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A warm welcome to Issue Four of Words Worth Reading.

I’m absolutely delighted to be starting a new serialisation of a novel I’ve been writing for years in this issue. Catch the Rainbow is a story I’ve wanted to tell for a long time.

You’ll find another three brand-new, complete and exclusive short stories in this issue, and a brand-new, complete and exclusive novelette that features community journalist Stevie Beck. 

You'll also find a short story from the archives. 

Have fun reading the stories. I hope you enjoy them.
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mavis braithwaite strikes again
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This story originally started out as Shampoo, Set and Match, and it was written for a crime writing competition. I rushed it, to meet the deadline, but it wasn’t properly finished and, needless to say, it didn’t get placed. 

Fast-forward a few months, and we were given the prompt ‘contract’ at Deadlines for Writers for 12 Stories in 12 Months, and a word-count of 2,500 words exactly. I thought Mavis would suit it perfectly and rewrote it, complete with new title. 

Hopefully, a new series character was also born.

~
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Mavis Braithwaite pulled her plastic rain hat tighter beneath her chin as she rushed along the promenade. It was supposed to be the middle of July, not sodding November. Where was the heatwave they’d all been promised? 

A giant wave crashed against the rocks, sending a shower of salt water into the air to compete with the rain.

“As if it’s not wet enough!” she muttered, turning her back against the potential onslaught. Fortunately it didn’t quite reach her. “Not that it would matter if it did,” she complained. She was already soaked through to the skin.

She pushed open the door to the hairdressing salon, helped by a massive gust of wind that thrust her entire body over the threshold. Heat from the hairdryers greeted her and she felt her damp cheeks flush as she slammed the door behind her.

“We thought you weren’t going to make it, Mrs B,” said Jenna the receptionist-come-tea-maker-come-junior. She found Mavis’s appointment in the book and ticked it off. “Here,” she said in her cheerful Yorkshire accent. “Let me take those wet things from you.”

“Oh, thank you, dear,” said Mavis, breathing in the pleasant shampoo and perming solution aromas. She untied the rain hat and held it gingerly between finger and thumb as she handed it over. “I don’t want to drip all over your nice clean floor.”

“Rubbish,” snorted Jenna taking the offending item and shaking it out over a vacant sink. She hung it up alongside a number of other garments in various stages of wetness along the wall before taking Mavis’s waterproof coat and doing the same. “There you go, nice and dry underneath,” she added.

Mavis laughed. “From the knees up, perhaps,” she said, stepping from one squidgy foot to the other.

“Come on, Mrs B,” said the girl, throwing a thick towel on the floor. “Shoes off and we’ll get a nice cup of cocoa inside you while you dry out and wait for Sandra to be ready for you.”

Mavis glanced around the busy salon and smiled warmly at the other customers already seated. She didn’t really know many of them by name yet, as she’d not been in the town for very long. But she did at least recognise some of the familiar faces from her bungalow estate. They too were in various stages of completeness as three different hairdressers worked their magic.

Sandra the head stylist grinned at Mavis. “Soon as yer dry we’ll get Jenna to get yer wet again,” she said, cackling at her own joke. Those who could hear also laughed, those under the hairdryers simply smiled at what they could only assume was clearly just a joke.

While Jenna sorted her wet things out, Mavis plopped down on the comfy settee in the window and shivered. It wasn’t in the least bit cold in the salon, but she was still feeling the effects of the inclement weather.

“I’m getting too old for this!” she announced to the room at large before putting herself on the outside of a lovely, sweet hot chocolate drink. She welcomed the sugar fix. “Retire to the seaside, they said,” she continued. “The fresh, sea air will do you good, they said.” She twisted in her seat to look out through the rain-drenched plate-glass window at the raging sea just beyond the sea wall. “If this keeps up I’ll catch pneumonia!”

~

[image: ]


Half an hour later Mavis was reading a short story in a magazine while she waited for her perm solution to take effect. She hadn’t planned on having a perm and was only booked in for a shampoo and set. But after the day she’d had already, she decided to treat herself, and while Sandra was busy with other clients, Jenna was more than happy to practise on the newcomer.

Mavis must have read the same paragraph fourteen times. Usually her concentration was spot on. Today, however, she found herself listening in on what the other clients were saying to each other.

“Did you hear about what happened to Thelma Crowther?” asked a lady who lived four doors away from Mavis.

“No,” replied a woman having her hair rolled around some big, fat curlers.

“Got scammed by a couple of blokes claiming to be from the gas board,” said Four-Doors-Away. “One of ‘em kept her busy while the other one rummaged through her drawers in the bedroom.”

The ladies giggled at the innuendo.

“Really?” said Sandra the stylist, meeting Four-Doors-Away’s eyes in the mirror. “How much did she lose?”

“About five thousand pounds,” said Four-Doors-Away.

“What was she doing with that much money in her knicker drawer?” asked Curlers.

Curlers’ stylist was Wendy, who said, “Since they closed the last bank last summer, a lot of residents are keeping more and more cash in their homes.”

Sandra the stylist tutted. “They should use the post office! Leaving that much cash lying around.”

“I heard something similar happened to Mr and Mrs Jeffries at Number Twenty-Three,” said Curlers. 

“No!” said Wendy the other stylist. “How much did they lose?”

“Mrs Jeffries told me it was in the region of ten thousand pounds,” said Curlers.

“Ten thousand pounds?” said Sandra the stylist. “Surely they didn’t have that much in their house?”

“The men posed as fitted wardrobe specialists,” said Curlers. “Made them sign it over for a deposit.”

“A ten-thousand-pound deposit?” said Four-Doors-Away. “How much did they think the wardrobes were going to cost?”

Four-Doors-Away bobbed her head up and down causing Sandra the stylist to stop using her scissors. “I heard another pair were going around saying they were from the council and asking if anyone wanted their drives tarmacking.”

Sandra the stylist waved her scissors at the mirror. “I’ve heard of that happening before.”

On and on the conversation went until Mavis gave up on her short story all together to pay more attention. She felt the hairs along the back of her neck stand up as adrenaline started to rush through her veins. 

On the one hand she could hardly believe that people could still be so gullible, in this day and age. But on the other hand, she was fuming on behalf of her fellow residents, none of whom she had even had the good fortune to be acquainted with yet.

~
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The rain stopped just long enough for Mavis to make it home without ruining her new hair do. When she hung her still slightly damp things over a radiator to air, she patted the new curls at the back of her head with satisfaction. Back in the day she’d always sported a Kevin Keegan shaggy dog perm. Now that she was in her dotage she settled for the Maggie Thatcher look. 

She made herself a nice cup of coffee and settled down in front of the fire to scroll down Facebook on her phone. She’d joined the local Facebook group before moving here and found it a font of wisdom and information. Sure enough, there was the story from Thelma Crowther, warning other residents to be vigilant. 

Bob Mascull, who ran the group, jumped on to add in that pompous way of his that everyone should keep their doors and windows locked and to be aware of strangers knocking at their doors. “If you’re not expecting anyone, don’t let them in,” he snarled, or in Mavis’s imagination he snarled. It was difficult to tell with a Facebook post. “And if they appear genuine,” his rant continued, “leave them on the step while you make a phone call to check their credentials. If they *are* genuine, they’ll wait. If they disappear, call the police immediately!”

Mavis nodded her head in agreement at the phone. She didn’t like to agree with the arrogant administrator, but of course she had to. What he was saying was the truth, and basic common sense.

~
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Two days later, Mavis peered through her rain-streaked window at the green in the middle of the bungalow estate where a weeping willow thrashed around in the wind. The storm had not lessened any and still the summer days marched on. She had hoped to be able to go for a walk on the beach soon, but the sea was rampant, the surrounding towns and villages had been flooded, and there was more on the way as one storm named after a newsreader was replaced by another storm named after a musician she’d never heard of. 

Mavis’s kitchen was at the front of the bungalow so she was able to watch the comings and goings of the estate. A plain white Ford Transit van crept around a corner and crawled along the kerb, stopping right outside her kitchen window. She dusted some icing sugar over the shortbread biscuits she’d made and wiped her hands on a cloth, narrowing her eyes as two men in brown overalls got out of the van, hunching their shoulders against the rain.

Mavis reached her front door just as the two men did, and she pulled it open an inch or two at precisely the same moment her doorbell rang.

“Can I help you?” she asked cautiously.

“We’re from the gas board, madam,” said the older of the two men. “Apparently you have a gas leak.”

“You had better come in,” said Mavis pulling the door open yet wider. “I’ve been expecting you.” As she led the way along the hallway and into the kitchen, she said, “Would you like a shortbread? I’ve only just made them.”

The two men exchanged a cocky grin, and the younger one said, “Go on then, Missus. I don’t suppose yer mashin’ tea too, are ya?”

Mavis smiled benignly over her shoulder at them.

~
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The following morning there was another ring on Mavis Braithwaite’s doorbell. She pulled the door open to see two men in black suits standing on her doorstep in the watery post-storm. The tall one turned to look towards a plain van that appeared to have been abandoned at the kerb outside her house. 

“Ah,” she said when he turned back and pushed his sunglasses onto the top of his head. “I’ve been expecting you. Have you got any ID?”

“What do you mean, ID?” asked the taller of the two. “You know me.”

“We’ve had a rash of strange men posing as workers who are ripping the residents off,” said Mavis belligerently. “No ID, no entry.”

The tall man sighed but they both rummaged in inside pockets to show her their ID. She made a point of examining them closely too.

Opening the door wider, she said, “I suppose you’d better come in.”

The two men followed her into the lounge. The tall one, at her invitation, sat down, removed the sunglasses from the top of his head, and folded them up, putting them in an inside pocket of his jacket. The other one remained standing, legs wide, arms behind the back, and Mavis noted it was a woman, not another man.

“Replaced me with a younger model?” asked Mavis raising an eyebrow.

“You haven’t been behaving yourself, have you, Em?” said the tall one ignoring her question as Mavis sat down opposite him in an armchair.

She heaved a big sigh. “I couldn’t help myself,” she said, smoothing down the pleats in her tweed skirt and avoiding his eye. “How did you find out?”

He nodded his head towards the window. “We’ve been watching that van, and when I heard they’d pulled up outside your house, I knew there might be trouble.”

There was a beat, but Mavis didn’t answer.

“What have you done, Em?” he asked.

“Would you like a cup of tea and a shortbread, Aitch?” she said, starting to get up.

He reached out, touched her arm, and she sat back down again as he said, “Dee here will look after that, won’t you?” he added to his colleague. 

Mavis half expected the woman in black to roll her eyes or refuse or something. But she instantly left the room and made her way to the kitchen.

“Now,” said Aitch. “Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

Mavis looked everywhere but at him, calling to the kitchen, “The shortbreads are in the big, round, white tin, Dee!”

“Got ‘em,” Dee replied, making much tea-making noises. Before long she returned to the lounge with a tray laden with tea-pouring paraphernalia and a plate of shortbreads.

Mavis watched from beneath her lashes as Aitch’s eyes slid to the shortbreads. “Is that icing sugar?” he asked.

“Of course it is,” said Mavis with a frown. “What do you think it is?”

He held one out to her. “Eat it,” he said.

Mavis cautiously took the shortbread from him and nibbled at the edges. 

“Not hungry?” he asked.

“I’ve already eaten a dozen,” she replied.

“Come on,” he said, standing up and nodding at his colleague, who put her hand on Mavis’s arm and ‘helped’ her to her feet.

Mavis snatched her arm away. “Get off me!” she snapped.

Ignoring her, Dee put her hand on her arm again and Aitch put his hand on her other arm. Then they frog-marched her into the hallway. 

“Show me,” hissed Aitch through clenched teeth.

Mavis stubbornly pressed her lips together and stared innocently up at the ceiling, resolutely ignoring him. 

“Show me...” he repeated, thrusting his face into hers.

Mavis shook her newly permed head.

“Em...” he continued. “You know I can’t protect you like I used to, now you’re no longer under contract.”

Mavis looked him up and down, taking in the shiny black shoes, the sharp creases in his trousers, the perfectly pressed white shirt, the matching black silk tie and handkerchief. She sniffed. She could have quite easily taken them both on, in her youth. But she was out of practise now, out of condition. And there really was icing sugar on the shortbreads today, so no help there either. 

Resigned, she shrugged them both off and led them through the kitchen and into her laundry room.

There, on the floor, gagged and tied to each other and quite clearly stoned out of their heads sat two men in brown overalls.

Aitch shook his head. “You drugged them?”

“Of course,” said Mavis. “I’m not as young as I used to be.”

Aitch shook his head again and looked at Dee. “Do we need the cuffs, do you think, Agent?” he asked her.

She wrinkled up her nose. “No sir. If Agent M can handle them on her own, I’m sure we can between us.”

“Don’t let her size fool you!” snapped Agent H. “Our Em may only be five foot nothing, but she was a ninja assassin in her day.”

“Hey!” said Mavis. “I only retired last year!”

The man and woman in black lifted the two bogus workmen to their feet and escorted them to the door. 

“Well, remember that you are retired,” said Aitch, adding, “Although, I’m really very glad that you didn’t kill them. That would have taken a whole lot more explaining.”

––––––––
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the end
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killer queen
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I did a pop-up workshop on writing locked room mysteries, and the assignment was to write a locked room mystery with a cat. I’d already decided to write a Marcie Craig story called Killer Queen, and I had the cover done way ahead of time. So I gave Marcie the locked room and the cat.

The story came up woefully short, both for Marcie Craig and for the assignment, so I shelved it until I had time to flesh it out into something longer. Then, along came Deadlines for Writers and their 12 Stories in 12 Months challenge. The prompt for March 2023 was ‘Lady’, and the word count was 2,500 words exactly. And off I went.

Killer Queen is the second short story I’ve written featuring Marcie Craig, but the cover will always be one of my favourites.

~
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October 1997

Crystal Stargazing frowned at the dreadful noise coming from deep within the bowels of the Pink Flamingo. Babybird's You're Gorgeous was her new number and that awful yowling was making it sound terrible. Suddenly the music stopped and she caught sight of the sound engineer making a slicing gesture across his throat.

Crystal pressed her sticky purple lips together in an over-emphasised pout. "You're spoiling my show, George," she complained in her deep baritone voice.

"I'm not spoiling it, sweetie," said George in his high-pitched lisp. "Whatever's going on back there is spoiling it, darling," he added.

Crystal slammed her microphone down on a nearby cab and stomped towards the bar. "You'd better go and get it sorted, cos I ain't competing with that."

~
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George glanced helplessly across to the DJ they'd hired for the event and shrugged.

"It's not my problem either, mate," she said.

"You look like you're all set," he replied.

"I'm a DJ," she said, casting brown eyes over her decks. "It doesn't take long." She looked over the sound engineer's shoulder. "You look set anorl."

George shook his head and nodded towards the drag artiste still sulking at the bar. "Still got Crystal's sound check to do."

~
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Marcie Craig rolled her eyes and sighed. It wasn't really her responsibility, she was only the hired help here. But if she wanted another gig at the Pink Flamingo, she should at least try and look helpful. The five hundred quid she was getting paid was worth it, and if someone didn't go and investigate they'd never get the show started. She looked at the sole bar tender who studiously avoided meeting her in the eye.

"Is it this way?" she asked, pointing at a narrow door next to the bar.

The sound man shrugged again but the drag queen nodded her head.

Marcie stepped out from behind her decks and as soon as she pulled the narrow door open, the yowling got louder.

It was dark so she flicked a switch. Nothing. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and used the screen as a torch, picking her way between the crisp boxes, the beer crates and a mop and bucket.

The yowling was coming from behind another narrow door at the end of the corridor, but this one was locked. So she went back to get help.

~
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"It's locked on the inside," said the barman.

"Put your shoulder against it, then. Or I can kick it down," said Marcie.

The barman preferred the first option and gave it a good shove. The flimsy wooden door collapsed inwards and a cat shot out, just as a very bad smell hit Marcie's nostrils.

"I think there's a body in here," she said. “Might be worth calling nine-nine-nine.”

The barman gagged and threw up.

Marcie pressed her lips together with impatience, but she soon realised it was better to breathe through her mouth and pinch her nose. She flicked the switch on the wall here and the single lightbulb lit up, slowly illuminating the room.

While she waited for the barman to pull himself together Marcie looked around the room as the energy-saving bulb warmed up, trying hard not to look at what looked like a pile of old rags in the corner. It was a glorified bedsit, but nothing tacky or scruffy – apart from the pile of old rags in the corner... In fact, it was nicely presented and Marcie, who loved small spaces, thought it was cute.

She forced herself to look at the heap on a bed settee beneath a pile of crumpled bedding and she saw the hypodermic needle sticking out of the man's arm.

"Do you recognise him?" Marcie asked the barman.

The barman was standing behind her as though her body would shield him from the horror. "It's the bloke who owns this place," he said, gagging again. He'd dropped the camp voice now.

"What?" said Marcie, shocked. "That's Mad Gaffer Flint?" She held her breath and examined the corpse more closely. Then she looked around the pretty, tidy room again. "I can't believe he lives here."

"He doesn't," said the barman. "He's got a posh place in Edgbaston. This here's the bar manager's bedsit. Angelica’s."

"So where's Angelica?" Marcie mused.

"She has another job besides this one, but the gaffer still lets her live here. I think it's part of her wages."

"is the cat hers?" she asked him.

He shook his head and peered out into the corridor as though to see where the cat had got to. "It's a stray."

~
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The charity drag queen show was postponed for a week and quickly moved to a gay bar in China Town while the police investigation continued.

In between song changes Marcie liked to circulate wherever she worked. It gave her a good feel of the audience. But tonight most of the talk was about the unexpected death at the Pink Flamingo. She picked up snippets here and there.

"Can you imagine? Mad Gaffer Flint a drug user..."

"Fancy him taking an overdose..."

"What was he doing in the barmaid's flat? When she wasn't there? That's what I'd like to know..."

"You and his wife, dear..."

"Who's looking after the cat...?"

Marcie hoped that the bar manager at the Pink Flamingo was still looking after the cat.

~
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Crystal Stargazing was like a completely different person on stage with the lights bathing her in a reddish glow. She wore an affro wig that was dyed bright red, and a shiny, strappy dress that also shone red. Even her bare shoulders and her face looked red in the light. 

She was welcomed to the stage by the noisy but appreciative audience, most of whom seemed to know her. Crystal exchanged some flirty banter with some of the men before starting her act with a few jokes. And then she was belting out the Babybird song she'd been practising the week before.
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