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A warm welcome to Issue Six of Words Worth Reading.

In this issue there are two brand-new, complete and exclusive short stories: A Day at the Races featuring Brummie favourite Marcie Craig, and Deadly Deeds in Morecambe Bay, starring retired ninja assassin Mavis Braithwaite. Part 3 of Catch the Rainbow is in here too.

There are two short stories from the archives this time. Valentine’s Date has been published in Twee Tales Twee and Twee Tales More but is yet to be published as a standalone short story. New Year’s Revolution introduces Molly and her family.

There’s also a brand-new, complete and exclusive novelette that features community journalist Stevie Beck: Stevie Beck and the Christmas Tree Mystery.

Have fun reading the stories. I hope you enjoy them.
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a day at the races
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In 2023, I started a writing challenge. The challenge was to write 12 short stories in 12 months. We were given the prompt ‘cheers’ and a target of 1,500 words exactly. We could choose whatever we liked and we didn’t even need to use the prompt. I decided to write a new short story for Marcie Craig. 

~~~
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Marcie Craig lay on her hotel bed gazing through the window at the Perseid meteor shower. Living halfway between Coventry and Birmingham, she didn't often get the chance to see such spectacles. But out here in the sticks, she had a front row seat. Or bed as it happened. Even a cheap bed in a cheap two-storey hotel – Marcie lived cheaply in a single unit static caravan on a former gypsy site, so she wasn't about to fritter her hard-earned cash away on a fancy hotel.

She didn't like being away from home, but the race course had offered her such a generous fee to come and DJ before the main event she could barely bring herself to resist. The Harley Davidson she rode to local gigs needed a new tyre and the Jeep was coming up for its annual service. Seven hundred and fifty quid would go a long way towards both.

Marcie's gig was to bridge the gap between the races and the rock concert and she probably could have made her way to rural Warwickshire on Saturday morning to be there in time for the tea-time gig. But the Jeep was playing up and she preferred to get there the day before so she'd be in good time without having to worry about the traffic. She'd managed to cover both of her local gigs by swapping with two of her DJ mates, which meant she wouldn't lose those wages in order to earn these wages.

Marcie much preferred the local gigs with the local crowd to these parties and special occasions. She knew what to play and who would like it or hate it at home. Strangers were a different breed all together.

Suddenly, a strange purple glow started to light up the night sky, making her sit up on the bed and stare out of the window. It seemed to be coming from the direction of the stables. Her Jeep was parked over there too. She pulled on a t-shirt and a pair of jeans, and stuffed her bare feet into her cowboy boots, wincing at the cold insoles.

Outside, despite it being almost dawn, it was still muggy and humid. The whole country was in the grip of an uncommon heatwave. Marcie sniffed at the air, half-expecting to smell fire. But all she could smell was horse hair and manure, the humidity emphasising the horsey aromas. Her boots clopped along the tarmacked track towards the car park. She heard an owl screech and a horse whinny softly. No sound of a fire.

She looked up at the sky, which was glowing brighter and brighter with each step she took. It was almost like daylight, but with that strange violet bloom. 

As she reached the Jeep, she caught movement over towards the stable. Two people were arguing about something, waving their arms around, only just out of earshot. One was tall and stocky, the other was small and almost girl-like. What were they doing out at this time of night? Marcie wondered. They could ask the same about you! chirped her sub-conscious.

The taller of the two people cursed loudly and turned towards the car park before stomping towards her. Almost immediately afterwards, the smaller one started to follow, still waving their arms. Instinct made Marcie duck down behind the roof of the Jeep and hold her breath. When she was sure they'd both gone, she checked the door handle of the Jeep one final time and rushed back to the hotel.

A man was just outside the main entrance of the hotel, puffing on a vape. He was a good head and shoulders shorter than Marcie, with a wiry frame.

"Are you one of the jockeys?" she asked him.

Nodding, he said, "Retired now, but I work for one of the trainers," and he promptly started to cough. “Nice night for a walk," he added, in between chesty barks. Out of politeness, he covered his mouth with a curled fist.

"I thought there was a fire," she replied, waving a hand towards the purple sky. 

"That's the northern lights," said the retired jockey, taking another puff of his vape. 

Marcie's mouth dropped open. "This far south?"

"This far south," agreed the man with a tight smile.

"I'd heard we were having a double phenomenon," said Marcie with a wave, "but I didn't expect to see them both!"

~~~
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The following morning, Marcie set up her decks in good time, impressed that she didn't even have to do her own sound check, and found herself twiddling her thumbs. Despite not being a massive horse racing fan, she made her way to the edge of the race course just to have a look. She hoped no horses would fall in front of her or, worse, have a big screen pulled around them. 

She'd missed the first race, but by the third one she was buying a race card. Not to place any bets, just to see the names of the horses running. By the fourth race, she was having a little flutter. She knew nothing about race horses and their form but chose her winners if she liked the name: Harley Rebel (for her Harley Davidson); Greyfriar's Bonnie (Triumph Bonneville); Beezer McBeezerson (BSA). None of her horses won, but Beezer did come third in his race.

The sixth race of the meeting was the big one, apparently. Suddenly there were very many more spectators clamouring at the rails that ran parallel with the final length of the course, but from what Marcie could gather, the favourite, Cheers M'Dear, came in last. Marcie thought that was just the way it went; others, too many others, threw their arms in the air and demanded a steward's enquiry. And that, announced the announcer, meant a slight delay before the last three races of the day.

Frowning, Marcie tugged at the sleeve of a young woman wearing overalls with the race course logo on who was passing by. The woman smiled at her, her whole face beaming.

"How long will they delay the rest of the races?" asked Marcie.

The woman shrugged. "A steward's enquiry only takes a few minutes, but they'll need to gather as much information as they can before continuing with the program." She started to turn away. 

"My set starts at four o'clock," said Marcie, starting to panic that she wouldn't make it back home tonight.

The official turned back to her and looked her up and down. "Are you the DJ?" she asked, not even trying to hide her surprise. 

It was a reaction Marcie was used to. "That's me!" she replied with a bright and cocky smile.

The young woman pulled an appreciative face and nodded. She pointed towards the grandstand where a crowd was clustering around a ring, shielding her eyes from the sun with her other hand. "You'll find the organisers over there in the paddock, where the horses are cooling down. Tell them Jane sent you and one of them will tell you what you need to know."

"Thanks," said Marcie, clomping across the sun-hardened ground towards the paddock.

There was a lot of activity around two of the horses, one that had won the race and whose rider wore checkered black and red colours (Jane's Lover Boy, if memory served Marcie correctly), the other whose jockey wore plain white with a black trim (Cheers M'Dear – the favourite who'd come in last), both familiar.

Marcie watched until all the riders had dismounted, but she was surprised to see that she recognised these two, one of whom was apparently retired. 

She found another official and after telling him that Jane had sent her asked to be directed towards one of the organisers. Marcie was surprised again, this time to see that the chap she was referred to was none other than the tall, stocky bloke from the night before, and the hairs on the back of her neck suddenly stood upright.

"Is there another organiser I can speak to?" she asked, keeping a wary eye on Stocky. "Or a steward?"

The young man looked around him and consulted a clipboard he carried. "The stewards won't appreciate being disturbed, unless it's urgent."

"Will they be interested to know about any unusual nocturnal activity?" asked Marcie.

The official scratched his head with the end of his pencil. "I expect they will."

Marcie nodded and made her way towards the main stand where she guessed the stewards’ board room might be located.

~~~
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Thirty minutes later than scheduled, as the sun started to dip below the horizon, Marcie began. 

The stewards had been VERY interested in what she had to tell them, when they finally let her in the room, and soon afterwards, one organiser and two jockeys (one retired) were arrested for fixing a race.

Marcie queued the first track and announced: "Hello Warwickshire! In honour of our top prizewinner today, here's Good Old Fashioned Lover Boy by Queen, from their album A Day at the Races...”

––––––––
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the end
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Valentine’s Date was one of the first short stories I ever wrote. I wrote several different versions of it, and sold one under a different name to a UK women’s weekly magazine. It’s short and a bit of fun.

~~~
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Linda started as she realised she'd missed her stop. She jumped up from her seat and rushed to the front of the bus. The driver refused to let her off between stages. When he did stop, she had to walk all the way back in the pouring rain.

"I'm going to be late again," she mused out loud. And she was, for the third time that week. It was only Wednesday...

Linda really enjoyed her job, but lately things had been getting her down. She didn't know what, but there was something.

"It's a man you need," her friend Penny had told her. "How long's it been since John left?"

"I don't need any man."

"It must be over a year, Linda."

Did she need a man? Wasn't she happy pottering around in her own little flat in her own little way? Of course she was.

As Linda arrived at her desk, Penny came running over to meet her. "Quick Lin," she cried. "Old Curly wants to see you."

"What for? Do you know?"

Penny shook her head. "But he was over here a while ago so you'd better hurry."

Linda ran a brush through her thick, damp hair, smoothed her skirt flat and quickly went over to Mr Jones' office. She tapped on the door and walked through.

Karl Jones looked up from his desk and smiled. "Sit down," he said gently. Linda shuddered. When Old Curly was being nice, he was about to sack you. She perched on the edge of the chair while he reprimanded her for her poor time-keeping and lack of concentration. He hoped it was only temporary, as he would hate to lose someone of Linda's capability.

Linda was gazing through the smoked glass panelling between Karl Jones' office and the rest of the department. Some new guy, who she hadn't seen before, was chatting to Daphne, the office siren. He wasn't handsome or anything, but he was nice. Linda was smitten. A wave of jealousy swept through her. There wasn't a single male in the whole building who wasn't attracted to Daphne – though Linda had to admit, she was lovely.

She forced her attention back to the bald-headed, red-faced man who was glaring at her now.

"I'm sorry sir. What was that?"

"I said you can go now," he replied impatiently. "But please, Linda, try to keep your mind on your work."

"Yes sir." She left his office making her way back to her own desk where Penny was waiting. "Thank God that's over," she exclaimed with relief.

"What did he want?" Linda told her. Then Penny announced, "I've registered you at a dating agency—”

"What?"

"You heard."

"Why?"

"So you can learn to cook. What do you think?"

"But I don't want to join a dating agency."

"Oh come on. It'll be a laugh."

"Really? And have you joined this agency too?"

Penny blushed. "I have actually."

Linda burst out laughing. "So all this business about me getting a man was really you getting one yourself. I don't need an agency."

"Have you found yourself a man?"

"I don't know. Do you know anything about that bloke chatting Daphne up?"

Penny turned to follow Linda's gaze. She shrugged her shoulders. "I think his name's Rodney." She turned back. "You're wasting your time if Daphne's already got to him."
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