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For my parents, Anne and Frank.

Two people who left school in their teens and worked hard all their lives to provide for my sisters and me. 

Thanks for all the stories about 

growing up in small-town Ireland. 

You created a monster.
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“I find television very educating. Every time somebody turns on the set, I go into the other room and read a book.”

Groucho Marks
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STORM COMING
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Roddy waved goodbye to McCook, Nebraska, secretly hoping he would not lay eyes on his sister and brother-in-law for some time. Always the nurturing eldest sister, Mary waved and smiled mistily, although her husband merely winked at the younger man. The deputy sheriff’s uniform lent John an air of competency combined with strength that made him the ideal mate for gentle Mary. Roddy ignored the unexpected and inconvenient twinge of envy, and resisted the urge to flip the other man the bird.

Since John married Mary, his parents had increased the pressure on him to either become a cop or join the army. They were convinced he was an ideal candidate to protect and serve. Roddy had no idea what they were on about. He was off to New York to join his buddy, Ray. He planned to live a little, not spend the next forty years strapping on a gun every morning. Let other suckers handle armed robberies, and foil potential terrorist attacks. Life was for living, not constant vigilance.

Roddy hurled his backpack into the luggage rack and flung his rangy frame into a tatty grey seat. He glanced at his watch. Four hours before he could avail of fresh air and grab a bite to eat. He was not prepared to splash his meagre cash on the crap they were selling in the dining car. At the first stopover, he intended to find a Mom and Pop greasy spoon and enjoy a meal that would sustain him for many hours.

Travelling across country by train literally took days, although the modest price tag offered some compensation. Mary and John had treated him to the ticket, and he was determined not to be an ungrateful brat, hankering after a metal tube that would fly him to the Big Apple in a few short hours.

As fellow passengers rushed to take their seats, all talk was of the incoming blizzard. Roddy rolled his bright blue eyes. All this fuss over one little storm. Some folks had the ability to worry themselves into an early grave.

The young woman carrying the slightly old-fashioned blue valise did not appear concerned by the weather. He wondered if she might be heading for his section, but she paused at a seat on the other side of the carriage, and carefully placed the bag in the luggage rack. Then she removed her fitted blue raincoat and folded it neatly.

As she tucked it next to her luggage, Roddy noticed her long slim legs and firm butt. With her bouncing blonde curls and peaches and cream complexion, she was exactly the kind of girl to attract him. Her pale colouring would complement his tanned skin and jet black hair very nicely.

She made herself comfortable in her chosen seat and pulled a book out of her shoulder bag. Roddy felt it would be gentlemanly of him to point out that she was sitting with her back to the engine. Then again, if she moved, he would be unable to see her. Perhaps he should leave it alone. He was still pondering the dilemma when he saw her fishing a mobile phone out of her bag. It was an older style and not especially elegant, which surprised him.

‘There’s a storm coming, Mother,’ he heard her say in a Chicago accent. ‘I’m on course for the university. Love to Dad.’

She abruptly cut the call, and Roddy grinned. Clearly, he was not the only one with parental issues. Perhaps they wanted her to become a brain surgeon while her heart was set on drama? He unsuccessfully tried to catch her eye. Her nose was buried in the book for the first hour so he contented himself listening to music.

After a while, he noticed her leaving the carriage, and when she returned she was carrying a large cup of something. She slowly consumed the drink, paying no attention to her surroundings, and certainly none to him. He was just about to stand up and approach her when she closed her eyes and appeared to be sleeping. Roddy clenched his teeth but refused to give up. Chances were, they would disembark together.

As predicted, both he and the object of his desire exited the train at Lincoln. Roddy’s backpack was firmly strapped to his broad back while the girl carried the blue valise by its handle. He followed her along the platform and watched her entering the restrooms. Determined not to lose her until he had at least given it a shot, he loitered outside.

A gear subtly shifted inside Roddy’s brain as the girl reappeared and headed towards the exit. He took careful note of her body language, and the way she carried the valise. Never letting her out of his sight, he tailed her from the station to the main road. She paused for a moment and checked the street signs. Roddy followed her eyes, and saw it was barely half a mile to the university. She turned north on Pinnacle Arena and walked speedily away, while an increasingly frantic Roddy pursued her. What the hell was he supposed to do?

As his quarry neared the pedestrian crossing, Roddy made his decision. She was caught completely unawares when he grabbed her by the waist and dragged her to the nearest wall. She dropped the valise and the copper locks disengaged. The case sprang open. Roddy grabbed both her hands and raised them above her head, pinning them with his left. He took a firm grip of her neck with his right hand and stared into her cold green eyes.

‘Sir, I suggest you release the young lady and come quietly,’ a voice spoke from behind.

‘Awesome,’ Roddy was overwhelmed with relief. ‘You’ve got a full-blown terror alert on your hands, officer. Instead of pointing that gun at me, I suggest you raise the alarm and clear the area. You also need to locate the detonator. It’s likely to be a new model cell phone.’

‘The valise is empty,’ the uniformed cop moved to one side and this time pointed his sidearm directly at Roddy’s face.

‘It’s empty because she’s wearing a suicide vest.’

Removing his right hand from the silky elegant neck, Roddy parted the folds of the raincoat and showed the cop what lay beneath. 

‘I noticed it as soon as she came out of the restroom. I guess she forgot to pack a baggy jacket.’
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TEARS FOR A CLOWN
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As a professor of literature, Andrew Netley was more aware than most that the notion of scary clowns was not new. Indeed, one first appeared in The Pickwick Papers as far back as 1837. It irked him that modern-day Americans somehow believed they had invented the concept. The way in which the craze had traversed the Atlantic and grown legs irked him even more.

Determined to educate the yahoos who perceived themselves as trendsetters, Andrew happily paid the exorbitant charge for a costume at his local hire shop. His wife was aghast when she realised what he intended wearing to the faculty Halloween party. Andrew dismissed her concerns with his usual condescension, and urged her to organise her own costume without delay.

‘Don’t just wear an apron and claim to be a Bake-Off contestant. Put some effort into it, woman.’

Despite her reluctance to attend any sort of party with her spouse, the mention of an apron gave Erika an idea. She rummaged in the attic trunk and triumphantly unearthed a white bonnet. It was a relic from an amateur dramatics performance of Middlemarch, in which she had starred a decade earlier. Andrew had been travelling a great deal for work at the time, and had neither objected to nor interfered with her theatrical aspirations. Erika allowed herself ten minutes of pure pleasure as she recalled those carefree days of rehearsals and good natured bonhomie while her spouse visited likeminded professionals at universities across the globe.

Somewhere in the distance, the sound of a ringing landline brought Erika back to her senses. Clutching her bonnet, she descended the rather rickety wooden stairs and powered up the computer. Sipping at a cup of nettle tea, she went online and found a plain bib apron on eBay for only five pounds. Lastly, she dug through the long-treasured mementoes of her late mother. Sure enough, there was a plain grey dress which had been fashionable in the forties, and was a perfect fit on her willowy frame. When Erika tucked her flaxen tresses inside the bonnet, and slipped on thick black tights and sturdy sensible brogues, she looked every centimetre the Amish lady.

She hoped her husband would approve of her choice. If the party went well, it would mean the weekend would also go well, and she would not be subjected to the usual levels of grouchiness. She might even get out for a solo walk without anybody making a fuss or interrogating her about her intended route or destination.

On the night in question, Andrew grudgingly admitted she had chosen well, and Erika breathed a sigh of relief. She helped him into his scary clown costume, and closed the zip at the back. He grumbled because it was warmer than he expected, and Ericka gently reminded him the October breeze would soon cool him down. He grunted in acknowledgment of this, then graciously permitted his wife to link his arm as they made their way to the party. As they strolled, he practiced the various homilies he intended to deliver to those who were prepared to be cornered, educated and bored. A silent Erika occasionally glanced uneasily at the hideous mask. She had a bad feeling about the costume but could not explain why. She had never been omniscient, nonetheless shivered inside her grey dress.

Coulrophobia is a relatively new-fangled phobia, hence little is known about it. Boris McKenna had been diagnosed with the condition after an incident involving an angry clown at a fairground some five years earlier. He would not have dreamt of leaving his safe and cosy crib on Halloween, if not for his dog’s needs. As per his usual habit, Boris carried a walking stick made of Colorado Aspen, a cherished gift from his father.

As the Netleys neared the university gates, Boris appeared around the corner, Jasmine trotting by his side. Without pausing to engage his brain, he instantly screamed and lunged at his bête noir.

A minute later, a sobbing Boris sat rocking manically as Erika cradled her husband’s unconscious form. The force of the blows had split the mask in two. Andrew’s lifeblood flowed from three gaping wounds, saturating her hitherto pristine apron. Images of solitary weekend walks flooded her mind as the sounds of the ambulance penetrated her brain. Her trembling fingers could feel no pulse.
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HAROLD IN THE AUTUMN
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As the only wizard in town, Harold occasionally experienced loneliness. There were times when he genuinely regretted the lack of companionship, and had even contemplated the possibility of a romantic relationship, before dismissing the notion as infantile.

Nonetheless, the thought lingered. Others of the same persuasion undoubtedly enjoyed the Halloween festivities as much as he. It would be wonderful to share the experience with a likeminded spirit. A girlfriend even.

This year, he had chosen long blue robes adorned with silver sparkling stars. Five years earlier, a similar costume had been interpreted as that of a copycat Dumbledore. As a fourth-generation High Wizard, Harold rose above the comparison.

If the civilian population of Blinkinstep chose to reduce him to the status of fictional character, that was their lookout. He had zero interest in their opinions. The reason he was involved with them at all was entirely due to the necessity of earning a living. His father’s idea. It’s a perfect cover, boy, and unlikely to go out of fashion. A job for life and a house to boot. Just watch out for the ladies. The naughty ones.

Attended by fond memories of former Halloweens spent with his extended family, Harold took the 46-bus downtown, and ordered dinner at his favourite bistro. Many of his fellow diners were in fancy dress, and a rather raucous atmosphere prevailed. Halloween was a significant event in the autumnal calendar of Blinkinstep, and not one to be taken lightly.

In honour of the occasion, he treated himself to Bread and Butter Pudding with custard for afters. He recalled how his mother used to make vanilla custard for the family as a Sunday treat. Constantly stirring the pale-yellow sauce so not one lump formed. And all without touching the wooden spoon. Her skill had been in all things culinary. His dad often used to claim that’s why he married her in the first place.

Dinner over, bill paid, and memories shoved back in their box, Harold spent a couple of hours strolling around town. He extinguished two illegal bonfires before assisting one young man with his attempts at mirror divination. Having assured the stranger that his one true love went by the moniker of Kickass-Karl, Harold continued on his way, pleased to have been of service. As he rounded the corner by the Dolphin Public House, he sensed a change in the air. Regular as clockwork. Happy Halloween.

Most pedestrians would have hesitated to turn into the blind alleyway next to the pub, but not Harold. He eagerly strode down the dingy aperture, barely pausing to fling balls of light into the air. Displaying no signs of trepidation, a pair of Wizards (Third Class) stood next to the blue 1400-litre bin. Dressed in long black leather coats and knee-high boots, each man clutched a stick-like device.

‘What fun,’ Harold remarked cheerily, as he pointed his wand at their faces. The blast it emitted vaporised the contenders to his title before they had a chance to blink. 

‘Third Class indeed,’ Harold chortled. ‘When will these sad losers learn this town simply isn’t big enough for all of us? Blinkinstep is my turf. As is this county. As is this island.’ 

Feeling his rage mounting, he inhaled a few deep breaths through his nose and exhaled through his mouth. The strategy worked, and he immediately felt calmer.

After carefully scrutinising the white cat who witnessed the incident, and extinguishing the balls of light, Harold exited the alley and began the long walk home. Along the way, he broke up four fights, assisted an elderly lady to retrieve her cat from a tree, and counselled a warring couple. 

‘All relationships need work,’ he reproved them gently. ‘Nobody is perfect.’

The next morning, he arrived at work feeling less energetic than usual, yet satisfied with his nocturnal activities.

‘Good morning, Reverend,’ his assistant, Gail, greeted him with the usual cup of coffee and adoring smile. 

‘You have the Robinson-Morrison wedding at ten, followed by the Winters-Jones blessing. You’re booked to have lunch with the bishop, and you promised to meet with the flower arranging committee at two. Not forgetting Mrs Smith’s funeral. I hope you got a good night’s rest.’
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TONY’S WAR
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As a lifelong member of the Devon community, Susan often heard the story of how Beam House was used as a convalescent home for wounded soldiers during the Great War. She sighed sorrowfully as she regarded the imposing structure from the banks of the River Torridge. So much for their romantic weekend. 

So much for their fresh start. 

So little left.

After three extended tours of Iraq, her Tony had returned home a marked man. His body was virtually free of scars, yet his mind was fractured. Gone was her beloved husband’s boisterous laugh. The man who, hitherto, had been the life and soul of the party. At thirty years of age, Susan found herself married to a stranger. One who suffered nightmares and flashbacks. 

One who hurt her in his sleep and had no memory of it afterwards. A man riddled with guilt over incidents he was unable to discuss for security reasons. Susan wondered if the men who used to reside at Beam House were prone to similar symptoms. Had PTSD even been diagnosed back then?

She rather reluctantly withdrew her eyes from the house and looked around for Tony. He had wandered off ten minutes earlier, ostensibly to investigate the fishing rights. There was no sign of him, and Susan hoped he had encountered other men who had engaged him in conversation. She had no clue what anglers found to discuss for hours at a time, but anything that helped her Tony shake off the demons that had him in a body-hugging, soulless grip was to be encouraged.

Although the weather was mild, Susan shivered as she wandered along the pathway, searching for her spouse. She soon spotted the group of anglers. They were huddled together on the bank, staring down into the water. A suddenly frantic Susan rushed towards them, and unceremoniously elbowed the nearest two out of her way.

Tony’s dark red hair was easily identifiable as he floated face-down in the water. Two men kitted out in waders and multi-pocketed jackets stood on either side of him. A young man in his twenties came rushing up and gasped in shock when he spotted the group in the river.

‘Pull him out and give him CPR,’ he yelled at the men. ‘What are you waiting for?’

A stocky man with curly black hair unexpectedly stepped back and put his arm around Susan. ‘Pipe down, Jeff,’ he ordered the young man in a voice deepened by emotion. ‘Tony didn’t drown. He shot himself. Why do you think we haven’t turned him over?’

The sense of relief Susan experienced upon hearing those words stayed with her always. As did the guilt. ‘Goodbye my love,’ she whispered the words to herself. ‘I hope you have found peace.’
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