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Georgia Lennard didn't have time to collect another fare. She had to get back to school to collect the kids. It was apparently the most scariest night of the year and she was taking them out. She flicked on the off-duty sign in her taxi and hightailed it in the general direction of the school.

The back streets were relatively empty at this time of day, being more likely to come alive with the less than salubrious night-life this quarter was famously known for. It wasn't a district you came to of an evening unless you were a gentleman or lady of the night. It wasn't really a district you'd choose to come to during the day either, to be frank. Georgia hated having to come here for customers, but it was a short-cut to everywhere else and if it saved time, then it saved money for Georgia.

She drummed her fingers on her steering wheel in time to the music on the car radio as the streetlights started to come on, and she thought ahead to the evening's shenanigans. It was Halloween. The kids loved Halloween. Once they'd had their tea, they were going out trick-or-treating. Georgia hoped that the weather would hold for them.

As she rounded a corner between a couple of industrial units that towered over the streets, Georgia slammed her foot on the brake. What was that in the middle of the road? She let the engine tick over as she wondered first if it was a pile of clothes and then if it was a sack of discarded kittens. It was the thought of kittens that made her choose to go and investigate further. 

Georgia opened the door just as a fine drizzle started to fall. Pulling up the collar on her jacket, she carefully picked her way across the slippy cobbles. A shiver ran down her spine. She glanced around. Creepy, she thought. 

Looking down at the pile of clothes she shivered again. It wasn't moving, so that meant it wasn't a sack of kittens...unless they'd all already died. She thought about examining the pile but shuddered at the thought. Did she really want to see a load of dead kittens? No, she didn't. But she squatted down anyway and used one of her long fingernails to move the material to one side.

A clown's face suddenly grinned at her, causing her to topple backwards with surprise and land on the wet ground. She was quick to get back up again and she stared at the face, feeling the backside of her jeans at the same time. When she saw that it was only a mask, she felt silly and looked around to see if anyone had seen her. There was no one there. Just Georgia, her taxi and the clown. What a strange thing to leave lying around.

She crept up to the pile of fabric once more and shone the torch on her mobile phone at it. Then she laughed. An embarrassed laugh.

"It's a puppet!" she said out loud. "A clown puppet." She looked at her surroundings again, to make sure that there really wasn't anyone else there, then she bent over and carefully picked the puppet up.

It was about the size of a child and it had strings attached to its head, hands and feet. She held onto the wooden slats and wiggled them around a bit, but she couldn't get the puppet to move for her. Running her fingers over it she realised it was all in one piece. If the kids can work out how to use it, what a great thing for them to take out with them this evening, thought Georgia.

She gave it a shake, lifting it completely clear of the ground, made sure there was nothing underneath it, and she stowed it on the back seat of her taxi. Then she climbed back into the front of the cab, hit the accelerator, and sped off towards the school. By now it was quite dark and her headlights sliced through the rain.

At a set of traffic lights, Georgia peered over her shoulder and jumped again. The clown was grinning right at her. She shook herself. Stop being daft! 

And then she felt one of her tyres blow out as the taxi skidded into the kerb.

"Dammit," she muttered, getting back out of the taxi. She didn't have time to wait for the AA. It would be quicker for her to change the wheel herself. It did make her even later, though. And the rain soaked right through her denim jacket.
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WHEN THEY ALL EVENTUALLY piled into the house, Connor and Abbie dashed upstairs to change out of their school uniforms. Georgia left her denim jacket hanging on the balustrade and rubbed at her hair and face with a towel. Then she put their tea on (fish fingers, beans and chips) and arranged the puppet on the worktop where the kids would see it when they came back down to eat. She had a menacing feeling that she was being watched, but every time she turned around, only the puppet was there.

There was a death-curdling howl. Georgia looked down to see their black cat, Domino, arching its back and yowling at the puppet. Her yellow eyes were wide, her ears were flat and her tail had bushed up to more than twice its size.

"What's the matter, Dom?" said Georgia. "Don't you like it?"

She scooped the cat up into her arms, but Domino had her claws into her so fast that Georgia dropped her again. The cat scooted out of the kitchen, hissing and spitting and slipping all over the place on the floor tiles.

How odd, mused Georgia.

"What's wrong with Domino?" asked Connor, as usual the first one to report in for tea. He was still watching after her over his shoulder.

"She didn't like our new friend," said Georgia, waiting for Connor to see the puppet.

Connor's head turned to his mother, and then his eye caught the brightly coloured creature on the worktop. "Wow! What's that?" he said, dashing up to have a closer look.

"It's a puppet," said Georgia.

"It's ace," said Connor. "Can I have a go?" Without waiting for the go ahead, he picked the puppet up by the wooden things at the top of the strings. Within seconds he had the clown walking across the kitchen floor.

"Mum, the cat's just thrown up on the landing carpet!" called Abbie down the stairs.

"Clean it up, then!" her mother called back.

"Urgh!" said Abbie's voice. 

But within a few moments Georgia could hear something rubbing on the carpet, and she smiled to herself. Her daughter was a good girl who'd do something if it needed doing rather than wait for someone else to do it.

Georgia was watching Connor making the puppet dance. She heard the upstairs toilet flush and then a tap running in the bathroom sink. Then her daughter's feet came thumping back down the stairs.

"Don't forget to let your sister have a go," said Georgia, turning to serve up their tea.

Connor wasn't listening. He was miles away, a massive smile on his face. 

Abbie had Domino in her arms when she came into the kitchen, but the cat yowled again, jumped down, and scampered back up the stairs. "What's wrong with her?" asked Abbie. "Is there a full moon...? Wow, what's that?" she said before anyone answered, running to her brother's side. Connor was demonstrating his new-found skills and he made the puppet wave at his sister. Abbie was delighted, and she clapped her hands. "Oh, can I have a go?"

Connor was reluctant at first, but he conceded and handed the mechanism to Abbie. Like her mother, though,  she couldn't make head nor tail of it and she handed it back to her brother.

"Where did you learn to do that?" she said, taking her place at the table.

"Dunno," shrugged her brother. "Never tried it before."

"I'm sure you'll get the hang of it, Abbie," said Georgia, putting their plates on the table.

Connor carefully sat the puppet back down on the worktop, washed his hands, and sat opposite her. He picked up a squeezy bottle of tomato ketchup and smothered his baked beans.

Georgia turned up her nose. She'd never understood how anyone could put ketchup on beans when they were already covered in it.

She took her place at the table with the kids, pinching a chip off Abbie's plate.

"Hey!" said Abbie, but Georgia knew she didn't mind really.

"I thought you might want to take him out trick-or-treating," said Georgia, pointing the half-eaten chip at the puppet.

Connor's blue eyes grew wider. "Can we?" he said.

"That's a cool idea," said Abbie.

The house phone rang and all three of them exchanged surprised looks. No one ever called the house phone. It was there purely for the internet. And Great Aunt Mabel, of course, who refused to call any of them on their mobile phones. "Too expensive!" she always complained. 

Georgia hoped that Great Aunt Mabel was all right. But when she picked up the receiver, there was no one there.

"Perhaps it's Dad struggling to get a signal," suggested Abbie. 

That was possible. If ever their father did have trouble calling any of their mobiles, he did in fact call the land line, just in case. 

She dialled 1-4-7-1, but the electronic voice at the other end told her that the last call was three weeks ago last Wednesday...And it was, indeed, Great Aunt Mabel. 

"Hmm," she said, replacing the receiver on the wall-mounted cradle. As she started to clear up the kids' dinner plates, the phone rang again. This time there was just a hollow cackle before static took over again. She hung up, dialled 1-4-7-1 again, but got the same message as before. She stood there thoughtfully for a moment before seeing the clown's face looking right at her, making her jump. But when she checked again, his painted eyes were simply staring, unseeing.

Another shiver ran down Georgia's spine. She needed to pull herself together. This Halloween lark was getting to her.
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THE KIDS WENT TO GET changed into their Halloween fancy dress outfits. Connor was a vampire, Abbie was a witch. Georgia had bought a black harness and lead for the cat, so that the witch's familiar could accompany them. However, of
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