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            Foreword

         

         Welcome to this book of humorous short stories.

         The word “humorous” allows for both laughter and amusement. As a stand-up comic, I’m a big fan of the former, but when you’re onstage in a club on a Friday night, amusement ain’t gonna cut it.

         I’m in awe of stuff that can make me laugh, and laugh out loud, and the written word that can produce that physical reaction – wow!

         When I was eight or nine years old, I discovered A Book of Milligan Animals by Spike Milligan in the school library. There was a story in there called “The Bald Twit Lion”, about a lion who lost all his hair. There were drawings too. I read that book weeping with laughter – tears rolling down my face (the thin line between laughter and tragedy). I marvelled that somebody years before, in a different place, a different country, could put words down on a page which would have this effect, this physical effect, on me. I always love hearing people tell of reading on public transport and laughing out loud: transported and then suddenly self-conscious.

         And I found plenty of laughs reading these stories.

         But how do you do that? Write a funny short story?

         The title of this book, Brevity is the Soul, is based on a quote from Shakespeare. Years ago I went one better. I used to have a gag I did onstage: “Brevity is the ….”

         Great stand-up – particularly one-liners – requires the accuracy of poetry. One word too many, one pause (or comma) in the wrong place, and the effect is ruined. The joke doesn’t work.

         Likewise, short stories require a certain accuracy. There must viiibe no excess wordage (unless excess wordage is the point). This requires rewriting and editing.

         Some stories I read in the submissions to this competition, were like transcriptions of oral storytelling. While some of these were funny, I mainly chose stories which were written for the page – for the reader, and the reader alone. After all, reading stories is a solitary activity (unless you’re a child, and then it seems that you have the right to demand that others do the work for you, just because you “can’t read”).

         Some stories were true, and for that truth would have elicited greater appreciation. For instance, I wasn’t sure whether “Bray Boot Boys Rule Ahoy!” was true or not. If it was true, I would have had a greater appreciation for it, given its improbability. (I subsequently discovered that it was substantially true.)

         I’m not going to write something about every story included here. That would require a second book, and the big unwritten rule of prefaces is that no preface should be longer than the book it is introducing.

         One benefit I derived from reading the stories was that I got an insight into the concerns of Ireland: pubs, fishing, love, marriage, pubs, jobs, pubs, marriage, pubs, pubs.

         The top four stories offer a look at the possible varieties of form. “Do You Know Who’s Dead?” is a monologue in which the hilarious phraseology draws a character, and movies the story along.

         In “Conference”, the local priest asks a parishioner for ideas to jazz up the local Mass. There is a lovely quiet comedy tone here. The interactions of the three or four characters build hilarity expertly. This is a great example of group-interaction comedy – of which the tea-party scene in Alice in Wonderland is a brilliant example.

         “Abú Hogan, the Handy, Abú” is a Flann O’Brien-esque pseudohistory of magicians which is very funny. Beautiful absurdity for absurdity’s sake.

         “Barney Dooly’s Fart and the End of The World”. While I would be wary of a funny story which invokes farts as a way of magicking up laughs, this story does so much more. It deals with a clique of climate-deniers. It is the only one of the four that deals with an issue – though “deals” is probably too strong a word. It establishes a normal reality and then exaggerates it to the nth degree (an oft-used ixtactic of comedy), producing a brilliantly funny final image which skewers climate-change deniers.

         All these writers exhibited a degree of control in what they were trying to do. I enjoyed the wide variety of shapes and sizes of story: many questioned my own definition of what a humorous short story is. Indeed, some had me questioning what a story is!

         I’m always loath to be prescriptive, because each writer is on their own particular journey. When Gertrude Stein sent her manuscript for Three Lives to be published, her publisher tried to convince her to change it (even though she was paying for the publication!) because it was so unconventional. A comic friend of mine gave comedy workshops back in the eighties, and he recalls telling one young fellow that he would never make a stand-up. That man? Eddie Izzard. Now, I’m not saying that we’re all Gertrude Stein and Eddie Izzard (a strange sequel to Being John Malkovich, perhaps) but we all have our individual style to work out.

         Yet I will make some observations. Some of the stories which aren’t included in this book were too bunched up in the wrong places, like an accordion producing the wrong notes in the wrong order. They lacked an arc: for example, they had a great beginning but ended all too abruptly. Other problems were a lack of consistency in the tone, in the pacing, so that it moved along thensuddenlybunchedup and then moved along again – lumpy instead of flowing.

         And yet even in these stories, there were joys to be had – whether it was a funny description, or some particular lines. In fact, pieces which were unsatisfactory as stories could actually be choc-a-bloc with great lines.

         While I may be reticent in saying what a humorous short story is, I am happy to say, in a limited way, what it is not, in relation to some of the entries. I can definitively say that a funny short story is not a ghost story. There were sheets of ghost stories. Some were brilliantly atmospheric; others had a twist at the end – a comic twist which did not transform the preceding spookiness into a humorous short story.

         It is not a bunch of anecdotes stapled together, ending in a big anecdote. It is not a bunch of words thrown randomly at a page, with no through-line or arc, and no pacing: events hurtling towards an abrupt conclusion.

         The problem was often the overall construction of the story. xSome had scenes or moments where I thought: That’s the scene. That’s what I want to read about. Extending and exploring that is where the great comedy of this story lies.

         Of course, it can be “lumpy”, if that is a deliberate choice. They say that in order to break the rules, you have to know the rules. Lance Armstrong must have spent years studying them.

         Nobody can tell you. They can show you, or guide you, but only you can get the stories out of you. Maybe go to a writing workshop. Or a writer’s group. But best of all: read, read, read; write, write, write. That’s how you’ll discover your own writing.

         If you are somebody who wants to write humorous stories, then you should really read humorous stories. The more you read, the more you’ll learn. Given how subjective comedy is, there will be humorous stories you read that you will not find funny. (I once gave a copy of Magnus Mills’ brilliantly comic novel The Restraint of Beasts to a chap I know, and he literally did not get that it was a comic novel. The Restraint of Beasts derives its comedy from its deadpan tone, and he didn’t pick up on this at all.) So it’s best to read widely until you get inspired – or laugh out loud.

         A brilliant example of taking real life and turning it into comedy gold is David Sedaris’s story “Santaland Diaries”. Sedaris takes the two Christmas seasons he spent working as an elf in Macy’s department store in New York, and moulds them into an hilarious story, a piece of fiction. It’s not enough – or rather, it’s rarely enough – to simply recount an incident as it happened. You must transform it into a written piece.

         Patrick Freyne writes in a comic vein to explore the world and other issues. In his book OK, Let’s Do Your Stupid Idea, he recounts various episodes of his life, producing laughter, comment and pathos. Maeve Higgins writes brilliant comic essays-cum-stories which are shot through with her own unique brand of absurdism. (See: We Have a Good Time … Don’t We?) For a strange and unique comic sensibility, check out the stories of George Saunders, which capture truths in a unique way – particularly his masterful CivilWarLand in Bad Decline.

         There are stories that are very funny but may not be considered primarily humorous, but more literary. Kevin Barry’s excellent short stories are an example.

         Nichole Flattery is a writer whose word-world is wrought out of xian almost aphoristic style, creating a unique strange, dark humour. (See the stories in Show Them a Good Time.)

         Or take the cartoony energy of June Caldwell’s mad, darkly funny escapades, in Room Little Darker, which fly along shrieking with a crazy laughter, but with an engine of truth humming beneath the banana’s bonnet!

         By reading, and writing, you’ll discover your own particular style.

         So why not begin – by reading this book!

         Bye-bye.

         
             

         

         Kevin Gildea

February 2021
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3
            Barney Dooley’s Fart and the End of the World

            Alan Brady

         

         For an hour Donal O’Brien held the floor with his tales of chewy squid and diarrhoea cures. Just arrived back from his Spanish holiday, he was the centre of attention among the small gathering of middle-aged regulars in Carty’s pub in the sleepy village of Ballydally. Usually local know-it-all Barney Dooley held sway, but this afternoon Donal was stealing his thunder.

         “Did you go by plane?” enquired Barney, attempting to interrupt another tale of Iberian woe.

         “Well, it would be a long feckin’ swim, Barney,” replied Donal, “especially with the suitcases and the missus taggin’ along.”

         “You probably went on an A320, said Barney, as ever trying to give off the impression that he knew what he was talking about when in fact he knew as much about aeroplanes as his cat knew about astronomy.

         “Was it warm?” said Mary Carty, the proprietor, drying a glass with a bar-towel.

         “Hotter than the devils’ jacuzzi,” said Donal. “Even the natives have the willies. It’s climate-change, apparently.”

         “Barney, do you believe all this climate-change malarkey?” asked Tony, the local retired postman.

         “Climate change is real all right,” agreed Barney, before taking a slurp of his pint.

         4The others, all expecting the usual contrarian view from the great sage of the bar-stool, looked at each other.

         “So, you think we’re in trouble?” asked Mary.

         “Not at all,” said Barney, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “It’s all cod. Strictly speaking, climate-change is real. I mean, it’s sunny today, but we might be in the pissins tomorrow. Or, as those of us in the know say, the weather’s in a constant state of flux.”

         “So, them scientist fellas are wrong?” said Donal.

         “The whole thing is all made up,” explained Barney. “A fella on the telly the other night reckoned that hundreds of years ago it was a lot warmer than this. By all accounts, Brian Ború wasn’t killed by a Viking but mauled by a tiger, and apparently there’s evidence that Fionn mac Cumhaill used to ride to school on a camel.”

         “You seem to know a lot about it right enough,” agreed Mary.

         Barney stood up, placed his paper in his jacket-pocket, and swallowed the last of his pint.

         “I’d better be off for my tea,” he announced.

         Then it happened. Barney let off the mother of all farts. A real ripper: a window-shaking, glass-rattling, ten-second uninterrupted trumpet-blast from hell.

         Everybody in the little bar was stunned. Then the stench hit them.

         “Sweet mother of Jesus!” exclaimed Donal.

         Maybe that Indian takeaway last night wasn’t a good idea, thought Barney. Panic ensued in the little bar. Doors were flung open; windows likewise. Mary turned the fan to its maximum. After a few minutes, the smell had dissipated sufficiently for all in attendance to breathe comfortably again.

         Outside, meanwhile, a confluence of eddies and breezes nudged Barney’s fart skyward in the same pristine and odious form it had left his trousers. Eventually this noxious cloud reached the atmosphere – and its arrival wasn’t exactly greeted with joy by Mother Nature. Impressively, of all the cow-farts and millions of exhaust-plumes emitted at that moment, it was Barney’s humble contribution to the miasma which became the straw that broke the camel’s back. And so, over the coming months, various climatic tipping-points toppled like dominos, ensuring that humanity’s collective goose was about to be cooked. 5

         
            *

         

         Despite unknowingly triggering global apocalypse, Barney’s simple life continued as normal – except for the fact that he had become a mini-celebrity in the pub when retellings of his epic episode of thunderous flatulence began doing the rounds.

         Summer gave way to early autumn.

         “That shower’s complainin’ that it’s getting warmer in the Arctic,” said Mary to Barney one day as he sat onto his stool.

         “That’s typical,” replied Barney. “First they’re complainin’ that it’s too cold up there, and now they’re whingein’ that it’s too bloody warm. I wish they’d ever make up their bleedin’ minds.”

         “True for ya,” agreed Tony.

         “I mean,” continued Barney, “how many of them scientists do you see walking around up there in their bathing togs? Warming, me arse.”

         As the weeks rolled by, he was equally dismissive of news-reports about weather-catastrophes around the world.

         “If this climate-change nonsense is what it is cracked up to be, then I wonder why we have yet to see pufferfish swimming up the Irish Sea or gazelles stomping around the Curragh?” he wondered, in front of his usual retinue, as they huddled in the bar that October afternoon while the wind outside shrieked like a banshee forewarning the arrival of a hurricane.

         
            *

         

         As Christmas approached, the news became increasingly dominated by weather-stories. Potatoes and brussels sprouts would be in short supply because of weeks of monsoon-like rain, and a farmer in Monaghan had his livelihood destroyed when a tornado hoovered up his entire flock of turkeys and dropped them in a lake.

         “Sure them poor ol’ feckers were gojn’ to be eaten in a couple of weeks anyway,” said Barney. “At least they got to have a go at the ol’ flyin’ before they went, the poor ol’ craters.”

         Christmas was a washout. Apart from the shortage of turkeys, the roof of the pub was blown off, but the locals rallied, and within a few days had built a new one.

         6By now, things were becoming so weird that even Barney noticed.

         “There was a bleedin’ seal in my garden the other day,” he told the others in the pub. “The fecker was gawpin’ in at me while I was eatin’ my breakfast.”

         “But you live two miles from the sea,” exclaimed Tony.

         “Surely that’s not right,” added Mary.

         “Not at all,” said Barney wistfully. “It’s all part of the flux. Besides, living closer to the sea won’t do any harm to the ol’ property prices.”

         “But if this keeps up,” said Donal, “Ballydally will soon resemble bleedin’ Venice.”

         “Buy a gondola,” sneered Barney. “Get your hands on a straw hat and a stripy T-shirt, and ye’ll be set up.”

         The crisis would soon become personal for the pub regulars, though. Following a disastrous grain-harvest, the government had to decide between using the reduced yield for food production or for making booze. Politicians demanded a referendum. The government, though, angered many by deeming feeding the country a national priority. This resulted in skyrocketing beer-prices.

         “How can we afford to buy grub when they’re charging so much for a feckin’ pint?” wailed Barney – to the agreement of the other boozers.

         Barney didn’t realise, though, that the staggering price of a pint was the least of it. Globally, things were now heating up rapidly.

         “I see some eejits from nasa are flyin’ around the Arctic looking for the ice,” said Mary, reading from the newspaper at the usual Saturday gathering.

         “And the same gobshites are tellin’ the rest of us not to fly,” snorted Barney.

         “I’d say it’s all a scam to clock up air-miles,” added Donal.

         Rising seawater was now encroaching on the village, and the Saturday-afternoon pub sessions would now have to take place wearing wellies. The following week, things were even worse. Eighteen inches of water was now lapping around the feet of the punters. Mary broke the drastic news that if the water level got any higher, she would have to close her doors. Barney quickly organised a whip-around to buy a pump. 7

         
            *

         

         But Mother Nature had one final twist to deliver. Several thousand miles away, in the Antarctic, a huge chunk of melting ice fractured and slipped suddenly into the warming sea. The resulting splash caused a hundred-metre-high mega-wave which, within a few hours, had reached the Irish shoreline. It was Saturday afternoon, and as usual, Barney and the others were in the pub, sitting in three feet of water, and setting the world to rights, when the wave crashed upon them.

         Barney and his cronies now found themselves up to their chins in water. Being no eejit, Barney realised that they were in trouble.

         “We’ll have to invest in a bigger pump,” he said.

         Suddenly, his bar-stool was swept from under him, while he and the others slipped under the water. Even though he was now fully submerged, Barney still gallantly managed to hold his pint above the waterline. A minute later, he surfaced for air – and didn’t waste the opportunity to take a gulp of his drink. Then he went under once more. Looking on helplessly while clinging to a pillar, Mary was sure that her most prized customer was gone, but Barney’s head bobbed to the surface again.

         “The flux seems to be experiencing a bit of a wobble,” said Barney.

         “No shit, Sherlock,” said Mary with a roll of her eyes.

         “In fact, Mary,” gurgled Barney, treading water with the others as a shoal of pufferfish swam past, “there might be something to this climate-change malarkey after all.”
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            Abú Hogan, the Handy, Abú

            Sam Windrim

         

         In Flann’s Bar, Doherty pulled at his misshapen old raincoat before stopping and offering us one final, parting tale.

         “Do you know what it is?” he said, his old grey eyes twinkling. “It’s awful hard to kill a magician.

         “Try shooting him, and it turns out he likes nothing better than catching bullets between his teeth. Set his arse on fire, and he’ll arrive on behind himself with a bucket of water. I saw one fellow, and they thought they had him. He was hooded and handcuffed, and dunked head-first into a huge vat of water, and done for. Until somehow he entered stage left, smashed the glass and rescued this pretty eejit of an assistant he’d sweet-talked into swapping places with him.”

         Doherty grabbed the remains of his pint, supped its last blessings and continued.

         “No, the only sure way to kill a magician … Well, some say there’s the two ways…. Although one is only an urban myth, surely. You’ll be familiar with the ridiculous theory involving an ice-cube? Supposedly, you sneak up behind the conjurer, somehow surreptitiously pop it into his back passage, and before it’s melted, the magician will drop down dead at your feet. To be honest, I’d have severe doubts about that auld pishoguery.

         “No, if you want the job done properly, it takes two men to kill a magician. Each man – and I can’t stress this enough – must be very nearly of equal dimensions to the other. Together, they will approach the magician – casually mind, don’t spook him, for 9God’s sake – and quite simply, both men should yawn at exactly the same moment. This will immediately create a sort of contradictory physicality within the conjurer’s eardrums – a medical contraflow, if you will – that triggers a vacuum which sucks through the target’s Eustachian tube, right down into the magician’s heart, and he’s deader than sausages in no time.

         “Timing is everything, mind. Both yawns must be executed at the exact same moment, by the two men of the aforementioned similar stature. Anything less than perfection will only serve to cause an imbalance, which could drive the creature into a frenzy. There’s a recipe for disaster, me boys. The last thing you’d want is a rogue magician charging at you.”

         We all nodded in agreement, although none of us had any idea why.

         “Once your magician is dead, of course, your problems might be only beginning. You see, your Catholic magician? He will go to his death at peace and rig-a-mortise into a dignified position, not unlike that of Rodin’s Thinker.” Doherty assumed the thoughtful pose before quickly readjusting. “His Protestant counterpart, though, adopts a more frantic final resting-position.” Doherty held his arms above his head to demonstrate. “Something more akin to that of Edvard Munch’s unhappy chap in The Scream.

         “Depending upon where you are in the world, this can make all the difference, or none at all. In America, for example, magicians are all the one, and their religion is of no consequence. But in Britain, whereas Catholic conjurers, to this very day, continue to have a target on their back for the whole year round, your Protestant magician can only be legally hunted when there’s an ‘M’ in the month.

         “This preposterous law, like so many others in that country’s unwritten constitution, is a hangover from the days of King Henry VIII. You see, Henry-boy was dead nuts down on the auld Catholics. Some people blame run-ins with the Pope for that state of affairs, but those that have studied the situation in depth, will always refer you to the tale of Hogan the Handy.

         “You see, such was Henry’s desperation for a male heir that he struck up secret dalliances with many of his courtiers. Among those was a decent Irish Catholic girl named Kathleen of Thomond. Henry-boy’s devious plan was that, should Kathleen bear him a son, said babby would be unceremoniously whisked away and 10fobbed off as being of purely royal lineage. Only, didn’t Kathleen somehow get wind of his dastardly scheme? And didn’t she tell the bould Henry-boy to hand back his work boots and shovel. There’d be no more job for him on Kathleen’s gang, if you get me.

         “Henry, of course, couldn’t be doing with that affront.” Doherty drew his index-finger across his throat. “Off with her head, meboys.”

         “Beheadings would have been all the go in them days, now. Such was their popularity that all sorts would gather before the gibbet. There’d be thimble-riggers to the left of a man and necromancers on his right. Ventriloquists reciting scripture, jugglers and acrobats flying at all angles and, of course, our friends the magicians.

         “On the day of the beheading of Kathleen of Thomond, one such magician who was present was a legendary genius of the craft. History records his name as simply: ‘Hogan the Handy’. That name may sound strange to the modern ear, used as we are to such monikers as ‘Marvo the Magnificent’ and all the rest of it, but one must remember that these were the early days of the profession, and there hadn’t, as yet, been any such escalation in nomenclature, as would have us arrive today at such titles as ‘The Fantastic Fernando’ et cetera, et cetera.

         “Legend has it that, seconds before her execution, Hogan the Handy looked up at that gibbet and his eyes met those of fair Kathleen. And in that very instant, the pair immediately fell victim, if not to Cupid’s own arrow, then certainly to that of one his many mischievous minions.

         “Without thinking, Hogan immediately abandoned the accoutrements of his act. He rushed towards the gibbet, fighting through the throng, desperate to somehow forestall the inevitable beheading. But of course, the crowd was huge, and wildly overly-excited. It’s sheer size hindered Hogan’s progress in a frustratingly awful manner. Just as the magician arrived at the foot of the gibbet, the decisive axe-blow was brought down on the poor woman’s neck, and her dismembered head duly plopped into a wicker basket which had been strategically placed placed to catch its morbid fruit.”

         It’s fair to report that there were gasps at this juncture in the tale, but Doherty simply slugged off his Powers, ran his tongue over his tobacco-stained whiskers, and winked knowingly.

         “Tragic, that is,” he said, “for an ordinary man. Not so much for 11Hogan the Handy, though. For hadn’t he spent years inventing and perfecting his revolutionary new trick? That of sawing a lady in half and – crucially – putting said female back together again.

         “Now, what is a gibbet but a morbid stage, really? And wouldn’t an experienced showman like Hogan knew his way around any stage, right well? He was round the back in a shot, ready to lay claim to Kathleen’s greatly alarmed head. And with the woman’s body still warm, Hogan performed the trick of his life. Rousing his new love back to life, with nothing more than an all-encompassing scar around her neck and a slight crick in the woman’s poll.

         “Oh, but when news of this reached Henry-boy, spite never carried a sharper taste. Instantly, it was open season on ‘Ye Catholic magick men and all Papish trickery’. People think it was just transubstantiation got the elbow, but no, load more besides. Rubbing relics? Splashing holy water? All of it, out the window on a whim, me boys.

         “Henry-boy placed a handsome reward upon the heads of the new lovebirds too. They were forced to smuggle themselves out of London to Stratford. There, a kindly stagehand whom Hogan knew, hid them from Henry’s spies by disguising them as either end of a pantomime-horse. People weren’t so familiar with pantomime-horses back then and, for ages, the plan worked a treat until … fate tricked the couple once more.

         “Didn’t they wake up one morning, having been drugged by horse-rustlers and tossed aboard a ship? Shanghaied into the Spanish cavalry, no less. Now, obviously, your Spaniard would know his way around a horse. And undoubtedly, the couple’s equine shortcomings should have been quickly rumbled but, as luck would have it, the Spanish King had a Moorish uprising to quell at that very time, and the couple were dispatched straight to Northern Africa without further inspection.

         “And it was there that the pair afforded such service in battle to one of the great Spanish generals, that at the end of the war, he broke down and openly wept. ‘Señor,’ says he to Hogan the Handy, ‘you have saved my life so many times. How might I reward you?’

         “‘Sure, all we want is a bit of auld freedom,’ replied Hogan.”

         Doherty reached for the door handle, opened it and looked back in upon us.

         “It is said that the couple’s descendants – an elusive pack of feral 12magicians – still roam the great North African desert to this day, pulling shekels from behind the ears of puzzled turban-clad heads, and whispering upon the Saharan winds, those magical words: ‘Abú, Hogan the Handy. Abú.’”
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            Do You Know Who’s Dead?

            Fiona Whyte

         

         Come here till I tell you. Do you know who’s dead? Batty Fitzpatrick. You know him, don’t you? ’Course you do. Sure he lived up on Cathedral Road. Cousin of Frances Fitzpatrick with the bad leg from the time she fell under the bus, and sure didn’t she marry the bus-driver after? That fella died young, though. tb, I think it was. Poor Batty. What age would he be now? He’s never more than fifty, is he? Sixty, maybe? But it’s no wonder. He had a hard life. And his wife, oh, a thundering jade! To think poor Batty’s dead and here’s me in the full of my health. Sure aren’t I well looked after in here? Thank God for the Red Brick. There’s many a woman would be lost without it.
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