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Margaret was sitting in The Word, enjoying a nice hot cup of coffee. She had 

just found a new book she wanted to read, an exciting time travel story she was 

sure she’d enjoy, and placed it into her handbag. 

It was a very handy handbag, the sort that could carry lots of different 

things. Today her handbag included some boiled sweets, tissues (she had a bit of a 

cold at the moment), a bingo pen from last night’s game, her purse, a tin of coins, 

her trusty old phone that she had never had to charge since 2002, some photos of 

her dead pets, her diary, a large axe (you never know when you might need a large 

axe) and the ashes of her late husband, Jim, in a plain urn. It was a very handy, very 

full handbag. 

Margaret pushed the book into her handbag and stood to leave. Today was 

an important day. Today she was going to take Jim’s ashes over the river and 

scatter his remains on the cliffs there. She had hoped some of her friends might 

have come with her, but no one had bothered to turn up. Margaret didn’t have any 

family left alive, and her pets were all buried under the roses in her back garden. 

She was all alone now. Normally she didn’t mind, but it would have been nice to 

have some friends with her today. 

She sighed to herself, picked up her giant handbag and shuffled out of The 

Word. As she walked down towards the ferry terminal she pulled out her tin of 

coins and started to count out the fair in one pence coins. She had just got up to 

twenty-eight pence when someone pushed into her and grabbed at her bag. 

Long ago Margaret had been an international spy-for-hire and knew how to 

defend herself. But her bones weren’t what they used to be and, before she could 
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grab her massive axe, the attack was over. In front of her, on the floor, was her 

giant bag, its contents spilling over the pavement. Quickly, she stuffed them back 

into the bag, checking to make sure it was all there. Her old eyes weren’t as good 

as they used to be but she soon realised that something was missing, something 

very, very important: Jim’s urn was gone! 

Margaret looked up and saw a young teenage boy running away. In his hand 

was something cylindrical and shiny. 

‘Stop!’ Margaret cried. ‘He’s got Jim!’ 

But before anyone could react Margaret was on her feet and running after 

the thief. It had been a long time since she had won gold at the Olympics in the 

one hundred meters sprint, but her legs still managed to put on a good show. She 

dashed towards the robber, her comfy shoes a blur of colour as she narrowed the 

gap between them. 

She was almost close enough to seize the young do-badder when he 

grabbed a nearby bicycle and sped along King Street.  

‘Well, really!’ Margaret tutted in disgust. She’d never catch him now. She’d 

have to think of something! She scanned the shops and spied someone familiar: 

there, outside Greggs, was Billy McQueen sat on his mobility scooter. Billy was a 

friend from the local choir, he had a beautiful soprano voice that could move an 

audience to tears. 

‘Billy!’ Margaret shouted as she pushed him to the ground. ‘No time to 

explain, sorry.’ 

She commandeered his mobility scooter and revved it to full speed, which 

wasn’t very fast. Billy wailed tunefully as he watched her trundle away. 

Ahead Margaret saw the boy on his stolen bike. There was no way she could 

catch him, not at this slow speed. She kicked the plastic panel off the steering 

column and pulled at the clump of colourful wires that hid inside. During the war 

Margaret had been a tank engineer, and was known to get them up to unheard of 
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speeds. Using all of her ancient knowledge she pulled at the wires of the mobility 

scooter, sending sparks flying behind her. Then, as she joined two wires together, 

the scooter roared into life. Suddenly it shot down the street at breakneck speed. 

People jumped out of the way as Margaret steered the bullet-like scooter as it 

charged towards her prey. 

The young thief glanced over his shoulder, saw the blur of anger heading his 

way and peddled even faster. 

Margaret smiled to herself: she was almost on top of him now. She’d give 

him such a talking to! 

At the last moment the young bandit skidded, letting the bicycle tumble to 

the ground as he ran towards the Metro station. 

Cursing, Margaret yanked the handbrake, sending the scooter into a 

sideways skid that smashed the bicycle into a thousand pieces. She revved the 

scooter’s engine, sending a dark plume of smoke out behind her, as she targeted 

the steps to the Metro. That’s when she remembered that scooters don’t go 

upstairs. The front wheels smashed into the steps and Margaret found herself 

propelled into the air. For a moment, she was flying – like that time she’d been a 

test pilot for NASA – then she was rolling across the Metro station platform. 

Margaret stood up, tutting as she dusted herself down. She’d lost sight of 

the rotten robber! Where was he? 

There! 

He was at the door of the Metro train, laughing as he waved poor Jim’s urn 

at her. 

Margaret growled. It was a milk-curdling growl that would have freaked out 

most cows. It was something she’d learned from the chief of the Mu-Poo tribe 

during the year she’d lived with them in the mountains of Birmingham. 

The young thief quivered, just as the doors to the train closed. Margaret 

stampeded along the platform, racing to catch the accelerating train. At the last 
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moment, just as she was about to run out of platform, Margaret launched herself 

into the air. As if in slow motion she pulled her giant axe out of her handbag and 

swung it towards the train carriage. Its deadly blade cut into the metal of the train 

as it sped along the track. Margaret held on tight, feeling the wind whistle through 

her hair, ruining her perm. She was really angry now. 

Inside the train, she could see the shocked face of the shameful scallywag 

as she used her trusty axe to claw her way along the carriage. 

Just then the train began to slow as it approached the next station. As the 

doors opened Margaret rushed into the carriage. But there was no sign of the light-

fingered fool. 

She squinted, trying to spot him. 

On the other platform was a train leaving the station in the opposite 

direction. As it chugged away from her Margaret spied the blotchy face of the 

blustering bandit. She sprang to action, launching herself onto the back of the train 

and clambered inside. Her hair was a proper mess now. 

‘Oy!’ a voice cried as she sprinted through the train. She glanced behind her 

and saw a Metro guard marching after her.  

‘Ticket, please!’ he demanded. 

‘I don’t have time for tickets!’ Margaret replied. ‘I’m trying to stop a thief. 

He’s stolen Jim!’ 

‘Oh,’ the Metro guard replied, sounding like he wished he hadn’t asked. 

‘Should I stop the train?’ 

‘That’s a good idea,’ Margaret replied. 

Seconds later the train began to slow, its wheels screeching against the 

tracks. Margaret made her way through the carriages until she spied her prey, 

cowering in the corner at the far end of the train. 

‘You stole my husband,’ Margaret bellowed, ‘and I want him back!’ 
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The boy, wide eyed with fear, made a dash for the door, sprinting as fast as 

he could. Margaret was on his tail, closing the gap between them - she hadn’t won 

three London marathons for nothing. But the thief was a wriggly runner, and kept 

avoiding Margaret’s outstretched talons. If only she’d packed her faithful lasso in 

her handbag this morning. 

It was market day, and the stalls of second-hand stuff were spread out in 

the square. The thief ran between them, hoping to slow Margaret down. For a 

moment a shiny broach caught her attention, its pretty jewels glittering in her eyes. 

She stopped, catching her breath as she admired the glittering object. When she 

looked up there was no sign of the thief. 

‘Where the devil has he gone?’ Margaret mused. ‘Keep that broach for me,’ 

she barked at the befuddled stall owner, then she resumed her hunt. 

She combed around the church, she investigated inside ASDA, she even ran 

back inside The Word and stalked every single level of the library. When she got to 

the viewing terrace she scanned the horizon. There on the river was the ferry, and 

inside she could just make out the terrible thief.  

‘Oh no you don’t!’ Margaret cried as she spidered down the outside wall of 

The Word (Parkour was one of her favourite pastimes.) 

Within seconds she was down by the ferry terminal. She considered diving 

in to the icy water and swimming after the ferry, but her handbag was incredibly 

heavy – too heavy to swim with – and she didn’t want to leave it behind. Just then 

she spied another boat on the water: a Sea Cadets’ RIB. 

She put her fingers to her mouth and whistled. One of the Sea Cadets saw 

her and steered the boat towards the riverbank. When it was close to the shore 

Margaret jumped the gap and rolled onto the deck. 

‘Follow that Ferry!’ Margaret cried. 

The surprised Sea Cadets obeyed, throttling the engine so that a huge wave 

of water erupted from the back of the boat. 
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The gap between the Sea Cadets’ RIB and the ferry narrowed. As it came 

alongside she saw the thief’s startled expression. 

‘Ramming speed!’ Margaret ordered. 

The Sea Cadets’ RIB accelerated, turning to smash into the side of the ferry. 

The young robber rushed to the top of the ship, looking for a way to escape. At the 

same time Margaret threw herself through the air and landed on the deck. Finally, 

the troublesome thief was cornered. 

He shrank away from her, the urn in his shaking hand.  

‘Don’t come any closer!’ he cried. 

Margaret was in no mood to negotiate. She put down her handbag and 

rolled up her sleeves. She rushed towards him and grabbed at the urn, trying to 

pull it from the thief’s hands.  

There was an almighty grinding noise as the Sea Cadets’ RIB tore into the 

side of the ferry once more. The deck tilted violently, throwing Margaret and the 

thief toward the shore. The urn slipped from their fingers and flew up into the air. 

Margaret watched in disbelief as it slowly spun, end over end, out of reach. The 

urn smashed into the bank, and spewed its contents into the river. 

Margaret gasped. 

The thief gasped. 

The onlookers watched, hardly bothering to gasp. 

Instead of grey ashes sinking through the dark water Margaret saw coins. 

Lots and lots of coins. 

‘Oh,’ she said, realising. ‘That’s not Jim. That’s my tin of one penny coins.’ 

She looked down and opened her handbag. Inside, safe and dry, was Jim’s 

urn. ‘I had it been here all along,’ Margaret laughed. ‘I really should wear my 

glasses more often.’ 
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The ferry lurched to a halt, rammed against the river bank, and a troupe of 

police officers came aboard to arrest the rebellious rascal who had caused all this 

trouble. 

Later, after she had explained what had happened, the police were kind 

enough to take Margaret up to the cliffs so she could scatter Jim’s ashes. The Sea 

Cadets came as well, as did many of the passengers from the ferry while they 

waited for the replacement bus service to turn up. Margaret was glad of the 

company and she was sure Jim was too. 

The crowd watched as Margaret opened Jim’s urn and let his ashes fly on 

the wind. The powder swirled in the air, circling in the strong breeze, then fell over 

the reverent crowd, coating them in the dark dust.  

‘Oh dear!’ Margaret muttered. 

‘Disgusting!’ a Sea Cadet cried. 

‘Gross!’ said one of the ferry passengers. 

‘This tastes of coffee,’ noted a policeman. 

Margaret glared at him. ‘Don’t eat my Jim!’ 

‘Madam, I’m not,’ the policeman explained. ‘The wind has blown your 

deceased husband’s remains into my mouth. It is an unfortunate turn of events, 

but he does taste of coffee, and the obvious aroma of that well-known beverage 

cannot be denied.’ 

Margaret sniffed the air. The policeman was right: her husband smelt of 

coffee. She looked down at his urn and dipped a finger into the last of the ashes. 

She put it to her lips and tasted… coffee! 

‘This is not my husband!’ Margaret exclaimed. 

‘And that is not an urn,’ the policeman observed, gesturing to the object in 

Margaret’s trembling hands, ‘it is a coffee jar.’ 

Margaret stared at the jar, squinting to see it properly. 
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‘Is it possible,’ the policeman asked in a quiet voice, ‘that you might have 

brought the wrong jar out with you today, madam?’ 

‘No!’ Margaret exclaimed. But then she thought a little, and confessed, ‘I 

had noticed my morning cuppa tasted a bit odd these last few days.’ She leaned 

closer, whispering in the policeman’s large ear. ‘I think… perhaps… I might have… I 

might have mixed up the jars.’ 

The policeman’s eyes widened, and the colour drained from his cheeks. ‘So 

you’ve been… you’ve been drinking your husband’s ashes?’ 

Margaret blushed, feeling a little bit foolish. ‘Is that illegal?’ 

‘Well…’ the policeman scratched his chin. ‘I’m not sure I want to report this, 

do you?’ 

‘No!’ 

‘Good! Is there anything left?’ 

Margaret thought, picturing the jar next to the kettle on her kitchen 

worktop. ‘A little.’ 

The policeman nodded. ‘Then might I suggest we do this again tomorrow, 

with the right jar?’ 

‘A good idea,’ Margaret agreed. 

As the coffee-coated crowd disbanded, and Margaret walked down the hill, 

she imagined Jim watching over her. He was probably having a good chuckle right 

about now, she thought. She remembered how much he used to hate coffee. After 

today, Margaret didn’t think she’d be able to drink another cup.  


