Hal and his wife moved here long before I arrived.”

“If I give you my phone number will you ask him to contact me?” she asked him hopefully, and the man frowned. 

He nodded back along the road down which she had come. “You’ll find Hal in the cemetery,” he said, and Maeve’s heart dropped.

“Oh,” she said. “Th-thank you.” 

Maeve walked towards the church and let herself in through the lychgate, sighing sadly. The book grew heavier and heavier, but she was determined to find where Hal Blenkinsop was buried. 

~
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There were hundreds of graves in the churchyard, but another white sign pointed towards the war graves. “I might as well go and have a look at them now I’m here,” she said out loud. It didn’t take her long to find them. “I’ll see if there’s a grid reference or something to tell me which grave is his,” she muttered.

“Eh?” said a voice behind her, and she turned to see an elderly man who had been kneeling beside one of the war graves. He struggled to get up but when she went to help him, he waved her away. “Who yer lookin’ fer?” he said. “I know every grave in this yard.”

Maeve held the book up for him to see. “I’m looking for Harry Blenkinsop.”

The man frowned but looked at the book with rheumy pale blue eyes. “What yer got there?” he asked.

“It’s a book of love poems.”

He nodded. “Well, yer’ve found ‘im,” said the old man.

She looked about at the graves that lay in regimental rows on either side of the narrow pathway. “Which one is it?” she said.

“Eh?” he said, then he burst out laughing. “I’m Harry Blenkinsop,” he said, prodding at his own chest. 

“Oh,” said Maeve with confusion. “Oh!” she said then, realising. “Then you’re not...?” 

“Not yet,” he said. “Or I don’t think so.”

“Oh,” she repeated. She looked down at the book. “Then this belongs to you.”

“It did once,” he said. “Where’d yer find it?”

He led the way to a stone bench where they both sat down while Maeve related her tale and how she had found him. “What happened to Rose?” she asked carefully.

Mr Blenkinsop boomed with laughter again. “Why, I married ‘er, of course,” he said.

“But...” said Maeve. “Who is... Elizabeth?”

“Her name is Elizabeth Rose, but she’ll always be my Rose,” he said with a proud smile. “Come back to the bungalow. She’ll want ter meet yer. Come an’ ‘av a cup of tea.”

Maeve smiled, nodded and thanked him. They got up from the bench and weaved their way back to Hal and Rose’s house, passing the war graves where each headstone had a carefully tended rose bush behind it.

the end
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In 2023, I started a writing challenge. The challenge was to write 12 short stories in 12 months. I ran out of time around the month 8 mark, but The Kite Festival is one of the ones I completed.

We were given the prompt ‘teach’ and that was all. We could choose whatever we liked and we didn’t even need to use the prompt. I already had two short stories about Molly and her family, but I chose to use the prompt for them, and this is what I came up with.

~
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Molly glanced at the clock as she cleared the table. The kids would be home soon and ready for tea. She’d been stuck in traffic getting home from work and was running later than she would like. The table wasn’t too bad, but it was strewn with pictures and posters depicting birds of prey. Toby was learning about red kites at school and had been regaling the family with his newfound knowledge.
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