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Tommy was late. That wasn’t unusual, but Loubie was on edge. It was 

Christmas, and everywhere she looked she saw soldiers. They appeared to be 

working for their festive bonus, slapping and shouting, ordering and 

oppressing, like they had a quota of terror to fulfil. 



Loubie sat by the window of the Drunken Duck, watching flakes of 

snow flittering and doing a load of fluttering. People told Loubie a white 

Christmas could only be good for Ostere, that snow would bring cheer to see 

the children happy, but all Loubie saw was the sludge that followed once the 

thaw set in. Children in the town square tried to scoop the snow, but it was 

too early and dirt fouled their efforts. A group of carollers, walking in single 

file, red hats, tinsel, and holly adorning their coats, strolled into Loubie’s 

view, a nauseating tune playing to the beat of their feet. 

Two soldiers followed, rifles held across their chests, hoping for 

pickpockets to shoot. As if by magic, a cry sounded. 

“My bag.” 

The cry was a constant in the square. Christmas trade ensured the cry 

was endemic. Loubie searched the square for the bag-less lady, but noticed 

another commotion as a child screamed, and a parent ran from nowhere to 

accuse a man of perversion. Our new regime, the Generals, did not like a 

pervert. The gibbet on the stage to the right of the Duck, below the video 

screen, was a tribute to how much the Generals disliked a pervert. 

Soldiers ran from the corners of the square, bumping and pushing to 

get to the heart of the action. Some ran to aid the lady. The others surrounded 

the man while the child and its guardian vanished, his lithe body slipping 

through the crowd as the soldiers attached themselves to the accused. The 

muzzles of rifles pushed and threatened while voices shouted accusations 

against the pleas of innocence. Manacles shackled the man and a team of six 

led him away for further questioning. 

“Never to be seen again,” Loubie muttered. 

Children, urchins from the street, gathered at the window by Loubie’s 

seat. One of them held a small handbag. They rifled through its contents, 

finding a purse, a bar of chocolate and little else of interest. The child calling 

out the pervert had a wallet and the guardian, a lad no more than sixteen, 



held a laptop. They took the items, ditched the bag in a bin, and melted into 

the crowd. Loubie stood and watched them head for Church Lane and hop 

onto small push bikes, and pedal at speed toward the church, most likely into 

the abandoned industrial estate to muddy their tracks. 

Peter, the landlord of the Drunken Duck, took a seat opposite Loubie. 

He placed a two fresh mugs of cider and two shots of whisky on the table. He 

wanted to talk business. Loubie wasn’t keen. Her pub, the Old Poet, was 

struggling, whereas Pete and his Drunken Duck thrived with the Christmas 

traffic. 

“The street urchins are doing well out there.” she said. 

“Same ruse every time. Distract the soldiers and steal. Distract and 

steal. Christmas is good for them. It’s good for me. For every punter out there, 

I’m taking twenty through the till.” 

“Not from the lady without the bag, like.” 

Peter was tall and wiry and sat with a weary stoop to his shoulders. His 

eyes, a hazel colour, stared into the murky depths of his cider. No hair, a 

narrow face and big black-rimmed glasses. He wasn’t pretty, sort of nervous, 

and not suited to the business of running a pub, but his boozer did well from 

the market trade in the square. 

“Not so good in my place,” Loubie said. “My regulars only have a 

limited pocket of golden sovereigns to spend. Christmas mass at Our Sisters 

of Mercy brings me a serious crowd, but all they want is the cheap mulled 

wine I brew.” 

Loubie was small. Pocket size. She had a massive head of dirty blonde 

dreadlocks tethered by a floral scarf. Her skin was mocha and glowed. She 

wore combat trousers, big purple boots and a puffer jacket. She leaned over 

her mug, trying to get close to Pete, trying to keep their conversation private. 

“Have you heard from Chaz?” she asked 



The mention of his name caused her to shiver. Pete shook his head, the 

slam of the front door causing him to jerk and spill his drink. 

“Let’s drink to better times.” He held up his shot glass and Loubie 

joined him. 

“To the devil we know as Chaz, may he let us keep our Christmas take 

as a goodwill gesture.” 

“He’s due,” Pete said. “I keep looking at the door, jumping each time 

a punter enters, expecting Chaz and his merry goons to enter and demand I 

bleed a little harder, and a little longer for his wealth.” 

The door banged open and Peter jumped, his head jerking back over 

his shoulder to see who wronged his door. Tommy stood amongst a flurry of 

snow. He jerked his thumb for us to look behind him, before hurrying to our 

table. Pete stood, moved behind the bar, and took up cloth and glass. He 

smiled at me as Tommy took his long glass of full cream milk from the bar 

girl and sat. It was a weak effort as it creased his bald brow with worry. 

We watched the door. Chaz slapped his battered brown fedora against 

his leg to lose the snow. He wore the pale leather coat, the checked shirt and 

braces of the Clansman. The beard, red, the hair red, and the face pale, 

freckled and gargoyle ugly. 

“Merry Christmas,” I said to Tommy. 

He raised his glass, but didn’t reply. 

Three shot glasses sat at the bar, and the bar girl was pouring Celtic 

Whisky into them. Pete had a brown paper packet in his hand, thick with the 

money Chaz demanded for protection in these harsh times. Pete placed the 

packet at Chaz’s right elbow and stood back. The three Clansman drank in 

unison and banged their glasses on the bar. Chaz picked up the packet, 

weighing it in his hand, and shook his head. 

“This isn’t right.” 

“You haven’t counted it.” 



“It’s light.” 

“It’s the weight it always is.” 

“It’s double at Christmas.” He threw the package at Peter. “Fill it up.” 

Loubie sat straight, both hands holding the mug, and her knuckles 

white from the effort. Tommy was cool, sipping on his beer and talking about 

a motor, an old twentieth century car he wanted to nick. Loubie held up her 

hand, but he kept talking about the twin carbs and exhaust and the 

suspension. 

“Shut up.” 

“What?” 

“A robbery is occurring. Pete and his Drunken Duck Bar are getting 

robbed, pilfered, and there’s not a damn person in the world who cares. There 

is nothing I can do about the crime. Nowt. Not if I want to walk out of the 

Drunken Duck with my legs intact.” 

Tommy shifted in his seat so he could watch the bar. “It’s that Clan 

man. He drives a nice motor. It’s a classic Beemer from the late 90’s. Sweet 

ride.” 

Loubie stared at Tommy like she didn’t know him. She held his gaze 

until he took a drink from his glass, wiped the excess milk from his lips, and 

produced his tobacco pouch. She knew Tommy liked his cars, but no one, 

not in her presence, could admire anything about the Clansman called Chaz. 

Chaz’s men lifted the hatch into the back bar, pushed the girl and Pete 

out of their way and dropped the till on the floor. The drawer sprung open, 

coins scattering across the floor. They picked up the black drawer, extracted 

the notes and threw the empty drawer at Pete. 

“We’re good we are. See you in the New Year 

Loubie met Chaz not long after the army took over the governing of 

the wee island of Albion Minor. He stalked the town like he was the new 

Mayor, the self-appointed sheriff, flanked by burly bullies looking for trouble. 



Chaz was tall and gawky. Mostly bald, but he encouraged curious tufts of 

hair to the side and a wiry quiff in the front to grow. His men called him The 

Stork, and he strutted like a stork, his legs too long, and he picked his feet up 

and placed them like he was stalking through a lily-padded pond searching 

for fish. 

Chaz visited the Old Poet early after the trial that condemned the Street 

Boy to the noose, talking of tough times, of looting and robbery. He worried 

about Loubie and her business. He petted her hand and told her, in these 

tough times, he would like to help. 

Loubie didn’t understand his concerns. She knew her customers, and 

they didn’t put up with trouble, never had. The previous Landlord, a big old 

boy called Ivan, was a drunk and incapable of looking after himself let alone 

the pub, so the punters performed the task. Kept the peace. 

Chaz liked to call Loubie his little lady. “I’m no lady,” she told him. 

Loubie smiled at the memory. “And I’m not anything to you.” 

Chaz had smiled at her feisty attitude. He tried to kiss her hand, but she 

pulled it clear, ready to slap him if he tried to pursue his sleazy antics. 

‘‘What a fabulous establishment, you’ve got here. I bet you have some 

raucous times.” he says. This was the first time she’d met him, and he had 

her on edge. He pranced the length of the bar, lifting long flat feet and placing 

them on the warped slate floor like he’s testing each stone for stability. He 

stalked into the darkened area called the Ladies Lounge, his head bobbing 

forward with every step, like its giving momentum to the next long delicate 

stride. 

‘And I see you do a fine selection of malts from the Badlands. Do you 

have issues with deliveries, no?’ 

In two elongated paces he’s at the bar, his head bobbing, his long neck 

reaching into Loubie’s space, cold eyes memorising her stock. He was talking 

about the latest attack on a convoy of trucks travelling from the Badlands 



through the Lowlands toward Old London Town disappearing; the drivers 

found wandering the extinct coal fields with no memory of their lives, let 

alone where their trucks had gone. 

“No, not a lot.” 

Loubie bought directly from the Rebels, but she wasn’t telling Chaz. 

No one ever checked on the provenance of her stock. No one seemed to care 

about what went on in the Old Poet pub. Until Chaz walked through my 

door. 

“Interesting. I’ll have three shots please of your isle of Irving malt 

please.” 

“Good choice.” 

She poured three Gils into squat tumblers, not offering ice or water, as 

is the way with folk from the Badlands when drinking their malt. 

“A slither of ice, perhaps.” 

Three lumps were plucked from the ice bucket and dumped into their 

glasses. Ice wasn’t a good move in Ostere as the water wasn’t pleasant and 

freezing it into cubes didn’t improve the quality. 

They weren’t in a hurry to pay. “I’m here to discuss business with you. 

A proposition to keep you and your little public house safe from the bad 

people running loose in our world.” 

Loubie understood where the conversation was heading. It might be 

taking a scenic route, but she’d already arrived at its destination. Pete from 

the Duck complained to her about his visit from the Stork not two days ago. 

“I’m good thanks. I don’t want what you’re selling.” 

“But I haven’t explained the benefits, the peace of mind, having 

insurance can give. My little ladies pretty face shouldn’t be creased at the 

brow with worry. Not.” 

Loubie couldn’t help but rub at her brow, wondering where the creases 

had come from. They weren’t there this morning when she tied her braids. 



“It’s just no. And you owe me for the whisky.” 

His men laughed. “The Stork don’t pay.” 

And the Stork shook his head with sadness, his hand darting forward 

to grab her hand, the touch hard and cold. He held it, staring into Loubie’s 

soul. She shivered like the black death plague was being transferred into her 

veins. 

That night they robbed the Old Poet of her old malt stock. The next 

night, squaddies drank her dry and started a fight with her regulars. Three got 

arrested for fighting back. The army camped in the front bar using the pool 

table for their drinks, and she lost all of her regulars because they were getting 

robbed and beaten on the way home. 

And every month he came, telling Loubie how much she owed him, 

and one day Loubie gave him the cash and her pub became quiet again. The 

soldiers left, except for one, and the troubles stopped. 

“Tommy.” Loubie pulled the floral scarf off her dreadlocks and shook 

them free. Scooping them into a ponytail, she reattached the scarf and leaned 

close. “We can’t pay double if they come calling at the Poet.” 

“Maybe they won’t double our payment.” 

“Maybe not, but they’re due tomorrow and we’ve got no hope of 

doubling the amount.” 

Soldiers stepped into the pub, rifles held across their chests, helmets 

low over their eyes. They nodded to the Clansman, then stomped through the 

pub, kicking at empty chairs, their menacing stares causing customers to look 

at the floor, the door, and wonder if they’d caused offense. 

“Jesus, Tommy. This is no good, right?” 

“Relax, they aren’t here for us, you know”’ 

“We need to get that money.’ Her hand reached for Tommy’s and 

squeezed. Tommy returned her squeeze, but he watched Loubie with 

concern.” 



“How?” 

“Mick the Motor was in last night.” 

“I know. You left me to wake him and ask him to leave. He woke up 

swinging. He reminded me of that Charlie that used to drink in the pub. It’s 

like they hear a bell, round twelve, and they wake up ready to fight.” 

“He was talking about that chrome job up the lane. He was saying it’s 

worth a fortune.” 

“That’s the car I’ve been watching. It’s a cracking motor, but it’s a 

Slotvak car.” 

“Slotvak’s, Jesus Tommy they’re not the force they were, not since the 

Generals took over.” 

“You asked me to stop stealing cars.” 

“No, not strictly true. I just asked you to help more in the pub. Help 

me with the drunks and the cellar and stuff. You’re no good to me in jail.” 

“I’m not keen Loubie, that’s trouble that car.” 

“Yeah, but Mick would pay plenty. And it’s old, right, so an easy steal. 

I’m surprised it’s still there.” 

Loubie didn’t enjoy asking, but Tommy didn’t do a lot around the pub. 

He wasn’t the muscle or the graft, and he spent nothing on booze because he 

was happy to sit on a glass of milk all night. And Loubie couldn’t drive, let 

along steal a car She offered him a smile, and there was a watery sheen to her 

eyes. Tears were close.  

Tommy sighed. It was a world world-weary sigh. “You know it’s still 

there because it’s a Slotvak car. The person who nicks it is a hunted man for 

the rest of his days.” 

“But who’s going to know? I won’t tell, and it’d pay the Clan the money 

they’re going to ask from me when they come calling tomorrow. It’s for us 

and the pub. It’s a right honourable mission.” 



She tried to bat her eyelashes and Tommy laughed and punched her on 

the arm. Loubie reached across and kissed him on the cheek. 

“Please.” 

“I’ll get it.” 

“Serious.” 

“It’s old, as you said, and it’ll be easy to nick.” 

“Thank you.” 
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The town hall clock struck the hour with a witless clunk, a torturous whine 

before the next feeble, flat chime hinted at the hour. Grey clouds blended with 

the receding light. A chill was imposing on the damp feel to the day. The 

crowds had thinned, the square morphing from daytime traders to night time 

street food vendors and entertainers. 

Freda sat slumped in her chair, her grandson tidying her 

counter. The day had beaten her, her feet sore and her ankles puffy. She 

watched her boy smiling at his wish to graft. She waved at Paul, giving him 

a thumbs up as to the hanging of his new P-P-Porky Pig Pulled Pork banner. 

He shouted a greeting and began stoking the hot coals that roasted his pig. 

Freda hoped for a final sale, a handful of sovereigns to cheer up a slow day. 

She pulled at the ribbons entwined in the green streak through her long black 

hair and sighed as her grandson turned to her. 

“Will I pack up the books.?” he asked. 

Freda smiled and nodded. “Yes, you can box up. Leave the unguents 

and incense to last. The girls from the betting shop sometimes stop and buy 

some goods. They’ll be finishing soon.” 



The child opened an empty box at the back of the store and transported 

the books on spells, on potions, and aromatherapy to the small van parked 

on Church Lane. On his return he noticed two small girls pocketing the 

crystal angel gem stones and cauldron candle holders. 

“Granma Freda,” he called out. “They’re nicking your gear.” 

Freda turned with speed and stepped forward with quick hands and 

grabbed a broom, the discounted price fluttering to the ground, and swung at 

the legs of the dark-headed lass. She caught a leg and knocked her to the dirt. 

The lad trapped the other girl, a grin on his face as he dared the girl to fight 

for the stones she’d squirrelled in her pocket. As the lad reached for the girl, 

she kicked him in the shins, dodged right and ran for the lane. Paul from P-

P-Porky Pigs pulled pork stall stepped forward and grabbed the child, holding 

her free of the ground and returned her to Freda’s stall.  

“It’s hopeless, Paul,” she said. “I’ve grafted all day for a handful of 

gold sovereigns and these urchins try to steal whatever profit I make. Isn’t 

this scenario what we were paying Chaz and his clowns to police.” 

The girls emptied their pockets and the lad added them to the box. 

Freda shook her head at the girl and released her hold. She was young, her 

mate younger. And filthy, their hair tangled and wild. 

‘Don’t tell me Freda, luv,' Paul said. He released his child, miming a 

slap on the back of the head as she ran with her mate. ‘I’ve heard Chaz is 

upping our payments for the festive season. As a sign of good will.” 

A loud crash greeted his statement. He turned to see the two girls, and 

a scruffy lad picking at the pig, trying to steal a chunk of crackling. The pig 

rocked on its stand, as each child attempted to feed on the beast. The hot 

sticky skin proved beyond their skill set. Each child cried out as small fingers 

received burns too brutal to allow them to dine on the crackling. But their 

work was harming the structure holding the pig above the coals. Petulance 

and hunger inspired them to kick out and attempt to topple the animal. Paul 



ran at his stall calling out to Sam the Snake Charmer and Jimmy the juggler 

to help him save the beast. 

The children ran, kicking over his table as they escaped from the 

square. The box of change fell to the ground. The condiments 

bounced and the napkins fluttered. 

The pig was askew, but safe on its frame. 

Freda, Paul, Sam, and the juggler stood looking at the head of the beast. 

It gripped an apple in its teeth and stared forlornly into the square. 

“These urchins don’t understand graft,” Jimmy said. “Nick it and flog 

it, that’s the new pitch. There’s no reward to the man who wants to graft.” 

“It’s not news, Jimmy,” Freda said. “In this town stealing is easy. They 

don’t care about us. So long as we pay our dues, they’re good.” 

Freda chuckled to herself. She looked at her grandson. “It wasn’t that 

long-ago lad when life was good here. I accept the virus put us all on edge, 

but before the Generals …” She chuckled. No one could remember times 

before the Generals, too well. “There were no police, no soldiers, but we 

didn’t get robbed by urchins or the council or the Clan. People were glad to 

have a vibrant town centre. It was a place to visit, a day out, where people 

could shop and eat and socialise.” 

She looked at Paul and he had a whimsical twinkle in his eye. 

“Less than five years back, eh Freda. And there was market day when 

the square was cleared for the cattle sale. Beasts from all over the shire 

brought in to be sold. Chooks and sheeps and cows. Mega money changed 

hands and we all clubbed in to clear up and the farmers and the butchers 

partied late. Good times.” 

There was a solemn reverential silence as Jimmy and Sam tried to 

share in the old memories. Freda and Paul smiled, a spark between the two 

as they realised, they were old, ‘those were the days, my friend,’ Paul and 

Freda mumbled. 



“We’ve got no voice,” Paul said “Not any more. We used to have a 

say. But now the Clan rule and take and laugh at us. And they can. They own 

this town and us. “ 

Freda touched the pig’s snout. ‘Poor little piggy almost got burnt.' 

Everyone looked at the roasted skin of the pig, the bubbling juices as 

they fell into the hot coals, and smiled. Sammy helped Paul retrieve 

the condiments, and fetch the napkins stuck in the mud of the square. 

“This little piggies already burnt, Freda,” Sammy said. 

“And just as well, otherwise I’d not be making a penny tonight. And I 

can’t have no sovereigns in the bank to hand out to Chaz when he calls. He 

gets the right hump if you say No.” 

“That is tomorrow.” 

“No.” 

“Yes, tomorrow. He’s already been to Pete in the Duck. And Pete was 

light.” 

“Pete’s always light,' Freda said. ‘How that man counts the til at night 

is bizarre.” 

“No,” the juggler said. “Chaz was after a Christmas bonus. Like last 

year. Remember when he came to us all wearing that stupid reindeer hat and 

a bucket for our sovereigns. He made his men dress as elves. My little Kev 

laughed ... That reminds me, I must remind him not to laugh this year. I can’t 

have my collector of gold taking any time off over Christmas.” 

Pete took his baster and squirted fat over the crisping skin. He doused 

it with his secret spices and took a seat by the handle. With a slow turn, he 

rotated the pig so the right flank faced the hot coals. 

“They can’t take what I haven’t got,” he said. 

“You basting a big fat pig,' Jimmy the Juggler said. “You got plenty.” 

The pig kept hold of the apple, keeping well out of the discussion as to 

its worth. 



To their right, musicians playing the stage outside the Drunken Duck 

tuned up their instruments. 

“Oh dear,” Freda moaned. “It’s late. I’m supposed to be gone. That 

inspector will fine me. What with Chaz the rates, the inspector, this will not 

be a good Christmas.” 

“Cheer up, Granma Freda. Tomorrow is Saturday. I can help all day 

tomorrow.” 

“Come on, before these guys accuse me of enslaving a minor.” 

“Jimmy,” Kev, Jimmy’s coin collector called. “That inspector man’s 

pulled up in his motor.” 

“Damn,” Freda said. “Come on guys, help me get out of the square.” 

“I’m with you Freda,' Jimmy said. ‘I haven’t got my weekly dues. He’s 

been hounding me all week. Hopefully tomorrow. Kev,' he called. ‘Get me 

batons and blades. We’re helping Freda out, then we’re done til he’s gone.” 

Within minutes Freda packed her gear and hid in the car with Jimmy, 

Kev and her grandson. She fired the motor ready to drive away, but stopped 

on seeing Loubie leaving the square. She unwound her window and called 

Loubie over. 

“You in a hurry.” 

“He’s coming. I haven’t got the money to pay my fees. Not with Chaz 

wanting his weekly payment.” 

“And his Christmas bonus.” 

“It’s not fair, Loubie. We work hard, graft every morning, pay our way, 

but I’m not getting any reward. I’m dirt poor, and his nibs swans around here 

like the head honcho in his new clobber, smoking imported cigars. When did 

he get to be the unelected Mayor and why is he such a prick? Answer me 

these questions, please.” 

Freda watched Loubie, hoping for a sign, a sign that she understood. 

Loubie rubbed at her forearm, massaging the thin white scars. 



“I’m sorry, Freda. I’m in a similar dilemma. I can’t pay either.” 

Freda nodded, put the car in gear and moved away. “Crime pays, right 

Granma Freda.' 

“It would appear so,” she said, “but we’re better than that.” 

 

To be continued… 


