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​Maniac
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There’s a maniac on the loose tonight.

Shoes in one hand, she stands in the darkened kitchen, listening. She’s only been outside for twenty minutes, capturing the autumn sunset in pastel water-colours from the bridge over the stream. But it’s colder now; the evening fog is settling in and she’s left the painting out in the barn with the rest of her pictures. She’d like to have the place converted into a proper studio one day.

Something has happened while she’s been out. With a women’s intuition, she knows. Nothing has changed, yet everything is different and so she stands there, the tiles cold under her stockinged feet as she listens for signs of an intruder. The house no longer has that empty feeling that she finds so comforting; now it seems expectant somehow, like a guilty child waiting for her to guess what it has done. 

A sound from the hallway stops her heart for a second, her hand frozen in mid-air as she reaches for the door-handle. Time stops flowing as her attention is caught by the lazy swing of the kitchen door, white wood slicing the air with surgeon’s precision. And then a small ginger body winds its way around the door frame and looks up at her accusingly. The cat doesn’t appear to notice the tension in the air and it brushes past her and out into the garden, offended by her behaviour.

Time jumps crazily back onto its tracks, with no apology for the derailment. Car keys, she thinks frantically, trying to retrace her steps from that afternoon. Keys are her ticket out of here; her passport to freedom. Without them she is a prisoner in this house. 

Where has she been today? Car to front door. Bags to kitchen. Return for two more. Front door closed and – she remembers now. The telephone rang as she returned with the last of the shopping. She picked up the receiver with a french stick under one arm and felt faintly silly as the line went dead.

Hall table, she says to herself, breathing out slowly with an air of confidence she doesn’t feel. Now she can see them in her mind’s eye and she wishes she could reach out for them and be gone. But no. If she wants the safety of the car and the reality of the town, she must first cross the oak-beamed hall.

She swallows hard and takes a tentative step towards the doorway. The house is silent and watching, the grey feathers of dusk settling sleepily outside. 

She’s been alone for four or five years now, living out here with just the cats for company. She likes it this way. Sometimes she kids herself she’ll marry again, but deep down she knows it will never happen. She’s been through too much for that. When she divorced her husband, she thought she’d never be able to even look at a man again and in the years which have followed, her feelings haven’t changed.
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There’s a maniac on the loose tonight. She knows because she listened to the news on the radio in the car earlier. He escaped from the prison on the edge of the moors and he’s armed and dangerous.

She shakes her head impatiently, wondering if this is why she is suddenly so jumpy. All she has to do is find her keys and drive into town. In the morning she can come back and prove to herself that she was wrong. Ghosts only come out at night. 

She tiptoes across the floor and peers out into the hall. She can see the table clearly now. There’s a vase of daffodils next to the telephone and a magazine fallen onto the floor on top of her boots. All very ordinary and normal. But the keys aren’t there.

She knows she put them on the table. She remembers carefully placing them so as not to scratch the antique surface. Perhaps they have fallen with the magazine.

She crosses the pale blue carpet like one of her cats and reaches down in the darkness of the hallway. What’s left of the sunset shows her only a copy of Homes & Gardens lying on top of her boots, so she stands again and gently eases the table away from the wall to check behind it. Again no keys – just an old snapshot that’s probably been there for years.

She turns the photograph over and almost gasps out loud. For a second she is tempted to rip it into little pieces like she did all the others – like he did with her life – but she hesitates as the memories jostle her mind.

Stevie. She hasn’t said his name for a long time. It’s an old photograph and he is smiling, blue eyes looking into the camera lens as though he can see her even now. Time is cheating her and she can remember his good points as well as his faults; it annoys her as she wants to hate him for what he did. She needs to hate him – it cocoons her and isolates her from the rest of the world. The hatred has sustained her for so long now that its absence would be a hole in her life. So she hates all men and it gives her a strange kind of comfort.

A sound from upstairs makes the snapshot drop from her fingers. This is why she hates men – for the power that they have over women. Why else would she be standing in her own hall, too terrified to move? She looks down to where the photo has landed on the carpet and sees that the telephone wire has been pulled from the wall socket. Not pulled, she corrects herself sharply, seeing the bare ends of the copper wire. Ripped. 

Now she knows he is here, this maniac, the situation is clearer. Somehow an intruder is easier to deal with than a memory and she has been pushed around enough in her life. Tonight she will make a stand – the photograph has done that much for her. Since Stevie left, she’s worked hard to escape the memories and although some of them still linger, she has painted over enough of the shadows of her past to stay here. Why should she move? None of it had been her fault.

She back-tracks to the kitchen and takes the carving knife from the drawer. She knows she can use it, knows that she has what it takes to defend herself. Bitter experience and self-defence classes have taught her that much and the weight in her hands gives her added confidence.

Then she climbs the stairs in the spongy darkness. She is more angry than scared now as she reaches the top. Bathroom first and she pushes the door open with one foot, letting the moonlight illuminate the room beyond. Then the three bedrooms, one by one, saving her own until last, because somehow she knows that’s where he will be.

The door is already open.

Stevie?
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There’s a maniac on the loose tonight. She knows – because he’s come home. 
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Daughter of Lir
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There’s a keen wind off the cliffs tonight. Banshees wail in harmony with the mournful cries of the seagulls that circle above the waves. The tide is in too, a rhythmic pounding on the rocks – the sea’s heartbeat growing stronger as the hour approaches. There is a feeling of anticipation in the darkness; lives have changed, battles been won and kingdoms lost on nights such as this.

Standing on the headland, by the edge of the crumbling chalk with hair stinging his face like a thousand tiny insects, he waits and watches as he’s waited and watched for what may be a hundred lifetimes. If he closes his eyes, faces the wind and looks with an inner vision, he can see forever out there in the ocean. 

But it’s not forever he’s looking for. Not tonight with the memories strong and the image of her so clear in his mind it’s as if time itself has looped back for him, giving him another chance to reach out for her, hold on to her and keep her as he’s kept her love in his heart for so long.

Aisling is her name. Daughter of the Gods and forbidden to one of his kind. Aisling, who came to him on a night like this and left him with such a longing that life became meaningless without her. A sea vision, the sailors said – a child of the ocean sent to snare mortal souls with such beauty and song that could charm the angels from heaven itself and make them seem pale shades, ghostly silhouettes against the spell of the children of Lir. Superstition and yet he believes, for he can hear her now, hear the haunting melodies in the wind and the sea. 

There is a power in the song, and power still in the singing.

But his Aisling has no need of such weapons. He is already under her spell and willingly. They have pledged their love for one another and though he knew her time was short, he has her promise to hold onto. And when her father called her home, she swore to return one day, to love him as only a child of the Gods can love.

So each year he waits on the headland and listens to the voices of the sea, secure in an unearthly love for a woman who is not mortal. Each year he listens for the song and hears only the banshees’ cries, premonitions of a death for which he can only dream until he finds her again. For the love of a God carries the price of eternity and he knows he will never find peace without Aisling.

The wind stills to silence. The tide ebbs. There is magic in the air tonight.

Aisling? He dares not look, but forces himself to step closer to the cliff edge. Down below, wet sand shimmers in nacreous light. The sea has withdrawn, exposing rocks like black teeth, the mouth of the ocean come to swallow its prey. Behind the rocks something moves, glistening in the shadows and he can make her out now, a slim figure in a pale shift, her hair like seaweed dressed with pearls. She is watching him, one hand touching the rock, the other outstretched towards him, pleading with him. She can come no further; Lir will not allow it. This is as far as she can keep her promise and it is not enough.

There are tears on his cheeks now, as he knows he cannot see her again. She has risked much already. But how can he live, knowing they can never be together? He sighs. Take me with you. He has no need of speech. She will hear him, if she chooses.

A flutter in the air around him and suddenly there are swans. Four white birds fly above him, majestic in their splendour. Slender white necks outstretched, they circle him for some moments, climbing effortlessly only to swoop down, then rise again. Up and down, round and round, until he is dizzy with exhilaration.

Aisling! There is joy in him as he knows the waiting is over, the promise kept. Yet still the swans circle, as reality crashes back in with the boom of the sea against the cliffs below. The wind howls again, the savage and ancient anger of a God defied. Aisling has betrayed her father by falling in love and he will not give her up lightly.

The swans are flying away from him now, buffeted by the wind. And then they are gone, white arrows speeding out to sea. His body shrieks with the loss, a part of him ripped open and exposed to the wind and the night. But this time it is different, now he knows he can fly too, that all he has to do is believe.

Five white swans soar high above a deserted headland. She has stolen his soul, taken what she laid claim to all those years ago and he is no longer human. And if he is no longer human, then he is free.
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The Dream Seller
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There was a man selling dreams at the corner of the street that morning. Big red shiny ones displayed on the top, the rest neatly packaged in colourful cardboard boxes underneath and arranged row upon row inside a battered brown suitcase. 

The dream seller had seen better days too. Young in appearance, his eyes belied the smooth pale skin and he looked ill-at-ease in his jeans and blue tee-shirt. Standing next to the case, he arranged a small sign proclaiming his wares.

And at eight thirty on a rainy November morning, as the workers filed out of the station like lemmings, dreams suddenly seemed to be in very short supply.
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Intrigued by the novelty, a few of the commuters slowed as they approached the man, businessmen in smart grey pinstripes casting sidelong glances as they passed. One or two drop-outs shuffled by, their dreams of wealth and women shining like beacons from their eyes. But it was the young receptionist who was the first to stop by the case and look more closely at the merchandise.

“And what do you dream of, my sweet?” Instant charm, switched on like a tap.

She met his eyes and turned away, nervous at the slowly forming crowd around her. There were too many people now to walk off without looking silly, so she reached into the case, only to have her fingers smacked sharply.

“No, no. Tell me what you desire and I’ll select you the dream.” He scratched the stubble on his chin thoughtfully and looked her up and down. “You want to be famous, am I right? You’re tired of being ignored.”

Her eyes widened and she glanced around quickly, in case any of her office colleagues were nearby. But there was nobody she recognised among the curious commuters and she turned back to the strange man. Besides, he was right. She tried her best to look smart at work; she was punctual and polite and was always willing to put in extra hours if necessary, but try as she might, she never seemed to get noticed by anybody. Anybody, that is, apart from one of the directors, who had made it more than clear on several occasions that he would much prefer to see her out of her smart suit. He was forever making excuses to stand next to her, brushing against her at every opportunity. He’d even touched her breast once – quite deliberately let his hand linger when nobody had been watching – and she’d been too scared to complain. She needed this job. The last time she’d politely refused his advances, he’d smiled knowingly at her as if he thought she’d give in eventually.

She jumped, startled as something touched her skin and she looked down to see one of the shiny red spheres in the palm of her hand. It was small, about two inches across and felt warm and slightly sticky as she prodded it gently with a finger.

“You like?” He leered at her, grinning obscenely and for a fraction of a second, she thought she saw something else there; some creature standing in front of her, but she blinked and it was gone.

“The perfect dream, my dear. Selected especially for you. A dream for everyone and everyone’s dream,” he announced to the crowd. “How much would you pay for your dream-come-true?”

She poked the red sphere again and to her horror, it suddenly crumbled in her palm. The dust slithered through her fingers and she opened her hand and stared at it in surprise.

“There you are, then. It was your dream,” he said triumphantly.

“I’m sorry?”

“It liked you.”

“It did?” She wondered if he was entirely sane.

He laughed. “Dreams are alive, you know. How else could they grow and change and finally blossom?” He jingled the coins in his pocket enticingly. “So how much is it worth?”

“What?” She frowned. “I didn’t break it – it just fell apart in my hand.”

“Of course it did. It was supposed to. Now let’s complete the deal, shall we?”

This was getting silly. Did he expect her to actually pay for something which had just disintegrated? She shook her head and turned away.

He grabbed her arm. “We haven’t agreed on a price.”

She tried to shake him off, but his grip was too strong. And as she stared at him, his face flickered again and suddenly it wasn’t a stranger standing in front of her, but Adrian Smith, the over-amorous company director with his nylon shirt and sweaty hands.

“The price, my dear! You have the goods.”

She’d been about to accuse him of being a con-man, but now she was scared. The crowd didn’t seem to have noticed the change and yet as she looked back at the man, he was the street-seller again, piercing blue eyes staring at her as though he could see into her mind.

It was too much. She wrenched free of his grip and fled along the road, pushing through the people and hearing the laughs behind her. Inside the office, she ran to the toilets and leaned against the wall, shaking. Had he really changed in front of her, or was it just her imagination? How could he possibly have known about her dreams?

She washed her hands and face, then dug a comb out of her handbag and pulled it through her hair, the routine calming her. Intent on her reflection, she heard the hinges squeak on the cloakroom door and saw him in the mirror first.

“Helen. Excuse me for barging in. I just wanted to catch you alone.”

I bet you did! she thought, swinging round to face him. Adrian. Probably lying in wait for her as he knew she came in early. And where were the other two girls who were usually in by now?

“Excuse me,” she said politely, wondering if she’d have to touch him to get to the door.

He stepped forward. “Helen, I know what you’re thinking.”

Do you? Do you really? “Would you let me through, please?”

“Oh, come on! Talk to me.” He reached out for her as she tried to squeeze past and as his hand brushed her chest, something snapped inside her and she swung round, shoving against him with all her weight.

She wasn’t a big girl, but she caught him by surprise and the floor tiles were freshly polished. He toppled over backwards like a skittle, grabbed for the edge of one of the units and missed, cracking his head hard on a washbasin on the way down. He scrabbled on the floor for a moment and she kicked him in the head – once, twice, a kick for every time he’d come on to her and made her feel so cheap.

She’d counted to twenty before she realised he’d stopped moving.

The police were called, of course, and arrived just before the ambulance. She claimed he’d tried to rape her, that she’d acted in self-defence, but it was difficult to substantiate when there wasn’t so much as a crease in her white blouse. And as she left the building, half-blinded by the sudden flash of a camera, she saw the street-seller leaning against a lamp-post. The suitcase was nowhere to be seen. 

He smiled at her. She’d dreamed of being noticed and he’d certainly made that
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