Stories for when

time is short
By
John M. M. Cable
This is also available from Amazon

as a paperback and e-book

Copyright © 2019

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in any form or by any means mechanical, electronic, recording or otherwise without the prior permission of the author.

The right of John Cable to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This is a work of fiction, and any similarity between characters and real persons either living or dead, is merely coincidental.

Dedication

My first, and until the next one is published, my only  published book, is dedicated to the hundreds of people who have come into my life since my birth, which I do not remember but I was told I arrived feet first.

You made my life interesting, sometimes uncomfortable often exciting and there is hardly a day I would have missed. Of these hundreds, I can count on my eight fingers, the ones I do not miss very very much.

My biggest regret is I didn't thank you enough, help you as much as I could have done, tell you how special you were and tell you I loved you. If anyone who knows any of these people reads this, I hope you will tell them because they will also be  special to you.

Story 1. Learning by Doing (The best way to learn) 882 W; 10 M
Story 2. Desperate 488 W; 6 M
Story 3. As Ye Reap 1106 W; 14 M
Story 4. Mrs Wong's Cat 439 W; 5 M
Story 5. The One 881 W; 11 M
Story 6. The rescuer 188 W; 3 M
Story 7. Timmy and the talking table 492 W; 6 M
Story 8. Henry 956 W; 10 M
Story 9. Dad. Can I ask you a question? 553 W; 6 M
Story 10. Is it really true (double letters) 677 W; 8 M

The word count and minutes to read is given for each story. The total is about 1 Hr  20 M

This is to help teachers and those who may need to get on or off a bus or train

Foreword

As an IT immigrant, I want something where the battery wont go flat. As a geriatric I am fascinated by the past present and future of people. I have given up on the former and these stories satisfy the latter.

The stories made the few people who saw them laugh or cry and they asked in the past for photo-copies. Now with technology, I can make more people laugh or cry.

Above all, these short stories should make you happy that you are who you are and make you tell somebody else your story.

After each story in the table of contents, I have added an estimated time to read (5 M) and a word count for the story (634 W). This is for readers who have limited time such as “three stops on the bus”, students and teachers, since most of us are both students and teachers.

Story 1
Learning by Doing (The best way to learn)

Many moons ago, in the late 70’s I think, number one son, first wife and I were out on the obligatory Sunday afternoon jaunt when perchance we happened upon a field full of bunting, tents and parked cars. Norfolk is not the liveliest county on a Sunday afternoon, so I duly drove in and parked.

It transpired we were on the banks of a gravel pit which was home to a water-ski club who were having their annual open day. Fetching and not-so-fetching men and ladies (I don’t actually remember them but I am sure there must have been men) clad in wet-suits, were skiing round a couple of islets jumping wakes and going up ramps behind speedboats. It was quite exciting and I commented that “I wouldn’t mind trying that.” “Could you Dad?” said son. “Of course he couldn’t!” said first wife.

After a jolly hour had elapsed, and an ice cream, the action seemed to be petering out and we decided to leave. But then! There came an announcement on the public address. “We thank you all for coming and we are always ready to welcome new members. If anyone who has never skied before would like to have a go, we will try and fix you …” “No!” said first wife with a steely glint in her eye. Too late as I deftly side stepped her attacking hand and she grabbed air, and before you could say Bob’s your uncle, I had presented myself at the organiser’s tent.

I explained I had no swimming costume, but I’d heard the announcement and could I do it in my jeans. “I’m sure there will be someone who will lend you a wet-suit.” Said the organiser and put out a request to all members on the PA as someone wanted to try skiing for the first time. Only afterwards did I learn that cars had done U-turns and departing spectators had returned to see the lunatic who had responded to the call.

Soon a large lady presented herself and joyfully announced that I was welcome to climb into her wet-suit. I think she noted the dubious look which flitted or maybe crawled across my face, as she hastily added “after I have taken it off” and she returned with it moments later. As I had no trunks, I should keep my underpants on she told me.

If I had been twins, I am certain we could both have happily got into the wet suit but I dutifully went into a changing area and put it on. I emerged looking like a recently fecund whale to the complimentary oohs and aahs of the owner. “Fits like a glove she said.”

After some rudimentary instruction including “Nobody gets up first time” and equipped with a fully inflated Mae West and a pair of skis, I entered the water. The driver handed me the rope, and wished me luck and I adopted the position as instructed. “Ready?” “Yes!” and the boat steadily accelerated. The water pressed on the bottom of my skis. I straightened my knees. I came majestically up out of the water and laid back against the rope. I was up – and continued to the vertical, past the vertical, and landed on my face in the water.

I went down, and down, and down. Nobody had told me to let go of the rope. My lungs sent an urgent message to my brain that there was no air at that depth and my brain dutifully instructed my hands to release the rope. Of course I immediately started upward and with the wilful urging of the Mae West, achieved a sufficient velocity to take of like a Polaris missile. The wet suit trousers, full of water, released themselves like the braking parachute of a shuttle landing at Edwards and I landed back in the water with underpants attached to one ankle.

I bobbed there for a few minutes recovering my pants and composure and listening to the rapturous applause of the spectators and cries of encore encore do it again. I think I also heard an angry “Don’t you dare say it’s your Father.”

The boatman did a circle, gave me back an errant ski and the wet-suit trousers and said “I think you’ll only need another few attempts” and then with a big smile. “If you fall, let go of the rope otherwise the boat will just pull you down and down.” I muttered some thanks for the timely advice and trousers re-installed, I got back into position. The boat pulled away, and this time I got up and stayed up, ignoring the crowd’s chants of do it again. I did two full laps of the gravel pit and when the driver said let go, I let go and coasted gracefully to the bank which stopped my skis, but allowed me to slide along the wet grass on my face leaving my wet suit trousers well astern to yet more rapturous applause from the onlookers.

Well I was elated, and can now claim in all honesty that I can water-ski – but nobody ever asks me. So if you ever feel a burning urge to water-ski and want someone experienced to lend moral support, you might be well advised to look elsewhere.
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Story 2.

Desperate
Wu Lin Lin was special. What am I talking about? All my students are special, but Wu Lin Lin was different. Teaching "Freetalk" wasn't a new experience for me, but I was new to this centre and the "class" were lovely. They knew what they wanted and they enjoyed learning. They all came prepared and, although they could be divided into talkers and listeners,  most of them talked sometimes.

Lin Lin was a listener. She always sat in the same corner with her Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary on her lap. Looking for all the World like a piece of delicate Dresden. I think it was the match between her appearance and personality that made her stand out. She dressed like a schoolgirl going to a birthday party, checked skirt with petticoats, starched lace blouse with ribbons, white stockings, and flat shoes. And she always looked well scrubbed, like a Disney Alice in Wonderland, "most proper".

Students attend free talk because their biggest problem is with everyday language that just isn't covered in most foreign language books. Things like, keep your eye on the clock, or, watch out. Today, Lai Ming, who was definitely a talker, had moved the topic onto words for the toilet, such as spend a penny, and dunny. This was definitely a successful topic in terms of getting everyone to speak and producing laughter. I was able to introduce the adjective for lavatory, as in lavatorial sense of humour which helped with another common problem. Just as I was steering the talk towards a new topic, Lin Lin interrupted. 

"Excuse me teacher John. Is their an easy way to ask to use the toilet?"

"Yes, Lin Lin. Just say, "Please may I use the toilet?"

"Yes teacher, but is there a way to tell someone you need the toilet, la, very quickly la?"

I suppressed a smile. Lin Lin and the idea of being desperate for the toilet just didn't seem to belong together. "Oh I see. Just say, I'm desperate! and everybody will know what you want."

I turned to Yu Pei who asked what bonfire night was, and from the corner of my eye, noticed Lin Lin leafing through her Oxford Advanced Learners.

At a suitable juncture, the ever polite Lin Lin interjected again. "Teacher, I don't understand. Have you made a mistake? The dictionary says," and she read. "Willing to do anything, even to kill."

I started to explain that if you wanted a toilet very quickly, you felt you would kill for it, even if you would not really do it, but Lai Ming was one step ahead of me already. Leaping to his feet, he danced about, legs held tight together calling "Show me the toilet or I'll kill you!" and pretending to throttle his class mate, Che Keung.

The whole class dissolved into laughter, and a bit concerned, I stole a glance at Lin Lin, but she was laughing the loudest.
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Story 3.

As Ye Reap

I can't sleep. I'm lying in bed making a conscious effort to relax all my muscles one by one and empty my head, but it doesn't work. How can I empty my head and stop thinking when I'm thinking, thinking about relaxing my muscles and emptying my head? It's a contradiction. If I must lie awake, I may as well think about something pleasant. 

Debbie was pleasant, she was soft and pliant and warm and white. She had the whitest smoothest skin he had ever come across and she was always ready for him. He wished he was in Whatplace now. That was the trouble, he was never where he wanted to be and when he was, he wanted to be somewhere else.

Now he was in Nottingham. Where he had a job as an archivist in a museum. It was a fantastic job, and he never wanted to work anywhere else. He spent his weekends at Debbie's place and had a rented studio in Nottingham and his life seemed very complicated to him, although some of his acquaintances thought it was very simple. Sometimes, no usually, when he wasn't with Debbie, he wanted to escape, but he couldn't. They had split up for a couple of years, but he'd never got her out of his system, and any new girlfriend he met knew it.

Before meeting Debbie, he had been in what the agony aunts call an unsatisfactory relationship. For Roy, that meant he'd fallen out of love with his wife. He'd fallen in love, or lust, very quickly but it had taken more than a dozen years to fall out. Now he was out of it, the emotional tie, at least, he realised he had just been a model. Sure his wife loved him, but she could have as easily loved a Palitoy Action Man if it could wash the car every Sunday, visit the outlaws twice a week, pay the mortgage and accompany her to whatever function she needed an escort for. They hadn't shared a bed for over a year when he went to Leeds.

The museum had sent him on a 12 week course at Leeds University, and on the train up, because he'd left the car for Angela, he'd read a copy of the Mancunian Herald? A previous reader had left it open at the Find-a-friend page, and he read the Women looking for Men section. As he reached the end, he noticed someone had marked some of the Men looking for Women ads with a yellow highlighter. Must have been a Woman, he mused. He'd not quite finished reading about a boy with a metal detector finding an old wartime bomb, when the train pulled into Leeds, so he stuffed the paper in his bag.

When he'd completed the registration procedure, Roy had some dinner in an Indian close to the halls where he'd been given a room, showered, and settled on the bed to watch TV when he remembered his unfinished article. Fishing the paper from his bag, he finished the bomb story and turned to the Find-a-friend page again. And that was how his present problems started.

Debbie was at her Mum's house. She was nearly always at her Mum, Jess's house, when Roy wasn't there, and quite often when he was. She'd only been fifteen when she fell for Ella, and her Mum had organised everything, completing school, marrying Terry and even an old mobile home in her in-laws garden. Actually, it wasn't even a mobile home, just a twenty foot caravan, damp, and her favourite suede boots went mouldy before she noticed. Going to her Mum's every evening had become a way of life, which continued even after Debbie and Terry bought a home of their own. Ella, and later Martin, her young son, spent more time at Jess's house than their own. Eventually, Terry strayed.

Debbie was very depressed when Terry went off with another woman, but Jess held things together. It was Jess who suggested she responded to the Find a Friend page, and that was what brought Roy into her life. She was bright enough, and very attractive, but short in the ambition department, content with her home, kids, and Roy met her biggest need, a man. Apart from that Debbie was undemanding. 
For about a year, apart from the grief his wife was giving him because of money and her dented ego, everything was great, but Roy wanted more than just a romp in the sack. He didn't get on with Ella and Martin, not least because they were always at their grandmother's, so he didn't get to know them. Debbie gave him a key, and he could come and go as he pleased. He even did some gardening and decorating, but he didn't feel like a family man. He told Debbie, but her solution to everything, was another cuddle. Roy started to come less, Debbie missed her cuddles, and after her experience with Terry, suspected Roy was playing the field. He wasn't exactly, but very soon he met someone else, through the Mancunian Herald, this time by answering some advertisements. When he told Debbie and returned her key, she was pretty distraught, asked him to move in, and more, and when he declined and left, she surprised him by landing him quite a whopper. 
He still kept in touch every few months by phone though. And just before Christmas a couple of years later, found himself back where he'd left off with Debbie. Or at least he thought so. Everything seemed the same, but different. Time with Debbie had been nothing short of idyllic in the physical department before, but now, she didn't have quite the same enthusiasm. She didn't seem any keener on a committed relationship, in fact nothing had changed except the passion. He thought of answering some ads again, but that hadn't worked the last time, so he decided to place an ad. After all, wasn't that how he had met Debbie?

When Roy got home from the Museum, there was the usual pile of junk mail, a letter from an aunt in Australia, and the fat one from the Mancunian Herald. He got himself a glass of wine, slit open the fat one and slid the pile of about half a dozen letters out. The first three were all from teenagers, or at least they claimed to be. Then there was one from a “homely cuddly lass” which he interpreted as boring and fat. The next one looked more interesting until something bothered him about the hand-writing. Looking at the signature, he read “Warm regards, Debbie”.
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Story 4.

Mrs Wong's Cat
Mrs. Wong went to the wet market one afternoon to get a nice fish for Mr. Wong’s dinner. Mr. Wong likes fish. When she came back, she put it on the table and covered it with a mesh dome to keep the flies off. It was a beautiful fish. The eyes were bright and the gills were still rising. Then she heard Mrs. Tsang who lived in the top flat of their village house, call from the yard and she went outside. 

Mao Mao, Mrs. Wong’s cat, slunk into the kitchen to examine the fish. He had smelt the fish when Mrs. Wong had returned from the wet market. Mao Moa likes fish. Mrs. Tang gave Mrs. Wong some bananas because she had too many and when she took them into the kitchen she saw Mao Mao dragging the fish off the dish. The fish was trying to flap. Mrs. Wong screamed at Mao Mao and chased him out of the kitchen waving a cleaver. Mao Mao shot straight up a big leafy tree and out along a long branch.

Mrs. Wong returned to the kitchen and rescued the fish. This time she covered it with a stainless steel dish. Then she settled down to do a lot of housework in front of the television. Mrs. Wong likes television. Some hours later, Mrs Xiao called to her. “I think your cat is stuck up that tree”. “Serves him right” said Mrs. Wong, “He can’t get into mischief up there.” “You can’t leave him there. It is hot and he has nothing to drink. Don’t be cruel. Call the fire brigade.”

When the fire brigade arrived, they put their long extending ladder up and a fireman went up to rescue Mao Mao but Mao Mao kept backing away along the branch. Suddenly the branch gave out a loud crack. The fireman grabbed another branch. Mao Mao leapt over the fireman and disappeared into the tree, which you will remember was leafy and the ladder crashed to the ground. Another fireman put up the turntable ladder and rescued the stranded fireman from the tree. 

They told the fireman how glad they were that he hadn’t been hurt and Mrs. Tang had just asked “Where’s Moa Mao?” when there was the crash of a mettle pan. Mrs. Wong rushed into the kitchen to see Mao Mao tucking into the fish on the floor. Mao Mao likes fish. Mrs Wong rushed at Mao Mao who grabbed the fish and shot back up the big leafy tree.

Mrs Wong went to the Welcome supermarket to get a tin of sardines for Mr. Wong’s dinner.
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Story 5.
The One

The station was cold. The coach bringing them from Exeter had been on time, surprise, amazement and that meant two and a half hours waiting for the train. He was board, and imprisoned by his heavy pack and four bags. Why couldn’t he be enthralled by playing ‘Bejewelled’ like the rest of the head down brigade and then… Kerpow! The sun shone and King’s Cross was bathed in a soft, gold-pink glow. Birds sang, an orchestra stuck up in the distance and peals of bells rang out from every church and cathedral in London as the girl walked up the ramp and entered his field of vision. All his Christmases had come at once.

His eyes took in the fashionable but sensible brown knee length boots. The shapely black jeggings clad legs were long feminine and athletic with beautifully curved calves and powerful thighs disappearing into a short coffee coloured quilted coat. Everything about her face was sincere, a unique blend of elegance, generosity and and oriental adventure, framed by luxurious long smooth hair carelessly wound into springy ringlets where it cascaded over her shoulders and past her collar.

She stopped and looked at the arrivals and departures board and then past the barrier down the platform. “Waiting for her boyfriend” he thought dejectedly, brightening as he thought “or her Mum or Sister”. Then she turned and walked back the way she’d come. He watched her, mesmerized, until she disappeared among the throng. She moved with that indefinable movement of the girl next door, no airs or swaggers, just perambulation in poetry.

His mind was obsessed, he built up her character. She was a student, no secretary; no, primary teacher, no nurse. “Yes she’s a nurse. Probably from Shanghai, studied here and then stayed on.”

Oh joy! She walked back up the ramp and stood looking at the board again. Her coat hung open now and he noted the short red crocheted dress over the jeggings which accentuated the smooth curve of her tummy, the trim waist, a petite one hundred and fifty centimetres of heaven, and he was a lost soul. “Catching a train,” he thought, “maybe to Sheffield, maybe my train.” She wandered in small circles, “I could see if I can help her” and he tensed ready to stand up - but then she asked a woman something pointing to the board. The woman replied and pointed to the information clerk at the barrier. He watched her, his mind fabricating how their relationship would develop. They would become friends, eventually she would say those three little words and melt in his arms, he would confess to her that he’d loved her the minute he saw her. They would set up home together, in England or China.

She walked to the barrier and spoke to the clerk. He bent forward to answer, used his master ticket to open the barrier and she took to her heels and ran for the train. His whole being was in turmoil. Two or three other passengers also ran for the train and he got up so he could read the board. Why hadn’t the train left?  She’d run. The passengers had run! He sat there wrestling with his desires for a full ten minutes, and just as he had determined to board the train himself, the train pulled out of the station. And along with it went his heart.

He sat there, distraught, on the cold metal chair in the dull gloomy station. His life was devoid of meaning. There was no point continuing as he would never love again. He was destined to long years of loneliness. The melancholy sweetness of a Rogers and Hammerstein song played a continuous loop in his brain. “longing to tell you but afraid and shy. I let my golden chances pass me by.” His poor brain continued to think of all the happiness he’d missed as his mind’s eye watched her sitting on the train. His life was finished. There was no glass slipper for him and he buried his head in his hands. She was “the one!” “The One!”

He looked at his watch to see how much longer he must endure the cold. Thirty minutes before his train would leave. It seemed like thirty days. His mind kept thinking about Gigi, the name he had given her. In his heart she would be with him to Sheffield and for the rest of his life. Eventually the train arrived, he got on and stowed his baggage. “Seat thirty six will be a window seat on the right” he calculated.

The person sitting in his seat was looking out the window. Turning, she said “Oh sorry! Am I in your seat?”

His heart leapt. All his Christmases had come at once. He looked into the grey laughing eyes above the button nose covered with freckles, radiating fun and friendliness. “No no. One seat is just the same as another. You stay put.” He said. “You’re nice” she laughed as he dropped in the seat next to her. By the time they got to Lutterworth he felt he’d known her for forty years. She was going to Sheffield to study, twenty-seven, an engineer, already he was mapping out their idyllic life together. This definitely was “the one.”
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Story 6.
The rescuer

One sunny Sunday afternoon in June, Kathy decided to go fishing in her uncle's wooden boat. It felt so peaceful sitting under the blue sky dotted with one or two fluffy clouds and a few sea birds.

Suddenly, water spurted up from the bottom of the boat. Kathy discovered a plug had come out of a hole. Soon the boat filled with water and sank so Kathy ended up in the sea clinging to the boat's keel. She was terrified because she couldn't swim.

She screamed for help as she desperately hung on to the wooden boat, but there was nobody to hear. Kathy didn't know what to do and began to panic.

As though answering her pleas, a dolphin surfaced nearby. It circled Kathy a couple of times and then gently floated up underneath her. She bravely held on to its dorsal fin and began to calm down.

The dolphin smoothly and quickly swam to shore, and as soon as her feet touched the sandy bottom, left her and returned to the open sea. Kathy would never forget the dolphin. She thought it had saved her life.
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Story 7.
Timmy and the talking table

Timmy was the smallest and ugliest puppy in the litter. He was so small and ugly that you could call him the runt. His Mum tried to make room for him to suckle milk, but she only had eight nipples so he had to wait until one of his brothers or sisters had finished before he could get a drink – and of course there was not much milk left.

When Timmy got older, nobody wanted to play with him and he wandered round his village all alone. If the other dogs in the village saw him, they would shout nasty names and chase him to try and nip his legs and tail. One day they chased him and he was so frightened he dived into a pile of rubbish and broken furniture to hide. While he was cowering there, he heard a voice say “Don’t be afraid. You are quite safe here.”

Timmy looked around but he couldn’t see anyone. “Who are you?” he said. “I am the table you are hiding under,” said the voice. “But you are talking,” said Timmy. “Of course” said the table. “I’m magic. Would you like to go for a ride?” “Oh yes!” said Timmy and he climbed on the table and of they went.

Timmy wanted to go to Beijing, and soon they were swooping down over the Forbidden City. Timmy could see a crowd in a huge square, and the Premier was about to speak to them. Then he saw a masked man near the the Premier with a bomb. “Quick table!” he shouted. “There’s a terrorist.” 

Table dived straight towards the Leader, banked, and as he flew past Timmy leant out and snatched the bomb from the bomber’s hands. “I think it will blow up,” yelled Timmy, but table flew straight to a nearby river and said “drop it”. Timmy dropped the bomb and it exploded harmlessly in the river. Then Table flew back to the square and saw the terrorist running away. Table flew down and Timmy jumped on the man’s back and held on with his teeth. Soon the police jumped on the man and arrested him.

The Leader called for Timmy to approach him so Timmy jumped on the table and they dropped gently in front of the The Premier. He thanked Timmy for being so brave and gave him a medal in front of all the people who cheered and cheered and cheered. He said that Timmy and the table were free to land in the The Square anytime they came to Beijing. Timmy felt very humble and thanked the great man. He knew China was so lucky to have such a great Leader.

When Timmy got back to his village, he was a hero. Everybody wanted to be his friend. The villagers all helped polish the table, and made a special place of honour for it in front of  the Temple in the centre of the village.
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Story 8.
Henry

Rosemary's face was streaked with transparent lines where the tears had rolled down. Her shoulders were still twitching from her recent sobbing as she sat in the middle of the back lawn. This was the third day that Henry had been missing, and she missed him. She was lonely. 

Auntie Ethel and Auntie Grace were seventy years old, spinsters, and always wore the same clothes, long black dresses with white aprons and button boots. Henry, a present from them, had arrived on her third birthday. They had brought him all the way from Weston-Super-Mare in a wooden box with holes in it, and he had lived in it ever since, during the warm weather in a chicken wire pen Dad had made in the garden, and during the Winter, in the outhouse beside the back door. Rosemary loved Henry so much.

When she started at Denewood School, Rosie had been as good as gold, with no tears, no having to be dragged to the school gate like some of the other children, her only worry being Henry, about who's care she had given Mum comprehensive instructions. Even with her new found friends from school, she never neglected Henry. Miss Stickles had said she could take him to school, so the class could all meet him. Now it was half-term, and Rosie had asked Rachel, who was also in Miss Stickle's class, and also loved Henry, to come and play, but when they went to see Henry, he was gone.

They searched everywhere, but he was not to be found, and Rosemary was inconsolable. 

"I don't know what to do about Rosemary" her Mum had confided in Dad. "She's been upset for so long."

"She's not quite five. Henry is the first thing in her life she's become attached to. Three days is not long, and when she gets back to school on Monday she'll feel better." 

And Dad was right, but Rosemary never forgot Henry. One day, at school, they had talked about a Viking funeral.

"Can we have a funeral for Henry?" Rosie asked her Mum that evening. "We could bury his box, and put a stone there to mark the place."

Mum said what she always said when she wanted to time to think before answering Rosemary. 

"You'd better ask your Dad." Rosemary always knew if Mum had had time to talk to Dad, because if she hadn't, when she asked her Dad, he would say "You'd better ask your Mum first."

So they had a funeral for Henry. Rosemary chose a spot on the edge of the back lawn near the path that went over the hill to the marrow patch, and Rachel and her Mum came, so there were four mourners. Rosie had learnt that word at school. Her Dad was at work, but it was easy to lower Henry's box into the grave Dad had dug the previous evening and cover it with the loose earth. Then they put some flowers on the grave. Rosemary looked so sad that her Mum worried in case she got upset for three days again. She didn't cry however, although Rachel's Mum did.

Not the next Summer, but the Summer after that, when she was six, Dad was scraping soft soil from the marrow patch with a trowel and Rosemary was helping him to put it into pots for her Mum's plants. He felt something quite big and scraping the soil away, he saw a tortoise shell. Worried Rosemary would see it, he started to cover it, but he was too late. "What are you doing Dad? It might be a fossil." Her Dad carefully uncovered the shell to lift it out. As he wiggled it free, he noticed something inside. There were three eggs.

Rosemary had been at school nearly two years, knew about reptiles and mammals, and all sorts of things. Her Dad needn't have worried about Rosemary's feelings. She was just fascinated. 

"So Henry was a lady." Auntie Ethel and Auntie Grace probably didn't know." 

"Oh I expect they did. They called her Henry because you were only three, and Henrietta is much harder to say."

Rosemary had started to notice that grown-ups often made excuses, and always supported other grown-ups. She wrinkled her nose and protested. "I could say Henrietta when I was three."

Her Dad was about to say "Perhaps ... " but Rosemary interrupted. "I know it's Henry. I can tell by the marking on his shell."

It was decided to have another funeral, this time with Henry, and the three eggs. Dad dug up the box, which was in surprisingly good condition, and Henrietta and her children were placed inside. This time, the funeral was on a Saturday, so Dad and Rachel's Dad were there as well, and Miss Stickles came as well, only she wasn't Miss Stickles any more because she had married a Mr Webb. Dad had made a little wooden plaque which just said 'Henrietta and Children'.

Rosemary wrote a story about the funeral, which was so good that it was put on the school website, and she was so proud.

Footnote:

Dad still wasn't convinced the tortoise in the marrow patch was Henry, and if it was, who was the father? Perhaps the reason for Henry's disappearance could be explained as a romantic attachment. He discussed it with his wife, and she agreed, but they decided it wasn't the time to discuss it with Rosemary.

Rosemary and her friends at school all wondered who the father was, and discussed it with each other, but decided it wasn't the time to discuss it with their parents. They did discuss it with Mrs. Web. She didn't mind, because she was having a baby and knew all about parents.
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Story 9.

Dad. Can I ask you a question?

Children always seem to have the last word, however hard we adults try to stay one step ahead.

Not long after number one Son had started school, he arrived home with a serious expression on his face and stood watching me work. I studiously avoided asking him what he wanted, knowing the Dad word was coming.

"Dad?"

"Yes Rich?"

"Can I ask you a question?"

"Of course Rich."

"Can I ask you anything Dad?"

"Yes Rich. But I may not know the answer." I was trying to cover myself.

"Paul Baines said his Dad told him we came out of our Mummy's tummy, but we don't believe him. I said my Dad told me I could ask him anything, so Dad, where did I come from?"

"You came out of Mummy's tummy." I was relieved I had been let off so lightly with such an easy question. "Don't you remember watching Lucy when she had her kids?" 

Lucy was one of our goats, and such a firm favourite with Richie that I sometimes wondered if Richie thought he was a goat, or perhaps Lucy thought she was human. When we took her to the Billy, the pair of them would sit on the back seat of the car almost like Brother and Sister, but without the squabbling. I was immediately proved wrong by Richie.

"But I'm not a goat Dad."

"Dogs and cats, people and goats all have their babies the same way." 

"Did Mummy have me lying on the floor in Lucy's house then?" Just then his Mother appeared, and I managed to guide the conversation in another direction.

Some weeks later, my Son came home with an excessively polite demeanour once again, and every time I turned round, he was standing there, so it was not as though I hadn't been warned.

What do you want, Richie?

"Dad, can I ask you a question?"

"Yes, Richie."

"Can I ask you anything, Dad?"

"Yes. I told you that Richie."

"You wont get mad and shout at me Dad?"

"I don't get mad and shout at you, Richie."

"You did last Sunday in the car park."

"That's different. If you ever let the handbrake off again, you'll get more than a shouting at. Have you been messing with someone's car?"

"Well ask your question, or I will get mad."

"well Dad, you told me we came out of our Mummy's tummy, and Sean and Karl still don't believe it. They say, if we came out of our Mummy's tummy," there was a long pause as though he was trying to work up courage, "how did we get in there?"

I reminded him about taking Lucy to the Billy, and explained that most animals, including us, got their babies the same way. Remembering his logic which decreed his mother had him in Lucy's shed, I also explained that we did not have to take Mummy anywhere to see anyone, because Mummy and Daddy both lived in the same house.

"Did you really do that with Mummy, just like the Billy with Lucy, Dad."

I could see I would be digging a deeper and deeper hole for myself if I wasn't careful. "Well not exactly, but something like that," I said.

"Dad?"

"Yes Richie?"

"About you and Mummy?"

"Yes, Richie?"

"Can I have a go?
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Story 10.
Is it really true (double letters)

“Why have you left so many spaces in your dictation Pitchitra?”

“I not know spelling.”

“What is this word?” And I wrote 'beautiful' on her paper. 

“Beautiful.”

“See you know, and you understand it.”

“I not like spell it wrong Ajarn. One L or two?”

“OK! Listen everybody. Let me tell you a story.”

A long time ago, none of the English words had double letters. That is the same letter repeated in a word. Letter was leter; Mummy was Mumy; necessary was nesesary and so on.

Merchants Lords and many important people could not read and write. They didn’t need to. Writing was boring. Riding their horse, frequenting the tea rooms, hunting and gambling were more fun. They were rich and could afford to pay someone to write, and the pay was very low because the bosses paid as little as possible.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth century, I think it was then, the writers were called scriveners and they were very poor. They could not afford to feed their children and there was no social security. People in the city only had the money they could earn working long hours.

One scrivener by the name of Ezekiel, who worked for a lawyer, came up with a bright idea to earn more money. 

“We will repeat some of the letters” said Zeke. “The writing will be longer.” 

“Ajarn, why will she get more money?” Student Nim asked.

“Well Nim, their bosses paid them for how many centimetres they wrote. Ten centimetres one penny.”

“One meter, 10 pennies Ajarn”

“Exactly Kiki and by the way Nim, Ezekiel was a man.” 

At first, the other scriveners in the office were sceptical of the idea. “The boss will find out. We will lose our jobs. We will all be spelling things wrong,” were some of the objections they raised. But when Ezekiel explained his plan, they came round to the idea.

Their bosses could not read or write, so they wouldn’t spot the double letters. However, they could compare two pieces of writing and see they were longer or shorter. The scriveners would solve this problem by telling each other which letters they would double. All of them belonged to the Scriveners Guild. A guild is the society which trains people to do a job, and also say who can work in that job. A bit like a trade union. So they would use the scriveners guild to communicate the longer spellings to all the scriveners. Zeke also suggested that when deciding which letters to double, they choose letters that were quick to write like ‘l’ and ‘t’ or “wide” like ‘m’.

So that is what they did. They doubled some letters and got themselves a pay rise.

“Is that the end of the story Ajarn?”

“Well it can be, but no true story ever has an end. Something always comes next. 

“What comes next Ajarn?”

Well hundreds of things, but one important one was printing. Because there were hundreds of books, a lot more people learnt to read and spell, so everybody spelt the same way. You couldn’t change spellings just to get more money now. Now it is my turn to ask you a question. Is spelling important?

“I don’t know Ajarn 

“It must be important Ajarn!”

“Right! So if, Pitchitra, I write on the board ‘I’, and then leave a big space and write ‘U’, what is that three word sentence?

“I don’t know Ajarn.”

“OK, so what does ‘I’ space ‘L’ – ‘U’ – ‘V’ space ‘U’ say?

“I love you Ajarn” 

“And what is best ladies, spelling it wrong or saying nothing?”

“Spelling it wrong Ajarn”

“Why are you looking like that Pitchitra?”

“Is it a true story Ajarn?” 

“Well it is ninety-five percent true, but I can’t remember if the scriveners name was Ezekiel or Brad Pitt.”

“Oh Ajarn!”*

*  Ajarn means “teacher” in Thai.
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