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The Storyman

By

David Luddington

Chapter One
The Man in the Square

THE CARDBOARD INSULATED ME from the cold of the
paving stones, but only just. The statue of Adam Smith towered
behind me, cutting what warmth the fading sun still offered but
at least offered some protection against the late afternoon wind.
A little flurry of yellowing leaves scurried in a ball in front of
me then continued on its way across the square.
The last of the tourists had disappeared at the hint of rain
which had never materialised but then, they were always
fickle here. Unlike its grander relatives of Trafalgar or
Leicester Squares, Friedman Square held little of interest to
casual tourism, no magnificent fountains or lions rampant, not
even a gift shop. Just a functional, pedestrianised square with
a scattering of statues honouring mainly obscure economists
or second line politicians who never made it to Parliament
Square.
The clock on St Matthew’s Church moved its huge hand
one click to six-twenty and I turned my head to the door of the
Stanchester Building. The glass doors revolved and ejected
their single passenger into the square.
The man in the suit paused and glanced up at the sky as he
readied his umbrella in case it needed deploying. Deciding the

skies offered no immediate threat, he pulled his jacket closer,
dipped his head against the wind and headed in my direction.
As he did every day, he would stop in front of me, pull a
handful of change from his pocket and drop it on my cardboard
position. Neither of us would speak, we never did. Our
communication always confined to small nods and slight
smiles.
But today was going to be different. Today he would speak.
He scurried towards me and stopped, his hand already
reaching into his pocket. His eyes widened slightly, his breath
snatched and his body stiffened. He searched several pockets
before looking directly at me. For the first time, I heard his
voice.
“I’m sorry. I seem to have come out without any change.
Tomorrow.” He gave a forced, slightly embarrassed smile and
continued on his way.
The next day, as usual he stopped in front of me again, this
time with money already in his hand. “Sorry about yesterday,”
he said. “We had a leaving present whip-round for one of the
office girls. It left me short. Here.” he crouched and emptied
the handful of change my cardboard.
“Choices come,” I said.
“I’m sorry?” The man seemed puzzled.
“Yesterday, you made a choice and now today, both of our
paths are different.”
His eyes searched mine. “I don’t understand.”
“Tell me a story,” I said.
“A story? I don’t know any stories.” He looked at his watch.
“I have to go.”
I watched him hurry across the square and disappear into
the Underground entrance at the far end.
The following day, the tiny divergence of choice wiggled its
butterfly wings and the paths widened.
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The man in the suit emerged from his glass tower fifteen
minutes early. He crouched in front of me as usual and dropped
the change he’d been carrying.
“What did you mean yesterday? What story?”
“Your story,” I said. “We all have a story and I would like
to hear yours.”
He shook his head slightly. “There’s nothing to tell really.
I’m a banker.” He pointed at the big building. “I deal in
currency. All very boring.”
“Currency, the saffron of the modern world.”
“I suppose. I’d never thought of it like that.” He stretched a
leg. Clearly, crouching was not something with which his body
was familiar. “What do you… sorry… did, what did you used
to do? You know, before…” His hand indicated my cardboard
mat.
I smiled at him to ease his discomfort. “I trade in stories.
So, in a way, we are the same. You and I.”
“How does that work?” The man stood and eased his legs.
“I collect stories. I tell you some and you tell me yours.”
The banker looked up at the church clock. “I have a train to
catch. Maybe we can talk tomorrow?”
I nodded. “I have nowhere to be.”
On Friday, the banker appeared even earlier. He hurried
towards me crouched and dropped the change without a glance.
“What makes you think I have a story to tell? I work in an
office, it’s all very boring.” he said.
“Maybe you don’t have your story yet. That’s not important.
You’re a banker, we can work on credit. You can owe me.”
“I will owe you a story?” His face dropped into a lopsided
squint as he struggled with the concept.
“Yes, but like any transaction, there is interest to pay.”
He twisted his legs until he was in a sitting position.
“Interest?”
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“Stories are the commodity of the soul. They have been
traded long before man learned to make shiny coins and they
will be traded long after the metal has returned to dust.”
“Okay,” he said. “I’d never thought of the similarities but
what’s with the interest?”
“I give you three stories and you return to me with yours,
when it’s ready.” I fixed his eyes. “A three hundred percent
interest rate.” I smiled.
“What if I never have a story?” he asked.
“There is always a story,” I said. “Choices come, new
stories or old stories. The turn of a card, the spin of a coin.
Sometimes chance presents new beginnings, the opportunity to
start a new story. These are the stories I collect. Yours will
come.”
The banker’s eyes stopped seeing as he churned the
information. After a moment, he stood and said, “Monday?”
I nodded.
I watched as he crossed the square until the growing shade
claimed him.
On Monday, the banker appeared even before the sun had
shaded the far corner of the square. He dropped the coins and
shuffled himself in a seated position alongside me.
“Okay,” he said. “What happens now?”
“Now I tell you three stories.”
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Chapter Two
Terry’s Story

THE BEACH SHIMMERED WITH hot, white flesh, broken
only occasionally by the luminescent red glow of sunburned
bellies and thonged buttocks. I stood at the top of the
promenade steps which led down to the crowded sand, pausing
a moment to let my nostrils acclimatise to the mingled delights
of hot suntan lotion and cheap body spray.
I had steeled myself for this. I really had. Fully equipped
with coolbox in one hand and paperback in the other, this
beach was going to be the setting for my first holiday in eight
years. Spanish beach, sangria, paella and peace. Karen had
repeated that like a mantra in the weeks leading up to
departure, clearly hoping to spark at least a glimmer of
enthusiasm in me. And I had tried, really. But the sight which
flopped out in front of me now more resembled one of
Hieronymus Bosch’s worst nightmares. A carpet of semiseared bodies, laid end to end and cooking under a sun which
gave no quarter for northern European flesh tones. Two weeks
of enforced relaxation had seemed like a good idea but
somewhere halfway up a mountain where telephones still only
work by wire and social media is conducted via yodelling. Not
at an all-you-can-drink Spanish Costa where fun is measured in
decibels or by how far one can vomit.
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Karen had meant it for the best, which is why I’d gone
along with the idea. My work had torn my reason loose of late
and doing something really stupid was beginning to feature
high on my list of upcoming projects. Being a Special Effects
Engineer might seem like a dream job for many, and indeed it
was for me, at least it had been right up until the children
arrived with their apps and showed the studio moguls how we
didn’t really need to actually blow up a bridge any more as it
could now be done just by moving pixels around on a screen.
The downside to being a Special Effects Engineer of course, is
that when one starts to become terminally disenchanted, access
to explosives is way too easy.
Karen had neatly intercepted a career defining moment by
booking us a two week holiday in Bahia Blanca with the
promise of a nice quiet beach and lots of lovely local food and
drink to sample.
I stood for a moment longer, trying to calm the electric
worms inside my head which demanded I scream then I turned
and flip-flopped my way back along the promenade. A nearly
empty bar with plenty of shade drew me like a millennial to an
iPhone shop. I settled under a San Miguel umbrella and
stretched my feet towards the sea. That was as close as I
wanted to get. An attentive barman appeared and responded
efficiently to my request for a gin and tonic. He even provided
a small saucer of peanuts.
As the gin took hold, the electric worms calmed and the
world became a safer place again. Of course, abandoning the
scheduled sunbathing meant that I now had the best part of a
day to fill. Karen and her mother had gone for a day of Spa
Therapy so I was at a loose end. Always slightly dangerous.
My working life consisted mostly of rushing against deadlines
while trying to create an impossible effect for a manic director
struggling to keep both his temper and budgets under control.
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Relaxation came infrequently and was usually as fragile as a
cobweb in a gale.
A man sat at a nearby table, the only other occupant of the
bar. His face wore a three-day beard which only accentuated a
complexion which had clearly seen a lot more summers than I
had. He caught my glance and his face resolved into a warm
smile, his unnervingly cobalt blue eyes far too bright for his
years. He nodded in greeting then stood to leave.
He dropped the paper he’d been holding on my table as he
passed. “Choices come,” was all he said then he was gone.
I reached across to pick it up. It was a local ex-pat
newspaper with a garish headline about plans to start charging
for parking in the local garden centre. Apart from the surfeit of
adverts, the paper reminded me of the local papers of my youth
where the biggest news items usually concerned lost dogs or
somebody’s retirement. I scanned the pages and settled on an
article about ways to keep one’s swimming pool clear of algae
now the temperatures were rising. It wasn’t the specific article
which fascinated me, it was the fact that people actually had
the time to worry about such things. Maybe one day.
Further into the paper, nestling within a banding of adverts
for restaurants and English food shops, was a piece about a
local amateur dramatics group looking for helpers for their
Christmas production of Pirates of the Caribbean. The article
talked about the joys of creating props from scavenging car
boot sales. I could do that.
The gin spread its charm through my system and the
warmth of the sun seeped into my tired soul. I put the paper
down and slid a bit deeper into the chair, breathing in the soft
breeze which licked across the Mediterranean. My eyes
squinted against the brightness of the sea and on glancing
away, they fell on the open newspaper to be drawn to an
advertisement for a new development of luxury houses on the
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edge of the town. I skimmed the advert without picking up the
paper. Overlooking a golf course, mountain and sea views.
Discount. New build, no maintenance. Discount. Peace.
Discount.
The barman brought me another gin and helpfully explained
how to find Costa Properties. It was just a short walk, he
assured me.
The short walk turned out to be a lengthy hike with coolbox
and flip-flops only to find the estate agent’s office was closed
when I arrived. A hand written note in the window explained
he was on a viewing and would be back soon. I decided to wait
for a while and settled in a nearby bar with another gin and
tonic. After half an hour, just as I was about to give up when a
lanky youth wandered up to the door and let himself in.
I followed him in. “Hello,” I said. “Any idea when they
open?”
“We’re open now,” the youth said. “How can I help you?”
I wanted to ask if there were any grown-ups around but
instead just pointed to the advert in the paper. “Do you know
anything about this?”
“Oh, The Calle del Mar development. Very nice. Very
exclusive. Would you like to see the plans?”
“Oh, it’s not built yet then?” I was slightly relieved as it
removed the niggle of curiosity but also, very slightly
disappointed. “Never, mind. I was only curious.”
“I’m Stuart, by the way.” The youth held his hand across
the desk and we shook. “Stuart Alinson.”
“Terry,” I said. “Terry England.”
Stuart rummaged in a drawer under his desk and came out
with a blue binder. “Here we go,” he said. “Calle del Mar.
There’s only one unit left so you’re lucky.”
“Oh… I wasn’t really…”
“Here’s the artist’s impression.” He showed me a line
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drawing of a large house with palm trees in the front and
mountains rising behind.
“When will it be finished?”
“Whenever you like,” he said.
“I don’t understand?”
“Oh, it’s the system here. Builders don’t finish the houses
until somebody actually buys them. It means they can be
finished to the new owner’s specification. All very personal.
Far better than buying a standard, boring box in the old
fashioned British system.”
“I see. I think. So, I can’t actually see it until I’ve bought it?”
“Well, you can see where it is and you can see what they’ve
built so far.” He tapped at his computer. “You’re in luck, I’ve
just had a viewing cancel we can go now. Don’t forget your
coolbox.” He stood and waited for me, then locked up and led
me to his car.
We negotiated narrow streets designed for carts and dodged
meandering pedestrians and suicidal cyclists.
“You planning to retire here? It’s a lovely place, especially
where we’re going. Very peaceful and extremely low living
costs.” He didn’t seem to expect an answer so I didn’t offer.
The drive to Calle del Mar took me through a part of Bahia
Blanca I’d not visited before. Wide, palm tree lined avenues
neatly banded with the greenest grass I’d seen since leaving
Somerset. And gates. There were lots of gates, mostly big and
imposing, many with pillars topped by various creatures in
carved marble.
We stopped alongside the shell of a house with metal props
holding the ceilings up and haphazard scaffolding clinging
tenuously to the walls.
“Here we are,” said Stuart. “Plot twenty three. I was hoping
José would be here.” He pulled his phone out, stabbed some
numbers then jabbered briefly to somebody I assumed was
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José. He finished the call and turned to me. “He’ll be along
shortly. He said he’d meet us in the bar.”
We drove another five hundred metres and stopped outside
a bar announcing itself as the Expats. We made our way into
the garden area and ordered drinks. I stuck with the gin and
tonic, it doesn’t do to mix drinks at this part of the day. Last
time I did that I ended up buying a sit-on lawn mower. To be
fair, it was a bargain, it was just that my lawn was only twenty
square metres and an electric shaver would have been more
appropriate.
“You’ll love it here. Two minutes to the beach, or if you
want secluded, there’s a small cove just to the east, about two
kilometres. Always empty, even in August. Then up there.” He
pointed at the mountains behind us. “Up there you can walk for
days and only see a couple of eagles or an ibex. Too quiet for
me though.” He turned towards the sound of approaching
footsteps. “Ah, here he is, now.”
José greeted me with a hug then sat down and pulled out a
large notepad. “You like marble?”
“Um… yes?” it seemed like a rather random question.
“What colour marble you like?”
“Oh, just the usual, I suppose.”
He made notes in his book.
“What’s he doing?” I asked Stuart.
“Just taking notes about your preferences. Shall we go look
at the house?” He stood without waiting for my answer.
I finished the gin and followed him to the car and back to the
house. José pointed out various trip hazards as we negotiated
incomplete floors and precarious staircases. For a shell, the
building promised to be spectacular. It was a huge plot, and the
rooms light and airy. Although, that may well have been down to
the lack of walls. The mountains behind us raked into a sky so
blue it made my eyes hurt. And to the front, the Mediterranean
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teased between the rooftops of the houses across the street with
the blue divide between sky and sea almost imperceptible.
“The golf course is just there.” Stuart pointed to a brown,
levelled patch of earth about two hundred metres away. “And
over there,” pointing at a large hole with an ancient bulldozer
next to it. “That’s the community swimming pool.”
We spent about half an hour looking at semi-plastered
brickwork and dangling wires before Stuart suggested we head
back to the bar where we could chat in more comfort.
José chattered continuously on his phone during the short
drive and continued as we found a table.
“So, are you retired?” Stuart asked after the drinks had
arrived.
“Coming up for it, I think,” I said. “I work in films, special
effects.”
“That must be exciting,” he said.
“It used to be. But work is drying up now. The big studios
need to tighten their profits and if they can get away with CGI
rather than really having to blow up a building then they will.”
“Well, this place will certainly let you enjoy your
retirement,” he said. “Clean air, low cost of living, great
community. Do you sail?”
“What? No, I’ve never tried.”
“I’ll introduce you to the chairman at the yacht club. Lovely
chap. Used to have a Ferrari dealership in Lambeth.”
José finished his call with a slightly annoyed harrumph and
stuffed the phone in his bag. He exchanged some rapid and
thick Spanish with Stuart then they both looked to me. I
wondered if my head had just gone as fuzzy on the outside as it
was feeling on the inside.
“It’s probably a long shot,” Stuart ventured. “But José has
just been offered a huge contract to build a house for Tiger
Woods. You know, the golfer? He’s really keen on this course.
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Anyway, José needs to free up a bit of capital to start work and
he’s prepared to take a loss on the house you’re looking at so
he can secure the contract. I told him he’s crazy but you know
what the Spanish are like. What do you think?”
“Um… well… I don’t know… I wasn’t really…”
“Would you like another gin?”
* * *
My breakfast coffee the next day only pushed at the edges
of my hangover and I made it to the third cup before the fug
finally started retreating. I looked up at Karen. Her look was
uncomfortably familiar, the one which awaited the apology for
sins I couldn’t quite remember.
“Well?” she prompted.
I rubbed at my thumping head in an attempt to clear the
mud. I remembered the beach. I hadn’t made it to the beach.
The man in the bar and the estate agent. Oh yes, the estate
agent. Stuart. Pushy sort. And the contract. Ah, that wasn’t
good. I shouldn’t be remembering a contract. I fumbled
through my pockets and pulled out a wodge of paper.
Important looking paper. Whoops.
I smiled weakly at Karen. “How do you feel about moving
to Spain?”
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Chapter Three
Michael’s Story

I PULLED MY COLLAR up against the cold and stamped my
feet to keep the circulation going. I neared the front of the
queue and the air was now rich with the smell of lentil soup.
The sweetest smell in the world. You can keep your caviar and
foie gras, when hunger digs deep and the wind cuts to your
soul, there is no better smell than lentil soup. Sally’s Kitchen
consisted of a loosely converted mobile library van with a
serving window cut in its side. Of all the soup kitchens in
London, Sally’s Kitchen had always proved the most reliable
and always turned up, whatever the weather.
I held out my mug and the woman behind the range smiled
and ladled it full. I picked a bread roll from the box on the
counter and found myself a seat on a pile of pallets.
“Hey, SAS,” I heard a voice greet and looked up.
Big Jerry wandered over from the soup truck and nodded at
me. “Move up.”
I shuffled across the pallets to give room. “I keep telling
you, I was only assigned to the SAS, not really one of them.
Just their computer guy, sort of along for the ride.”
“Yeah, yeah. You guys are all the same.” He tapped the side
of his nose with a woollen gloved finger. “Don’t worry, your
secret’s safe with me.” He sniffed at his mug. “What’ve we
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got?”
“Lentils,” I said.
“It’s always bloody lentils.”
“I like lentils.”
Big Jerry grunted and spooned the thick soup from his mug
to a mouth which lay hidden somewhere behind a wild beard.
When he’d scraped the last lentil out he said, “Where’re you
kipping these days?”
“You know, shelter to shelter. I’ll try Hampdon Road
tonight. They’ve usually got a spare place.” I wiped my mug
clean with a serviette and stuffed it in the side pocket of my
Bergen.
“I’ve just moved in with a squat up Camden way. They’re a
bunch of nutters but there’s plenty of space. I’ll take you there
if you like?”
The Camden squat was a large, rambling Victorian building
spread over four floors. Boards covered the ground floor
windows and access was only available via a hinged plank
which gave the appearance of securing a side door.
We slipped through the gap and Jerry yelled, “Only me.”
Then he turned to me. “They’re a bit paranoid. Anybody not
wearing a tinfoil hat is CIA.”
A voice called something from a back room but I couldn’t
make it out. We followed the sound of the voice and arrived in
the shell of what had once no doubt been a luxurious kitchen.
The room was clean enough but sparse. A naked bulb dangled
from the ceiling illuminating the marbled work surfaces.
Several butane gas stoves sat on the marble and the doorless
cupboards were stacked with tins and packets of dried foods.
A man in an army jacket turned towards us. “Grab
yourselves a cup, tea’s up.” His voice gave his roots as
Newcastle but the DPM print of his jacket said Russian
infantry. I trusted the voice.
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Jerry took a couple of china mugs from a shelf and handed
one to me and the man poured tea into them. We sat at a
massive but very battered pine table.
“My name’s Sid,” the man said.
“Michael,” I said.
“Michael’s ex SAS,” said Jerry. “So don’t mess with ‘im or
you’ll get a karate chop.”
“Assigned to SAS,” I corrected. “Just the communications
guy. Computers and stuff. And I don’t know karate.”
“We got a Marine upstairs,” Sid said. “And a couple of
other squaddies around. Has Jerry told you the rules?”
I shook my head.
“No hard drugs, no fighting and keep your own bit clean.”
“Seems fair,” I said.
“And if you bring the cops in, you’re out. No discussion.
Clear?”
“Crystal.”
“Drink your tea and I’ll show you where you can kip.”
Sid led me to a dangerous looking staircase with more holes
than treads and bits of rope as bannisters at the more tricky
parts. On the first floor he took me into a room which was laid
out with several tables and chairs. A hotch-potch of computer
equipment filled every available flat surface. Ancient laptops,
half built chassis and open towers mingled with various types
of ancillary keyboards, modems and screens, mostly CRTs. A
mountain of wires weaved their way through the scattered
components.
“You’ll like this.” Sid waved his arm round the room. “It’s
our control room.”
“Impressive,” I said. “What’s it for?”
He gave me a puzzled look. “Counter protection,” he said as
if I should have been obvious.
“Counter protection?”
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“Yeah, they think they’ve got the drop on us, but we’re
watching them. We know what’s going on.”
He led me up the next two flights of increasingly precarious
staircase and indicated a large corner room. “You’re in here,
catch you later.” He turned and picked his way back down the
stairs.
The room was light and airy with unblocked windows, half
of which still had glass. The walls showed patches of yellowed
plaster where the daisy print wallpaper had peeled away. On
the floor lay a couple of mattresses and several bedrolls. I
found an empty corner, dumped my Bergen and unrolled my
sleeping bag to stake my territory. To settle the nagging
gremlins, I did a quick reccy of the house. What each room
looked like, ways of possible escape or forced entry for
undesirables. I knew it was silly, I knew I was just giving in to
the gremlins but there was no point in resisting. They always
won in the end.
Once satisfied that I understood the layout, I left the house
and found a nearby pub for a nightcap. The Phoenix welcomed
me with a real fire, comfortable seating and most importantly, a
well stocked bar. There was only one other occupant, a slim
man with a face which looked hewn from ancient olive wood.
He glanced up as I entered and eyes the colour of a desert sky
at midday scanned me like a laser sight. His appearance was
perfectly harmless but something about him set my senses on
edge. He returned to his newspaper and I took a pint from the
bar and sat with my back to the wall, facing the door. Old
habits.
I pondered on the house. As Jerry had said, they seemed
like a bunch of nutters but they were harmless nutters and they
had a house. I could play nicely for a while. The pint hit the
spot and the fire eased my bones. If the army had taught me
one thing, it was to take my comforts where I could find them.
~ 20 ~

The man at the other table stood and my overactive paranoia
twitched. He walked towards me and I planted my feet firm on
the floor, hands loose.
He gave a smile as he passed my table. “Nice evening,” he
said and dropped his newspaper on my table. “Here, I’ve
finished with this. Choices come.” He didn’t expect or wait for
a reply. A slip of cold air from the door and he was gone. I
shivered as something touched my soul.
After a moment of self-admonition, I relaxed, slumped back
in the chair and picked up the paper. It was a local weekly but
not one I’d seen before. I thumbed past local news titbits,
adverts for second-hand cars and massage parlours then a full
page article caught my eye. Local MP Stephen Lethbridge had
just been appointed Minister for Disability. I read through the
article. He was busy catching votes by announcing a new
clampdown on benefit levels, for working age people. He was
going to save the government millions by clawing back
housing allowances to single people. I remembered him from a
few years ago. He’d been tangled up in the middle of the
expenses fiasco when he’d claimed for a treehouse to be built
for his daughter at his Berkshire estate. It had cost something
ridiculous like a hundred-and-fifty grand. I folded his grinning
face to the table and returned to my pint. Scum.
I made the beer last as long as I decently could then headed
back to the squat. Several people were busy in the Control
Room so I stopped to chat.
An ageless man in a fleecy checked shirt broke from his
screen just long enough to stare at me and announce, “You’re
new.”
“Just arrived,” I said.
“How do we know you’re not an avatar?” he asked. “You
look like an avatar.”
“How would any of us know?” I replied.
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“I know,” he said and returned to his screen. “I can see the
phase shift. Dead giveaway.”
A girl in a Metallica T-shirt and genuinely ripped jeans
smiled at me. “Hi, you must be Michael. I’m Suzy. Do you
know TOR?”
“Sure,” I said. “Problem?”
“No, just need more hands. Here, have a go on this one.”
She nodded to a bastardised computer rig next to her. “We’ve
been trying for a DDoS attack on the CIA but we haven’t got
anywhere near enough bots yet.”
“You’re going to have problems there,” I said. “Those guys
aren’t stupid.”
“So they’d like us to think. But Jacko brought down one of
their drones yesterday. It was taking pictures of us. Jacko sent
it for a swim in the Thames.” She laughed.
I thought it fairly unlikely and probably, they’d just
splashed some kid’s toy but what the hell.
Suzy’s fingers fluttered over her jury-rigged machine as she
spoke. “So, how come a guy with your skills ends up sleeping
rough?” she asked.
“Oh, the army gave me a ticket home but I couldn’t get
work. Then the DWP screwed up my benefits and the bank
took the last of my rent money in charges.”
“Tough.”
“There’s others worse off, I’ve still got both legs.” I sat at
the computer, downloaded some software and sent it out
looking for weak modems which could be recruited as bots for
whatever project this lot had in mind. My idea of fun.
The following morning, I re-joined the Control Room crew.
A guy with a green bobble hat and green woollen jumper
greeted me.
“Hi, I’m Derek,” he said. “You must be Michael. Suzy told
me you’re shit-hot with APDos. Cool.”
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“I got lucky,” I said. “I was trained by the best.”
“We’re trying to get into Boscombe Down,” said Derek.
“But they’ve got a mother of a firewall.”
“They would have. What the hell do you want to get in
there for? It’s only an RAF testing site.”
“It’s where they’re holding the aliens. Everybody knows
that.”
“Ah, okay.” I wasn’t going to argue. I’d been through
Boscombe Down a few times and I was fairly sure there were
no aliens there. That was probably something I’d have
remembered.
I spent the morning helping Derek through the MOD
firewall. I should have felt guilty, but I didn’t. They’d used me
up then dumped me when I’d cracked under the pressure, so
sod them. Sod them all, I owed them nothing.
I spent several days getting to know the people and
generally having fun poking about in what were supposed to be
the most secure sites in the world. The other occupants in the
house were an interesting bunch, a real mix of computer nerds,
new-age hippies and conspiracy theorists. Each had their own
tale to tell and oddly, I began to feel very much at home. Even
if most of them were even crazier than me.
One morning, I was scanning the Houses of Parliament
website looking for weaknesses when I saw a picture of
Stephen Lethbridge, Minister for Disability. His smiling face
tore at the last few remaining strands of my reason and I
wanted to destroy him. I needed to make him suffer. I wanted
him to know what poverty felt like.
By lunchtime I’d scraped enough background information
about him from Social Media and the House of Commons
website to begin my attack. It took another three days for me to
inject a Trojan onto his House of Commons computer. He’d
been difficult but I was patient and he needed to be lucky every
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time, but me, I only needed to be lucky once.
Once I had remote access to his computer it was just a
matter of waiting until he accessed his bank. Two days later, I
had full access to all of his banking records and investment
portfolio. I then shut down his own access while I went to
work.
I’d never intended stealing his money, although at this point
it would have been easy. But how would I hold on to that? It
would be setting a beacon to Special Branch or MI5, shining
like a supernova in the darkness. No, far better to make him
suffer. Money in a bank is just ones and zeros. Turn all the
ones into zeros and it all just goes away. No trace, no trail to
my door. No easy way of getting it back.
So that’s exactly what I did.
I watched in quiet satisfaction as the numbers slipped away.
A cascade of nothingness settling on every corner of every
account he owned. Two hours later and the Right Honourable
Stephen Lethbridge was bankrupt. He was so broke even
Wonga would have turned him down. Furthermore, no crime
had actually been committed. I hadn’t stolen a thing. In fact, I
was going to make him a gift. I returned to his account the sum
of thirty-three pounds and fifty-five pence. The exact amount
of disability payment due to a returning serviceman. For good
measure, I attached a reference note, ‘Your weekly payment’.
I closed the computer and pushed back in my seat.
Suzy looked over at me. “You alright?” she asked.
“I’m good,” I said. “I think I might just stay here a while.”
“That’s cool,” she said. They’re a good lot here, once you
get to know them.” She studied me for a moment then smiled
and added, “And you look like you could use a new start.”
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Chapter Four
John’s Story

I PICKED UP MY copy of The Stage from the newsstand on
the way to the tube station. Sam always kept one by for me,
although, I should really cancel it. I rarely read it these days.
My act had remained neatly stacked in chests and boxes in my
lockup for three years now and the likelihood of me raising it
again retreated with each layer of dust it accumulated. Every
time I even contemplated resurrecting it, thoughts of Amy took
over any rationality and the idea of training a new assistant was
just too horrible. And what use is a stage illusionist without a
glamorous assistant?
The noise of a small but vocal crowd snagged my attention,
they gathered around one corner of the tube entrance. That was
unusual. I surveyed the area and noticed two men standing
some way from the group. They looked outwards. Ah, they
would be the scouts. I moved closer and heard the
unmistakable patter of the Three Card Monty game in progress.
I eased my way into the group. Several people pressed inwards
towards the dealer. One man appeared to be winning
consistently. He would be the shill. The Judas Goat.
I approached him. “You seem to be doing okay,” I said.
“I’ve got a cheat,” he said in a loud whisper. “I’ve folded a
corner on the queen, see?” He nodded towards the cards. “I can
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win every time, the dealer’s a mug.”
Indeed, one of them had a bent corner. A common ploy to
make the punter feel they were able to take advantage of the
dealer.
I put my hand in my pocket and pulled out a bundle of
notes. “I’m up for betting all this but I’d rather not have all
these separate notes flying about. You’ve got some fifties
there, can you change these for a couple of those?”
“Sure.” I gave him a pile of tenners and took his two fifties.
“You’d better check it,” I said.
He counted the notes and looked up at me with a frown.
“There’s only nine,” he said.
“Damn.” I put my hands into my pockets, pretending to
search. “Sorry, I haven’t got any more. Here, you give me
those back.” I took the notes from his hand. “I’ll give you six
of these and another couple of twenties, that makes a hundred
now. Do you have another couple of those?”
He nodded and drew two more fifties from his pocket. I
watched his eyebrows knit in confusion so I increased the
pressure by glancing furtively around as if on the lookout for
police.
His eyes followed mine and he succumbed to the rising
anxiety, handing me the notes.
“Perfect, all square now, thanks,” I said and pushed my way
past him to the makeshift table. I studied the dealer for two
rounds. Nothing complicated. A simple palm, a quick pass and
he turned over the queen exactly where I predicted. I watched
another time just to be sure then put my four fifties on the
table.
The dealer paused and locked eyes with me. It was a big bet
and bound to cause thought. I winked at the shill, making sure
the dealer saw the supposed conspiracy.
The dealer relaxed, covered my notes with four fifties of his
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own and started his patter. “Where she goes, nobody knows.”
He flicked the cards around the table. “Watch the lady, she’s
your ticket.” I saw the switch and another card with a folded
corner took the place of the original. He was very good, it was
almost perfect.
The cards stopped moving and I pretended to hesitate for a
moment before placing my forefinger on the card I knew in
reality to be the queen.
The dealer’s eyes narrowed. He looked up at me. “I like
you,” he said. “So I’m going to give you chance to change your
mind.”
“No thank you,” I said. “I’m happy with this one.”
The dealer glared at the Shill. Usually, if a punter ever
selects the correct card, the Shill simply places a larger bet on
the same card and the dealer claims to only ever take the larger
bet. Only this time, I’d not only taken a chunk of the Shill’s
stake in my switch, but I’d also dipped his pocket for the rest.
The Shill gave the dealer a shrug to indicate he couldn’t
cover the bet. I knew the dealer would have a fallback so I
watched as he reached forwards to turn the card and I noticed
the shape of his hand change. A sure sign of a palm in
progress. I beat him to the card and turned it over myself. A
collective intake of drawn breath hissed around the group as
the queen appeared.
“I’ve won,” I called loudly with an exaggerated laugh. With
the group now on my side, he wouldn’t try to renege.
The group applauded and I gathered the cash. I took a mock
bow then headed for the tube entrance, dropping my win in the
tin of a homeless man who sat just outside the station.
I took the tube to Piccadilly Circus and walked the five
minutes to Kev Blake’s Magic Studio in Wardour Street. Kev’s
place covered the first floor of a remarkably forgettable
Georgian building in a particularly boring part of an otherwise
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perfectly normal London street. He greeted me with a warm
handshake and a gentle pat on the back.
“How are you doing, John?” he asked.
“So, so. A day at a time.”
“You got something for me?”
“An interesting little effect I’ve been working on for a while
now.” I took a bottle from my bag and set it on his counter,
Kev picked it up and studied it. “Okay, it’s a clear wine
bottle. Looks genuine enough. What does it do?”
I pulled some glass marbles from a little bag and gave him
one. He rolled it in his fingers then tapped it on the wood of the
counter.
“And a marble,” he said. “Go on, impress me.”
I took the marble from him and placed it on the top of the
bottle. It was, of course, too large to fit through the neck.
“Watch,” I said and pressed my finger gently on the marble. It
dropped through the neck and tinkled to the bottom of the
bottle.
Kev picked up the bottle and held it upside down. The
marble stopped at the narrowing neck. He shook the bottle,
listening to the sound of glass on glass. “That’s impressive.”
He handed it back to me.
I upended the bottle and the marble dropped into my hand.
“It’s a variant of an effect created by David Nixon,” I said.
“Do I get the exclusive rights?” Kev asked.
“If we strike the right deal.” I smiled.
We haggled good naturedly for a few minutes and agreed on
a royalty. Since leaving performing, I’d generated a reasonable
income licencing some of my creations and Kev was one of the
most respected magic dealers in the business.
“You should really go back to performing,” he said. “It
would do you good.”
“Maybe one day.”
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“Well, you need to do something or you’re just going to eat
yourself up.”
* * *
I took the afternoon tube back and found a quiet carriage
with only one other occupant. He looked to be a homeless type,
an army coat and a weathered face with a deep tan, far too deep
for a London climate. He glanced up from his newspaper and
fixed me with eyes which had no right to be sitting in that face.
They lit with a blue the colour of burning sulphur and with a
clarity which clashed sharply with the man’s age-worn
appearance.
I found myself locked to his eyes for a moment then forced
myself to look away for fear of seeming rude. I pulled out my
copy of The Stage and looked blindly at the words on the
paper.
The train slid to a halt and the doors hissed loudly. The man
stood and walked past me on his way to the door. He dropped
the newspaper he’d been reading on the seat next to me. “Here,
I’m done with this. Choices come, chance presents change.” he
said and stepped onto the platform.
I twisted to watch the departing platform as the train
swished into the tunnel but there was no sign of him. My eyes
slid to the paper. It was a local freebie with which I was
unfamiliar, mostly adverts but with just enough editorial to
justify calling itself a newspaper. I thumbed through the pages
in between glancing up at the station signs each time we
stopped. My aimless scanning stopped at a corner advert for a
séance being held in the old Tiffany Theatre. There was
nothing unusual about the advert but it was the picture of the
medium which caught my attention. He was billed as the Great
Geoffrey, your personal contact with the other side.
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After Amy, I’d spent time with a few mystics and mediums.
I knew it was silly, I knew they weren’t really talking to her.
But I held hope. The Great Geoffrey claimed to be a Master of
the Hidden Temple and held the sacred scroll of Bastet which
gave him mastery over the spirit guides. The only problem was,
I knew the Great Geoffrey when he was Gilfrey the Mentalist.
A second rate pub magician with a mind reading act which
barely scraped past his average inebriated clientele in an East
End pub. An act with a heavy reliance on his attractive wife
secretly chatting up a few likely candidates in the bar and
slipping him information for his great reveals during the act.
For a fifty-quid-a-night, pub-circuit entertainer, he was
probably reasonable value to a landlord wanting to pull in a
few extra punters on a quiet night. But now it looked like he’d
graduated to another level. I folded the newspaper and stuffed
it in my pocket then glanced up as a station sign appeared
outside the window. Damn, I’d missed my stop.
* * *
The Tiffany Theatre lay forlorn and neglected in the once
fashionable Shapwell Street. In its day, it had hosted some of
the greats of the Music Hall and even as late as the nineties it
still held esteem to touring shows. I’d even played there myself
once. But now, it served as a hall-to-rent and mostly held home
to local rock bands, wedding receptions or rave parties.
I hovered in the foyer bar amongst the arriving attendees
and kept a watching eye for any faces I recognised. Most of the
audience appeared to be elderly with the majority female, They
gathered at tables and chatted animatedly, probably about other
séances they’d attended as there seemed to be a lot of mutual
recognition amongst them. It didn’t take me long to spot the
plant. It was no longer his wife, maybe she’d left him or
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perhaps time dictated he needed somebody younger and sassy.
The girl was small and trim, dressed in jeans with a white, low
cut tee-shirt which covered everything while still revealing that
which was being covered. She chatted with various people
before eventually latching on to one elderly man who seemed
fascinated with her tee-shirt. They huddled into conversation
for a while then she stood to leave, kissing her finger tips and
planting them on the man’s forehead. I watched as she slid into
a corner and tapped furiously into her smartphone. As she
finished and turned back towards the bar, I gently collided with
her, spilling a little splash of beer on my shirt.
“Oh, dear. I’m sorry,” she said.
“No problem. I wasn’t really paying attention. I just need
a…” I pointed towards a serviette holder on the bar and
threaded my way through the people.
She followed, as I knew she would. “Here, let me.” She
took a serviette and dabbed at the wet patch. “You here for the
séance?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said. “I’ve never seen him but I’ve heard he’s
really good.”
We chatted for a while. I bought her a drink and showed my
infatuation with her charm. She gently probed and prodded,
tweaking snippets of information from me a bit at a time. To
give her credit, she was very good and had a natural style
which was quite disarming.
Finally, she clearly had enough information from me and
excused herself saying she’d just spotted an old friend. I
watched her leave the bar, no doubt to organise her notes
before moving on to somebody else.
The bell rang for the ten minute warning to the start of the
show. I made my way up the once grand staircase, showed my
ticket at the door and found my seat. The house darkened and a
voice announced the commencement of the Event. The Great
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Geoffrey took the stage like the professional he clearly was and
I couldn’t deny him his presence.
“Ladies and Gentlemen,” he started. “Seekers of the truth,
believers and even sceptics, you are all welcome.”
A trickle of applause spread round the room and he held his
arms high. “I have somebody from the other side, we can
begin.” He settled himself at a large table which dominated the
centre of the stage. A pair of silver candlesticks graced the
table and their faint glow flickered shadows across his face.
Behind the table, the rear of the stage was in complete
darkness. I wondered what contraptions and devices hid within
the shadows.
He slammed his hands on to the table top and the candles
shimmied under the force. A nice touch, I thought. He threw
his head back as if being controlled by unseen forces then
called out, “Sheila? Do we have a Sheila? I have a visitor from
the Realm who has a message for Sheila.”
A woman stood up three rows behind me. “I’m Sheila,” she
called.
“My guide tells me she is communicating with Guy. Is that
name important to you?”
The woman’s voice trembled with fear. “Yes, that’s my son.”
“Please come closer, Sheila. He wishes to give you a
message.”
An assistant led the woman to the stage where she stood
next to the table.
The Great Geoffrey spoke in some form of gibberish then
turned to the woman, his face tinged blue and an ethereal glow
took his eyes. It was all very impressive, as the collective oohs
and aahs of the room testified. For me, I scanned the wings of
the stage until I found the discreet but tell-tale glow of the
blacklight source which was perfectly focussed on the
performer’s face. Nicely done though, I’d give him that.
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“Guy wants you to know that he’s happy and no longer in
pain. Does that mean anything to you?”
The woman nodded and tried to speak but the words
wouldn’t come.
“He says he knows you did everything you could but it was
his time.” He reached a hand up and with a little gesture, he
snatched a feather from the empty air. A neat little twist on the
appearing card effect.
As one, the audience gave a start followed by a nervous
laugh. He waved his hand gently and the feather drifted
through the air and hovered in front of the terrified woman.
“Take it,” he said. “It’s a gift. A feather from his angel
wings.”
My desire to leap out of my seat and drag this man to the
floor filled my being and I dug my hands into the seat rests to
control the impulse. It gradually subsided to a manageable level.
The woman took the feather and made her way back to her seat.
Another two victims followed and we were witness to more
feathers, a levitating candlestick and even a ghostly mist at one
point.
And then it was my turn.
“Peter Venkman,” the Great Geoffrey called. “I have a
contact from the other side for Peter Venkman. Is he here?”
I stood. “Yes, I am Peter Venkman.” This was the risky bit.
Would he recognise me? My real name of John Barker would
have been an immediate giveaway and although I always
performed under the name of Xando, anybody in the business
would know my real name. I paused, waiting for the uproar. It
never came and I was led to the stage.
I played along as he relayed snippets of the fake background
I’d given his assistant in the bar. Then a ghostly face began to
coalesce from the rear of the stage and the sharp silence in the
room cut into the air like fingers of ice. This seemed like the
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perfect moment.
“What’s happening?” I called and I stepped forwards
towards the table.
I caught the look in his eye as he realised I was moving too
close to his set-up. “Wait,” he said. “Don’t move, the spirits are
talking.”
“Where?” I stepped forwards again and tripped, stumbling
into the table with such force that one of the candlesticks
wobbled then swung across the table, dangling crazily on the
end of the wire which reached up into the fly loft.
“What are you doing?” the Great Geoffrey’s command
slipped.
“It’s alright, I’ve got this,” I said loudly. I fumbled with the
candlestick pretending to try to replace it but in reality, I was
making it clear to all that it was suspended on wire. “It seems
to be tangled. Hang on.” I gave a big pull and the wire snapped.
I stumbled again and tripped on the tablecloth, dragging it to
the floor.
The Great Geoffrey stood in panic and raised his arms. “It’s
alright,” he said. “Just leave it. Everybody, it’s just a slip.”
“I think I’ve dropped my PKE meter.” I pretended to search
the floor.
“What? Leave it. We’ll find it after the show.”
“It’s alright. I’ve got a torch.” I pulled my million candle
power tactical special forces flashlight from my pocket, aimed
it at the Great Geoffrey and switched it on.
He jumped, squealed and too late, flung his hands to his
eyes.
“Sorry,” I said and aimed the torch away from him and
towards the rear of the stage.
The darkness which had quietly guarded its secrets failed
under the onslaught of my million candles and two black clad
helpers jumped in alarm as they were exposed to the house.
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They fumbled with their not-so-ghostly white-painted
mannequin in a futile attempt to hide it from the light..
In another round of faked panic I swung the torch around
the stage, bringing into the glare a full electric lifter under the
table which was clearly slated to be used in a spectacular table
levitation later.
Unhappy rumblings circled the hall along with cries of
‘Fake’ and ‘Fraud.’
I turned to the Great Geoffrey. “I suggest you go back to
card tricks.”
I slid out of the theatre in the midst of the chaos and headed
for home.
The following morning I bought all the local papers I could
find and began making my lists. Mediums, spiritualists, palm
readers and ghost hunters. I had no issue with them as such,
each to their own. But if they were going to prey on the
bereaved and heartbroken then I was coming for them. All my
years of creating stage illusions and conjuring tricks had given
me a very special set of skills and Kev Blake was right. I
shouldn’t waste them. I was going to hunt down every
charlatan, scam artist and flim-flam man and shine the light on
them. No longer would they be able to hide in the shadows and
fleece the vulnerable. Maybe there were spirits, maybe not.
Who knows, one day Amy might even reach through the veil.
But whatever was real or not real, there was going to be no
room for the fakers to ply their nasty trade.
I had my mission and I was going to pursue it relentlessly
But most of all, I was going to have fun.

~ 35 ~

Epilogue
The Banker

AFTER THE LAST STORY, the Banker looked at me and
said, “I think I understand.”
“Then your story has begun,” I said.
He eased himself up from my cardboard mat and stretched
out his knees. They clicked in protest.
He started walking away then paused as if he’d forgotten
something. He turned. “Thank you,” he said. He walked slowly
across the square, heading for the underground station. His pace
was unsure and he even stopped a couple of times as deep
thoughts briefly stole his ability to walk. Eventually, the
shadows of the underground entrance took him and he was gone.
The banker never returned to Friedman Square after the
final story. About a week after he’d disappeared, I watched a
postman wandering the square. Normally his path was brisk
and direct, efficiently moving from building to building in the
shortest time possible. Today, he drifted like the last autumn
leaf in the dying trace of an evening breeze.
He noticed me and paused for a moment before heading in
my direction. He arrived in front of me looking slightly lost
and confused.
“I have a postcard,” he said. “But it’s addressed to the
Storyteller under the statue. You a story teller?”
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“I am,” I said.
“Here, this must be for you.” He handed me the postcard.
I examined the image on the front. It was one of those
simple tourist cards showing a stylised map, this one of South
West Cornwall. An arrow had been drawn on the card in blue
ink, it pointed to St Ives. I turned the card over. A simple line
graced the rear. “I have my story now, I’ll give it to you when
we next meet. It was signed simply, Tony.
I slipped the card in my pocket. I liked Cornwall, it would
be nice to visit there again.
I realised the postman was still watching me. “That’s
definitely for you then, is it?” he asked.
I nodded. “Yes, a note from a good friend.”
“So what’s with the stories then?
“Choices come,” I said. “Stories are to be told and heard.
Stay awhile, I’ll tell you one.”

* * * The End * * *

~ 37 ~

Read On…

Terry’s Story continues in the comedy novel Forever
England. Available from all good bookshops and online stores
in paperback, eBook or Audiobook.
Michael’s Story continues in the comedy novel Camp
Scoundrel. Available from all good bookshops and online
stores in paperback, eBook or Audiobook.
John’s Story continues in the comedy novel Whose Reality is
this Anyway. Available from all good bookshops and online
stores in paperback, eBook or Audiobook.
Tony’s Story begins in the comedy novel The Return of The
Hippy. Available from all good bookshops and online stores in
paperback, eBook or Audiobook.
If you are interest in finding out more about my writing then
please visit my website where you can join my friends list.
From time to time I can then randomly send you updates,
comedy snippets or offers. http://luddington.com/newsletter/

