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Introduction

A

bout fifteen years ago, I made a trip to South Africa and
met up with two old and dear friends who took me out
to dinner. These two literary figures loved to play a game
after a bottle of wine or two in which everybody at the table
had to tell a story. The story could be anything: a tale of woe, a
childhood memory, a painful breakup . . . or it could simply be
an instantly made-up story to be told off the cuff.
My turn arrived and being on the spot, so to speak, I duly
made up a story that revolved around a piece I had seen on a news
broadcast in Australia. The segment in question was of a farmer
whose drought-ridden property was in far western Queensland.
His cattle were starving and dying of thirst, and rather than watch
them die a slow and painful death, he simply herded them into
a paddock and shot them. This is how “Looking for Lionel”
was born, a random tale told at a dinner party in Johannesburg,
inspired by a three-minute segment on a local news channel.
I did remember to write it down and eventually crafted it into
a short story after I traveled to the outback and saw for myself
the devastation that drought causes. In the small communities I
traveled through, I met farmers and merchants who regaled me
with sad tales of heartbreak, which allowed me to flesh out the
characters and further develop the plot.
That mini-manuscript lay undisturbed for years, forgotten in
a drawer somewhere until I found it a while back and thought
that, perhaps, it had merit.
“Lionel” has been published in journals and shared on blogs
around the globe; however, I decided not long ago to make it the title
for a collection of short stories. And so this journey commenced.
In many ways, writing-wise, this has been the hardest journey I have ever undertaken. I soon came to realize that crafting
xiii
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a short story is no easy task. It was to the greats I turned—
O’Henry, Carver, Munroe, Hemingway, and the like—to see if I
could glean just a little from their genius, but sadly, their writing
only made me more despondent.
At the urging of my family, my friends, and even though my
publisher was skeptical, I began to scribble, and the end result
is this slim volume of tales and short magazine pieces, all gathered together in one place. Reading them now, I note they are all
rather quirky, and they follow no coherent theme. Rather, they
meander about, bound together only by their quirkiness.
“Burying Izzy Lazzard,” for instance, was inspired by my
attending a funeral of a friend’s father-in-law, where I ended
up at the wrong crematorium. When I did, indeed, find the correct venue, the service was over and I was a rather embarrassed
guest at the wake. Not knowing a soul, I was able to sit quietly in
a corner and watch the mourners converse in hushed tones, and
from there, a story was born with a twist in the tale.
“Refugee” is a tale from the heart and something I feel
particularly strongly about. The plight of those who find themselves stateless deserves to be told, and I trust that this story
adds some dignity to the disaffected in various parts of the
world. It is a story of pain, suffering, and despair, as is “First
Love,” which dwells a little on sadness, regret, and indifference.
These two stories in particular were a departure from my usual
story type, where I tend to keep the tone light with mountains
of froth. I’ve even included a rather trite fairy tale, first written
for my daughter when she was just a dot!
Almost all of the stories in this collection were inspired by
conversations overheard or situations observed, often in the blink
of an eye. To be a word thief, one has to be quick and nimble!
Some of the short essays and articles in this collection have
been published in various magazines in several countries and
have been included to, perhaps, add a little spice to life and a
little humor to cheer up your days.
February 2015
Bali, Indonesia
Paul V. Walters
xiv
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Burying Izzy Lazzard

I

have never been a great fan of funerals. In fact, I try as best I
can to avoid them, citing illness or the tyranny of distance as
a rather feeble excuse to escape having to pay my last respects
to the dearly departed. Now, with the onset of encroaching
years, funerals seem to occur with frightening regularity and my
lame excuses no longer seem plausible. And so it was that on a
squally Friday afternoon, I found myself heading for the aptly
named Tranquility Gardens Cemetery and Crematorium to see
Izzy Lazzard off.
Izzy was not a close friend. He was more of an acquaintance, our paths having crossed many times over the years due
to our respective professions. During that time, we developed
a mutual respect for each other’s talents. Izzy had spent over
twenty years on the bench as a high court judge, and I suspected
that today there were many incarcerated souls celebrating his
recent demise with glee.
Tranquility Gardens, I discovered, is a rather thriving enterprise comprising seven individual chapels set amidst manorial
lawns bordered with lush flowerbeds all in a state of permanent
full bloom. The central car park was packed to overflowing as I
drove around in circles in the grey drizzle searching for a vacant
spot, musing that if the number of vehicles was any indication,
business was certainly booming.
Sheltered under the eaves of one of the larger chapels, a
group of drivers dressed in somber dark suits and peaked caps,
some pitched at altogether too jaunty angles, huddled over the
bonnet of a waiting hearse, poring over the racing section of
the local paper. A debate over who would win in the seventh at
Randwick raged, which showed scant regard for the body rest1
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ing in the rear of the vehicle. I suddenly had a brief epiphany of
soldiers throwing dice at that famous crucifixion.
With a little coaxing, I was able to drag one of the drivers
away from the racing debate to ask where the service for Izzy
Lazzard was being held. From deep within an inside jacket
pocket, he withdrew a running sheet listing the funerals for that
day and, after finding the information, directed me to chapel
number five. The list, which ran to several pages, seemed to
indicate that a fair number of the local community were dropping like proverbial flies.
Fridays in general are the most popular day for burials, as
even vague acquaintances of the deceased are able to wrangle
time off work, resulting in a slightly extended weekend and the
opportunity to guzzle free liquor at the wake before hitting the
town that evening.
The doors of chapel number five, once I had entered, closed
with a sucking sound, entombing me along with the rest of the
mourners inside, where the air was thick with the scent of flowers, wax, incense, and perfume.
Judging by the impressive turnout, Judge Lazzard was a
revered and respected member of the community, though I suspected that a few of the assembled mourners were villains who
had gathered to perform an impromptu dance on his grave once
he was interred.
The front pews were filled with the immediate family, and
by the looks of the numbers, Izzy had been a fertile soul while
he strode this earth. A sad-looking woman, dressed appropriately for the occasion, seemed to be in charge of the proceedings, which she performed with appropriate reverence, even
though her movements were robotic. This was probably one of
the many send-offs she had presided over that day.
My tardiness meant I missed most of the eulogies, which I
was rather pleased about, as on many occasions over the years,
I had found Lazzard’s interpretation of the law and how he dispensed justice not to my liking. The service eventually came to a
conclusion, and the grieving family was able to follow the coffin
out to the waiting hearse, where the driver and attendant waited,
2
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their caps now affixed in their correct fashion and the racing
pages thankfully out of sight.
Outside, I stood on the periphery of the assembled mourners
listening to the mutterings about what a splendid service it was
and what a terrific fellow he had been. I noticed one gentleman, over whose trial for fraud Izzy had presided, who might
have had a slightly different slant on just how terrific Izzy was.
I surmised that his attendance was to ensure that the judge was,
indeed, dead.
On the drive to the wake, I reflected on Izzy’s life.
He had arrived in the country as a penniless immigrant. He
applied himself through hard work and dedication and obtained
a law degree, studying at night and working by day. A brilliant
mind ensured he rose quickly through the ranks to attain the title
of high court judge. A passionate family man, he had sired four
children, all of whom had followed him into the legal profession.
I pondered whether to skip the wake, but felt that this would
be perhaps impolite and decided spending a few minutes there
would be the right thing to do. So I set off through the drizzle to
gather with the mourners.
His wife, Ruth, the typical Jewish mother, large and jolly,
felt, in that stereotypical way, that copious amounts of food
would cure all ills. It was a surefire bet that nobody would go
hungry at the wake.
The Lazzard house was a large, sprawling affair, the grounds
covering at least an acre, complete with tennis court and swimming pool. It was by far the largest and most imposing residence
in the neighborhood. The four Lazzard children welcomed the
arriving mourners at the front door with the typical warmth that
this home had always embodied. Solemn handshakes and hugs
were dispensed, and there were so many people that one had
to wait one’s turn to perform these physical salutations. When
it was my turn, I greeted all four of the children, whom I had
known for many years and had come to like and admire for their
warmth and friendliness.
With my habit of avoiding funerals, I have not attended
many wakes, and of the few that I had attended, I quickly made
3
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my presence felt and then snuck away quietly, as this sort of
gathering, quite frankly, depresses me. Everybody seems to
stand at these occasions, unless, of course, one was infirm or
injured in some way, for to sit could be seen as sign of irreverence. From a far corner, I heard a peal of laughter from a group
of men gathered on the terrace, all with glasses in hand. People
often laugh at wakes, as if it is a natural reaction after the solemnity of the service and the actual burial.
The catering staff was already rushed off their feet, as the
masses had descended upon the victuals like a flock of ravenous
vultures. Even though the main living area was spacious, the
size of the gathering meant that the assembled throng spilled
into the various adjoining rooms and, from there, onto the covered terrace. Guests stood talking in hushed tones while balancing a plate of savories in one hand and a cup and saucer in the
other. Izzy, bless him, had been a legendary consumer of single
malt whiskey, and tales of after-court sessions in his chambers
were legendary. His wake was arranged so the guests would be
allowed to say their farewells to him with at least a decent drink
or two. Off to the side of the cavernous foyer, a full bar had been
set up, manned by two barmen who were doing brisker business
than even the catering staff.
I ordered a beer and retreated to a quiet corner to observe the
friends, colleagues, and extended family of the great man. My
attention was drawn to a heavily made-up matron, resplendent in
a designer dress, wearing far too much jewelry. She was heading to the bar. Not that it mattered, but I did notice that this was
probably the third trip in as many minutes. She had a voice akin
to the squawk of a crow, made worse by the affected, plummy
English accent.
I watched as she encouraged the barman not to be stingy
with the gin, signaling him to top the glass off, leaving just
enough space for a hint of tonic. Once satisfied, she took a huge
gulp and tottered away, only just avoiding the shih tzu that was
weaving its way amongst the legs of the mourners.
It was one of those unfortunate moments. We caught each
other’s eye and it was too late for me to turn away. She made
4
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a beeline to where I was standing. She gave me a huge smile,
revealing the ruby red lipstick adhered to her oversized front
teeth. She extended her hand. “Hello, I’m Marion Wilson, a
dear, dear friend of the family. And you are?”
“Frank Thompson,” I said, shaking a hand adorned with
an array of oversized rings. “I was a business acquaintance of
Izzy’s.”
This last sentence was not altogether true, but I felt that,
under the circumstances, a small white lie would not be remembered when she was dealing with tomorrow’s hangover.
“He was a wonderful man.” She sighed with enthusiasm, as
if on stage at the local amateur dramatic society’s latest production. “Such a pillar of our community; always ready to do good
deeds.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “He was
a bit mean with me, though; stingy, really. Perhaps it was the
Jewishness in him. I am not of that particular faith, so perhaps
that was the reason.” She gazed off into the far distance as if
reminiscing, rattling the ice cubes in the now-empty glass. The
sound brought her back to the present and she looked up at me
and said, “Marion needs a little drinky-winky. Would you be so
kind?” she asked, gazing at me like a coquettish schoolgirl but
not really carrying it off.
“Of course,” I muttered.
“Oh, and tell that chap behind the bar not to be so stingy with
the gin,” she called after me while leaning against the wall and
adopting the same inane half-smile she had bestowed on the other
guests, who now seemed to be avoiding her like the plague.
I returned with her drink, hoping I could make an early exit,
but no such luck. She clutched my arm in a vice-like grip. “Now,
where was I? Oh, yes,” she said, once again adopting a conspiratorial stage whisper as if we were two plotters planning a crime.
“I was telling you about his meanness. He wouldn’t help me,
you know, even in my darkest hour when dear Freddy and Amy
passed away so suddenly.”
“That doesn’t sound like Izzy,” I said.
“Well, obviously you didn’t know him that well then, as,
really, he really was a mean-spirited bastard,” she hissed.
5
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That’s the thing about wakes. If you end up with the wrong
person, you discover that not all acquaintances of the recently
expired have nice things to say. They never give an exit line that
the corpse really deserves.
“Will you excuse me?” I said in what I hoped was a polite
way, to finish this excruciating conversation. “I was just going
to go outside and have a cigarette.”
“Oh, jolly good,” she said. “I’ll join you, as I, too, am one of
those dwindling species who still partakes in the wicked weed.
So, if you would be so kind as to freshen my drink, we’ll retire to
the garden.” She finished her drink in one gigantic swallow and
handed me the glass as she groped in her voluminous handbag
in search of her cigarettes. Once her glass was replenished, she
led me through the French doors and onto the terrace, which
overlooked the perfectly manicured gardens.
“They are such keen gardeners, the Lazzards, or should I
say were,” she said with a chuckle. “They now have chaps who
come around weekly to keep it looking trim and tidy, whereas
I look after my garden on my own. That way I can truly say
that it’s all my own work.” Another monumental gulp from the
by-now half-full glass and she was off again, this time puffing
furiously on her cigarette. “You see, just last year, I lost dear
Freddy, and as if that weren’t enough, his sister, who was living with us at the time, also had the great misfortune to die the
very next day.”
A passing waiter came over and she ordered yet another gin
and tonic, although the hapless waiter had to ask twice for her to
repeat the order, as her speech was becoming somewhat slurred.
“Freddy wasn’t well, and for months I was forced to look
after him day and night, and quite frankly, it all became too
much for me, as I’m quite a delicate person, you see.”
“I’m sure you are,” I muttered.
The waiter returned with the drink, and on the tray was
another beer, which obviously somebody inside had requested
be brought to me, thus prolonging my disquieting session with
dear Marion.
6
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“Amy was a witch. She always hated me; felt that Freddy
had married beneath his station. Honestly, sometimes she used
to treat me with utter contempt.”
“Can’t say I could really blame her,” I muttered to myself.
“Anyway,” she continued. “Freddy’s illness made him insufferable to live with, as he became more and more demanding.
His meals had to be served at exactly the same time each day,
and more often than not, he would complain as to the quality.
Well, Frank, you have no idea how I suffered, and Amy became
impossible as well, taking to her bed and being as demanding
as Freddy.”
She paused for breath and to polish off the last of the gin,
looking around for another roving waiter to replenish her supplies. “That’s where Izzy came in,” she said, once again reverting to the whisper, although in her alcoholic haze, the timbre
was elevated so any person in the vicinity would be able to hear.
“I approached him as a dear friend of the family to find
out whether he would help me legally to get Freddy and that
unspeakable sister of his committed to a nursing home. The
man refused point blank; in fact, he even accused me of fishing
for free legal advice.” She lit another one of her long menthol
cigarettes before continuing. “He said Freddy was his friend and
there would be no way in the world he would entertain the prospect of helping me get him into some soulless room in a home.
Do you know,” she continued, “he even suggested that perhaps it
should be I that should consider committing myself! The cheek
of it after all I had done for them both! But you see, I had a
plan,” she continued unabated. “My nephew, whom I adore, as
Freddy and I never had children, has taught me how to use the
Internet; such a wonderful invention. Do you know about it?”
she asked, swaying slightly and clutching my arm for support.
“I discovered poisons,” she said. “Yes, poisons from the
Amazon basin that are so toxic they kill you in no time flat, and
the beauty of them is that they leave no trace in the body.”
Suddenly, I was interested in her story and where it was
obviously heading.
7
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“Incredible, that Internet thing, the things you can discover.”
She took another gulp before continuing. “Well, do you know I
could actually order a batch from some rather dubious crowd in
Sao Paulo?” She paused for what I thought was intended to be
dramatic effect, but her eyes were glazing over somewhat.
I was by now extremely curious to hear the end and asked
her to go on.
She snapped back into some form of semi-lucidity and
resumed her tale. “All I had to do was give them my credit card
number and Bob’s your uncle.”
My interest was increasing with every sentence now.
“Well, lo and behold,” she continued, “six weeks later, the
package arrived, even though I had expected those Spanish
dagos to have run off with my money. I decided to try a tiny bit
on the witch, putting a pinch in her dinner that first night. The
cow had the cheek to complain that the soup was tasteless, even
though I had slaved away all day to prepare it.”
“And?” I asked. “What happened next?”
“Oh,” she said, almost startled out of her semi-trance. “Well,
she got rather sick, didn’t she, you silly boy. I mean, this was
deadly stuff we’re talking about here. She was laid low for days,
as the dose I had given her was just enough to make her dreadfully ill. Our family doctor, who has been with us for years, was
mystified, but put it down to the proverbial virus.”
With that, she burst into laughter. “A virus, for goodness’
sake. Well, the next day, I decided to try it on Freddy, who by
this time rarely got out of bed, and when he did, it was only for
me to change the sheets and remake it. And no thanks given, I
might add.”
Again the gin glass was drained and I hoped against hope that
she would not ask for another, as by now I wanted to hear the end
and another drink might make her pass out. She leaned into me
and whispered, “Freddy was obviously a weak bugger, as I gave
him exactly the same dose as his hideous sister, but, in fact, that
tiny dose pretty much did him in. I had given Amy some more at
the same time as Freddy’s dose, and the next morning, I found
myself with two really, really sick relatives on my hands.”
8
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“So what did you do?” I asked.
“Well, I went shopping, silly. I couldn’t bear to watch them
moaning and groaning, lying in their beds, could I? I can’t
stand self-pity even at the best of times. When I got home,” she
continued after struggling to light up yet another cigarette, “the
house was quiet as a grave.”
She obviously thought this anecdote amusing, as she burst
out laughing. “I went upstairs and Freddy was lying there with
his mouth open, having gone off to meet his maker. Amy, on the
other hand, was clutching on for dear life, no doubt wanting to
recover and torment me further.”
“So Freddy was dead?” I asked incredulously.
“Dead as a dodo,” she said without a trace of remorse. “I
gave Dr. Wilson a call—you remember, the one who diagnosed
a virus—and he came around pretty much straight away. He
felt that the virus was obviously a lot more virulent than he had
thought and was oh so sympathetic. Deciding there was nothing
more to be done for poor old Freddy, he attended to the witch.”
She paused before carrying on in a tone that held no
remorse. “They carted her off in an ambulance and apparently
worked on her for hours, but she slipped away in the early hours
of the morning.”
I stood there, incredulous. What I had just heard was astonishing.
“There was an autopsy, naturally,” she said, “but it was
inconclusive, as no trace of the poisons could be found, and they
put their deaths down to a genetic thing and it ended up being
ruled natural causes.” Again she lit up and gazed away into the
distance. “I’ve told nobody that story, you know, so I trust it will
be our little secret,” she said, looking straight at me in a moment
of rare sobriety.
“Have you still got the poison?” I asked.
“Oh, yes. Why? Is there someone you want to get rid of?”
she asked with a cackle. “It obviously works, and the insurance
company had no qualms about paying out on both of them, I
might add.” She staggered slightly and said, “You know, I might
have had a little too much to drink. Perhaps I should go. It’s been
so pleasant talking to you, and please remember, Frank: It’s our
9
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little secret. Oh, by the way, you never did tell me what it is you
do for a living.”
“I’m Detective Sergeant Frank Thompson, head of homicide
for the district, and believe you me, I am absolutely delighted to
have made your acquaintance.”
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