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A STORY IS BORN
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A Foreword by David L. Repsher, editor

––––––––
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A BRAIN AT REST, RANDOM thoughts flickering through its hinterlands, nothing registering, nothing sticking.

Then FLASH! 

A tiny spark in the darkness that begins to burn, growing with every nanosecond, swelling ever larger, impossible to ignore, impossible to push away. It pulls in on itself, condensing, forming, solidifying...

A story in its infancy, trying to gather what it needs to survive. Drawing sustenance from the Imagination of the Author. Trying to mature. Trying to become a complete entity. Seeking the light of day, to make its way into the human world.

Finding and delighting other imaginations is the goal. To make tingle the fancy of others. To pull minds out of the here and now and send them down the many paths of Elsewhere.

Open your mind and allow the stories in this anthology to grab your imagination. Receive the sparks that started them. Receive the thrills, excitement, wonder, and triumph of them.

Become one with each of them.

Or, just read them one by one and marvel at their power. It’s your choice.
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POP GOES THE WEASEL
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––––––––
[image: ]


~~FIRST PLACE~~
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SOUTHWARK, LONDON, nightfall, October 7, 1971

Eoghan Grant had a gift, if quirks of olfaction could be considered as such. Often, and at the most unpredictable times, on the aroma of frying rashers, or on the dank air of a public house, he could make out the sickly-sweet scent of the flowers on his father’s grave. Somehow that skill evolved within him over the years till one winter night on patrol near the border of County Armagh, he realized, miraculously, that if there were any within a mile of him, he could detect the cold iron smell of English guns. As there was no other explanation, Eoghan took it to be a gift straight from God.

Out of nowhere he could smell them. This night, less than a fortnight after they’d arrived at the Southwark safe house. He looked at the dusty clock on the parlor wall, beside the framed and faded old print of cows in an idyllic pasture. Half-six: time was up.

Hugh McGlynn was at the window. A frail lad with skin stretched taut, his hair shone out from his head like a wild, red halo. He was staring wistfully out through the fog in the street, hanging thick as wool on a spring lamb. The lad was homesick, Eoghan knew; sure, weren’t they all, he supposed, but only on Hugh did it show.

“Jesus,” said Hugh in his soft Cork drawl, “would you ever believe Mrs. Mumford out for a stroll on a night such as this? She’ll be after catching her death.” Mrs. Mumford, an old lady with a cane and a wig, lived in the terrace house next door.

“Come away from the window, Hugh,” said Eoghan, and his voice made them look up, Hugh from the window, Neil Crossnan and Brawler Daigle from the game, Crazy Eights, they were playing at the card table across the room. “Come away from the window. Fetch the masks.”

“The masks?” Hugh said.

“They’re here.”

“Who’s here?”

“Come away from the window.”

Hugh frowned and gave his thatch of hair a scratch, as Brawler Daigle, all twenty stone of him, scarred ham cheeks tight in a grimace, made at once for the makeshift arsenal in the closet at the bottom of the stairway, Neil close behind. Still Hugh hesitated.

From out of the fog the faint muted clicking of boots on cobblestones.

Hugh was off to fetch the masks from the kitchen cupboard. Neil and Eoghan maneuvered the dusty piano with the cracked veneer that hadn’t been played in decades across the front door off the parlor, while Hugh and Brawler shoved the oak sideboard in the kitchen across the back door. It was a terraced house, of brick construction: two front windows in the parlor facing the street, along with the front door, and two windows and a door facing the back garden from the kitchen; a lot for four men to defend. On either side was another terrace home, both of which by now were well and truly vacated, Eoghan suspected.

Eoghan went to the pantry. Under a cloth in a wooden box, like white dough rising, lay seven five-pound wedges of gelignite. Eoghan turned each tenderly. Such a waste. They’d had such grand plans for the stuff. Such a waste.

Fucking Mrs. Mumford, he thought. What did Hugh tell her? Or was it his accent alone?

Back in the parlor, Eoghan doused the lamp. The room was ghostly in the dim light, the familiar furnishings darkened, eerie, uncertain. Three men standing in the gloaming, faces bright, eyes searching, frozen in the moment on the cusp of eternity.

Hugh said, “You’re after turning the jelly?”

“I am,” Eoghan said.

“Why bother,” said Hugh, “if they’re here? What’s the difference now?”

“Professional standards,” said Eoghan, “I’d rather not go out like a bloody amateur.”

“Pop goes the weasel,” sang Neil Crossan, his wide face made wider by his black beard, his Belfast smirk nearly visible in the half-light. Brawler Daigle looked over, a child’s wonder on his face at the sudden sound of a child’s verse—Brawler might have been the strongest man in the army, but certainly not the brightest—while Eoghan smiled a wary smile, a close eye on Neil, Crazy Eights Crossnan, fucking crazy Neil.

When Neil was answered by another series of clicks from outside, he began to sing even louder, standing to tap his foot in time to the tune, breaking into a bit of a jig, using his rifle as a stage-prop cane, smiling all his teeth, singing,

“All around the mulberry bush,

The monkey chased the weasel.

The monkey stopped to pull up his sock,

Pop! goes the weasel.”

Eoghan didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or tell Neil to shut the hell up. He knew the reasons for the shenanigans, of course, besides Neil being a lunatic and being scared to death, as were they all; he didn’t want Hugh to hear the fresh clicking sounds. Of them all, Hugh was the only one who’d never heard the sound of an SLR magazine being rammed home for action.

Eoghan appreciated the irony, he’d always had a fine appreciation of the stuff, thinking about all the rebel songs depicting all the noble ends of Irish martyrs, Kevin Barry, Roddy McCorley, Sean South, and here were the four of them, marching to glory to the tune of “Pop Goes the Weasel.”

He said, “Neil, would you ever get the fuck down.”

The phone rang, a blast that shot through the room like a power surge.

Hugh yelped.

“Easy there, little fella, easy,” Brawler Daigle said. 

Neil said, “Sure, Hugh, they’re only calling for an encore.”

They all had a soft spot for Hugh, for the youngest, for the virgin. He was far too young, but he was also far too valuable not to be there. He’d taught himself a trade, having mastered it by the time he was seventeen, when he’d joined the army to ply it. Hugh McGlynn knew more about explosives than any other man in the brigade; the stuff was second nature to him, instinctive as the handling of a football or hurley is to some men. He could shape a charge with such skill and precision it could blow a hundred yards. He’d swapped his boyhood for the skill, for that and its medium, the wild-eyed, romantic Republicanism about which he’d read and dreamed since he was a wee lad in Cork, in rebel County Cork.

Hugh had joined the struggle out of love. The others had joined out of hate.

Eoghan picked up the phone.

“Owen Grant?” The voice on the other end, a crisp, upper-class British accent.

“Sherlock Holmes?” said Eoghan.

“Elementary, my dear Owen—it had to be yourself or Neil Crossnan. Daigle’s too stupid to know which end of the phone to speak into, and poor Hugh McGlynn, his big-boy pants must be quite soiled by now.”

“Well, forgive me, Mrs. Mumford.” Eoghan shook his head, heart sinking. It was not Mrs. Mumford who’d given them away. She didn’t know Neil, didn’t know Brawler or him. There was a grass, a supergrass, somewhere in the upper echelons of the army command. Eoghan had suspected—feared—as much.

“Shall we forget Mrs. Mumford for the time being? I’m sure you’ve more urgent matters on your mind at the moment.”

“What are you offering?”

“What am I offering? What do you suppose I’m offering? Your lives. You come out now, peacefully, and you don’t die. Simple as that.”

“Classic in its simplicity.”

“We’re not prepared for a siege. It ends now. You come out, under your own power, or a bit later, in tidy bags.”

Eoghan stopped, set his jaw. Six eyes staring at him through the gloom.

He said, “Let me see what the lads have to say.”

“Do you want my opinion, Owen?”

Eoghan said nothing.

“It’s foolish to fight. Foolish to die. You’ve no war in the first place, and even if you did, it’s properly over now. You haven’t a prayer of survival, which I expect you know. And consider this, Owen. The days for the making of Irish martyrs are over. There’ll be no more Clanabogans. You won’t gain a thing by your dying. If we have to kill you, I promise we’ll blow up the place and announce to the world it was your own bloody fault—trying to put together a bomb to kill innocent civilians, you mishandled the jelly. And there wasn’t a Tommy on this side of the Thames.”

“They won’t believe it.”

“They will, Owen. They’ve always believed it. They always will.”

“Give me some time to talk to the lads.”

“Five minutes. Not a tick more.”

Eoghan pressed the phone slowly back into its cradle as if to smother it and looked at the men in the room. Six eyes staring back at him through the gloom, three grim faces. “Well, boyos?” he said.

“Whatever you say, Eoghan,” said Neil.

“Sure,” said Brawler, “you’re the one giving the orders.”

“What did they say on the phone?” said Hugh.

“What difference does it make?” Brawler said. “We follow orders, little fella.”

“We’re all baking in the same oven,” Eoghan said. “I won’t be after ordering any man to stay without hearing what he has to say first.”

“I say we stay,” said Neil. 

“If we’re voting,” said Brawler, “I say we stay and kill some of the bastards.”

“Of course you do, Brawler,” Eoghan said. “Now here’s what he told me—if we surrender, walk out now, we can live. That’s all. No promises, no guarantees, no discussion, nothing else. If we fight, they’ll kill us all and blow the place up and announce to the press we accidently set off our own bomb—like bloody amateurs. They won’t have the lads making martyrs out of us.”

“How’ll they explain the fire fight?” said Neil.

“They’ve cleared the area. They’ll dispense the statements. Classic cover-up.”

“Sure, we could hold out for hours,” Brawler said, convincing himself. “Hours.”

Eoghan didn’t like the wildness of the glint beginning to show in his eyes.

“I’m only thinking if we surrender,” Hugh said, “we might live to fight another day.”

“I suppose, Hugh,” Eoghan said. “There’s always that hope.”

“Shit,” said Neil.

“You’d have to survive the torture first,” Brawler said.

“Torture?” said Hugh.

“Interrogation,” Neil said.

“Sure,” said Hugh, “we could survive a few beatings. Couldn’t we?”

“The beatings are only the beginning,” Brawler said.

“The beatings are between the torture,” mumbled Neil.

“Enough,” Eoghan said. Then, to Hugh, “I’m afraid there is a bit more to it, Hugh.”

“That’s the way the money goes,” Neil said, “pop! goes the weasel.”

Hugh, his sweaty face growing paler in the shadows, said, “Listen—if they know about us, then maybe they know the rest. Maybe they’ve no need of interrogating at all.”

“That’s not the way it works, little fella,” Brawler said.

“It doesn’t matter what we know,” Neil said. “It’s what we done.”

“It’s what we are,” Eoghan said.

“So, Neil and me, we vote stay,” said Brawler. “Eoghan, what’s your vote?”

Eoghan only looked at Hugh, a soft, resigned expression they’d seldom seen.

“It’s madness to stay,” said Hugh. Then, with less conviction, “Isn’t it?”

Neil reached for the deck of cards on the nearby table. “Pick a card,” he said, “any card.”

Brawler climbed to his feet. The eyes of him were glazed and slippery. 

“Brawler!” Eoghan said. “Brawler—stay at your post.”

But Brawler made for Hugh, lumbering across creaking floorboards, his big, strong heart swamped. “Brawler,” Eoghan said, “stay the hell down!” But Brawler paid no heed. The big man knelt beside Hugh, took him gently by the shoulders. “It’ll be all right,” he said in a rumbling coo. “It’ll soon be over. Just be brave. Just be brave for a little while. Pearse and Connolly are waiting for us up there.”

“Ah Jesus,” Neil said. “Are you going to burp him too?”

“They are waiting for us,” Brawler said. “All the brave Irishmen!”

“Brawler,” said Eoghan, “stay the hell down! Get back to your post!”

The big man whirled away from Hugh. Glinting through the gloom were the tears on his fat, scarred cheeks. A huge snuffling and his big arm came across his face.

“Brawler?” said Eoghan. “Brawler? Are you wanting to change your vote?”

“Jesus, no. What, you think I’m going yellow?”

“No—nobody’s saying any such thing.”

“I’m not, Eoghan. I’m not,” His hand reached over to touch Hugh’s knee with a gentle squeeze. “It’s just that...I want to fight them...But Jesus...I am scared, you know. I’m scared of one thing, by Jesus—I’m scared if one of them fuckers kills me before I have a chance to kill some of them first. Please God, please, don’t let me die without killing at least one of those murdering British fuckers first, God, please.”

“Dear God,” Neil said, glancing heavenward. “I’ll wager you don’t get that sort of a prayer every day. Amen.”

The telephone rang.

Brawler snuffled again. “Let me, Eoghan!”

“Stay put,” Eoghan said. “Get back to your post.”

He never considered the contradiction in his order as the phone rang again, and Brawler stood, stomping toward the phone, floorboards shivering, Eoghan warning again, “Stay down!”

Brawler snatched up the phone.

“Down!” Eoghan said, a last time, but the big man didn’t hear, nor did he hear the blast out of the fog, the bullet piercing the glass and his head, an eruption of red in the twilight spraying out behind him. Knocked backward two baggy steps, he was still for an instant, remains of his face frozen in surprise, toppling like a giant oak.

“Christ,” whimpered Hugh, “Mother of God.”

Neil smiled broadly through his beard, turned back to his window. “Pop goes the weasel,” he said, smashing the window with the butt of his rifle, opening fire.

Eoghan fired his Thompson, harsh, clipped bursts into the fog, one after another, and a tidal wave of noise descended, a vibrating thunder, as the waves of return fire commenced, a hundred competing explosions, hammering bricks, shattering wood and glass and everything else in the universe, wild ricochets whining, the fiery clangor of bullets bursting on stone and brick. With the first volley came the canisters of CS gas, filling the flat with acrid fumes as thick as the fog outside, even before the fog itself tumbled in through the splintered windows. Eoghan was pinned, firing over his head, seeing nothing, the fire was too intense and sustained. Hearing Neil maintaining a steady return fire from the back, he realized none was coming from Hugh’s position. “Shoot your gun, man, fire back!” though he doubted the boy could hear the order. He heard something then he thought he imagined, something different from Neil’s position, ghostly, incongruous, barely discernible, but real, the dry quavering voice of Neil Crossnan, grotesquely muffled by his mask,

“Half a pound of tuppenny rice,

Half a pound of treacle.

Mix it up and make it nice,

Pop! goes the weasel.”

On came the fusillade, ebbing, flowing, yet ever intense, salvo after salvo. Eoghan in a dazed wonder at the sheer, overwhelming force of the firepower. He couldn’t aim a shot, it was that heavy, only managing quick, useless bursts above his head before flattening. The sweat had dried on his skin like a brittle shell, his heart beating out through it all as if to shatter the shell. He found himself alone.

Isolated at the heart of the cacophony, wrapped in the cloud of fog and fumes like a shroud, wincing at the jagged edges, muffled by his mask. Numbed utterly by dread and noise. Pop! goes the weasel. His da came to his mind, first the grave, the smell of the flowers, then the man, big man, twice the size of wee Eoghan, standing in the doorway out of the rain, his shirt in rags, his face rough and creased and flashing all those big white teeth in a smile for his boy. Eoghan realized with a start that this was his sinking, his life flashing before his eyes, and he brought himself back from the brink.

The return fire began to slacken oh so slightly, growing monotonous and ordinary, and he slowly became aware that he alone was firing from the flat.

“Neil? Neil! Hugh!”

No answer. The fumes had risen, thinning to ghostly wisps at floor level. He crawled toward Neil’s window.

...up and down the city street...,

Neil Crossnan was dead. Face down on his rifle, his life’s blood fleeing across the floor, away from him. Eoghan crawled away, through the blood.

...in and out the Eagle...

He found Hugh in from the wall, behind the davenport, near the body of Brawler Daigle. He was shivering, chilled with sweat.

Eoghan shook him by the shoulders. “Hugh! Hugh, lad! Come out of it!”

The eyes of Hugh were blank, unseeing.

“Hugh! Have ye fired your weapon?”

He gave a small, tentative, negative nod. He shuddered, wracked by a new assault of shivering. Eoghan removed his mask, then Hugh’s, sweat pouring out of each, then reached for the needlepoint throw on the davenport, and wrapped it around the skinny shoulders. Hugh clutched at the thing. The gunfire from beyond eased up.

Eoghan smiled. “You look like an oul woman.”

The smile on the face of Hugh appeared and fluttered away again just as quickly, the work of a sorcerer. His lips clenched and loosened. “Jesus, Eoghan, I can’t do it.”

“Can’t do what, lad? Can’t shoot your gun?”

“No. Not that.” The gunfire had nearly ceased altogether. Hugh’s voice had gone to a calm sing-song, a lullaby; he was back in his native Cork. “No, I can’t stand up, Eoghan. In front of the window. I wanted to stand up in front of the window, but I hadn’t the courage to.”

“That’s not a way to go, Hugh.”

“Doesn’t matter, does it? What way we go?”

“It matters. It matters to your mortal soul.”

Hugh’s skinny ribs heaved a great sigh. “Do I even have a soul anymore? Or did I sell it? Did the devil take it?”

Eoghan snatched his jersey front with a rough fist, pulled the pale blinking face close to his. “I’ll not listen to such talk. All the soulless bastards are on the other side of these walls, Hugh, on the other side, out there. You, you’re a proud member of Oglaigh Na hEireann, the Army of the Republic of Ireland, and you gave up your boyhood, you gave up your very life, to right eight hundred years of wrong. You devoted yourself to the most just of causes—soul to the devil be damned.”

The panic came to Hugh’s face, again, the eyes darting wildly, beads of sweat across
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