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​Chapter One

Runnels of rain rinsed down the white plaster forehead and tomato-round nose of the figure almost as if it were silver blood flowing from an open wound. The trails glistened and the tomato-round nose shone. Black peepers, no larger than small marbles squashed into ovals, squinted menacingly through the sheeted downpour.

Karen stood her ground. After all, there was nowhere left to run. The dark mauve of the night sky lit up as a floret of lightening illuminated the heavens. She noticed how the white street lights blinked on and off, inadvertently elongating the clown’s already ominous shadow, stretching out features that were already disproportionately large, stretching the long probing fingers on its white gloved hands and the narrow, canoe-shaped shoes that curled up at the toes in red, triangular points.

The clown smiled a smile that contradicted the down-turned rouge paint extending far beyond the natural boundaries of its lips. An incongruous leer which dimpled the white stained cheeks made the black peepers glisten like the steely gaze of a crow. A laugh followed, synchronised almost perfectly with a passing rumble of thunder, like the sky was in cahoots with this maniacal assailant.

It pointed its right hand towards her, lifting the arm the way a puppeteer might pull up the wooden limbs of a marionette. The gesture spoke a thousand words and inferred a thousand more. The theatre of combat was set. Karen versus the clown, a final battle.

The blood red lettering spelling out ‘Attack of the Martian Clowns Part 3’ zoomed into the centre of the screen with a loud accompanying musical sting.

Lucy jumped despite herself, almost spilling her glass of Blossom Hill. She tutted as the opening credits scrawled and she saw her name appear under the words ‘Based on the works of Lucy Kravner.’ Any other time she might have been proud but by the third instalment of this franchise she was becoming disillusioned. The excitement of having her work translated onto the silver screen had long since waned and now all she saw was a tired, formulaic shell of her original vision.

By the third film she had not even seen the treatment let alone any versions of the initial screenplays. The movie had veered away from her original ideas surrounding a species of intergalactic clowns landing on Earth to find a bride, to something resembling the eighties slasher flicks. Gone were the subtleties portrayed by the extra-terrestrial clowns’ inability to speak. What was left was a motiveless, aimless antagonist running amok in down town Manhattan. Replace the comical clown makeup and you had Jason Voorhees, Michael Myers, even Freddy Kruger.

Test screenings, at least according to her agent, had gone well with only a few comments on the length. The Director’s Cut ran a little over 2 hours which by modern standards was akin to the Odyssey in proportions. A few more exposition scenes had been deleted, removing further context from the killings and ensuring any semblance to the original source material was lost.

Lucy took another sip of her drink. Her hand was shaking, disseminating ripples through the wine. Her face felt flushed despite this only being her first glass. She could feel her heart beating, thudding inside her chest like a jack hammer. Was this garbage all she was going to be known for? Had her years of creative writing classes all led up to this nonsensical tripe, this b-movie, low budget, zero story crap? She knew if she let her mind reel, she would obsess. She would lose sleep, stop eating, disengage from the outside world. But this made her mad. She gulped the last drops of red and slammed the glass, a little too hard, on the coffee table.

The film continued to play in the background taunting her with its mediocrity and yet, just as one cannot look away from a horrific car crash, she could not peel her eyes away from the screen. This film fell into the rare category of being so bad it was good, and for the briefest of moments that was enough to settle her thudding heart and shaking hands. Perhaps the wine was taking effect or maybe it was just her arriving at the ineluctable conclusion that anything she wrote would eventually be toyed with, twisted and morphed into something unrecognisable. It was the sad truth for all authors and an inescapable inevitability, a shared cross to bear that in time would either motivate her or break her into a million irreparable pieces.

The phone rang, piercing the morbid train of thought like the screeching emergency brakes on a runaway carriage.

She picked up the receiver and muted the TV. “Hello?”

“Hi Lucy, it’s Fay! How’s it’s going?”

Fay had a thick Canadian accent despite living most of her life in Detroit. As an agent her preliminary pleasantries were just that. Business came first, friendship, if it were considered at all, factored in later.

Before Lucy could reply Fay spoke, “I’ve got the latest sales figures for the third book. With this film just releasing, the book’s on fire...we’ve nearly tripled last month.”

Lucy clutched the receiver with the same ferocity she had held her wine glass. How could Fay talk about ‘we’ as if she’d had any part in writing this? Trying not to let her anger alter the tone of her voice Lucy replied, “Well that’s good news.” She knew she sounded less than convincing but she didn’t care.

“Well it only means one thing,” Fay continued, her accent thickening as her enthusiasm built. “We need another clown book.”

What do you mean ‘we’?

“Oh,” Lucy replied, trying to sound surprised. “Well I wasn’t planning...” She was suddenly cut off as Fay continued, ignoring all possible objections, such was the gift of a good agent. “We could have this one close up the story, give the clowns their well-deserved send off. Find out a little about where they came from and where they’re going back to.”

Lucy paused before replying. Her mother’s words “If you don’t have anything nice to say don’t say anything at all” ran through her head. Oh how she hated being given these writer’s notes, how it made her blood boil. “Well I guess I could look into it, but I was really hoping to go in a different direction. Have this just as a trilogy and cut ties, I’ve got...” She was about to say she had plenty more ideas for different projects but she stopped herself. Truth be told she had nought. Not an inkling of inspiration. She was burned out, the cash cow had been milked dry and now...

Fay appeared to sigh audibly as if she expected some kind of resistance and was preparing herself for the arduous task of countering the objections. “I know it’s a big ask but it’s what the fans want. These kinda things are hot right now. Trends come and go, we’ll have plenty of time to write something else when people find something else to be interested in.”

There was that ‘we’ again as if Fay had sat up all night with her hammering away at the laptop keys with such urgency that the joints in her fingers hurt.

“Can I think about it?” Lucy asked, managing to retain a measured tone.

“Sure, sure, I’ll call you tomorrow, we’ll speak then, okay?”

“Okay, goodnight.” Lucy didn’t listen for a reply as she placed down the receiver and went to refill her glass.
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The bird chorus which had initially endeared Lucy to the house now came off like cutlery scraping the sides of a china plate. Her head hurt and a stale, copper taste coated her tongue. She had polished off the bottle of red the night before and had eaten enough to coat her stomach; now her body was rebelling. A decade ago she could have easily consumed a bottle, probably two with little to no morning after repercussions but she was, at least by her estimation and many of the people around her, passed her prime, over the hill and into that stage of life where the only things to look forward to was a weakened bladder and the onset of the menopause.

The pallid dawn light issued through the window and a light rain tapped at the glass of the loft conversion skylight (another feature that had sold her on the house). She forced herself out of her warm duvet cocoon and stretched out her limbs grimacing at the cacophony of clicks.

Her writing desk positioned against a view of the Baywater Harbour stood stacked high with cone-bound papers and loose sheaths. Longhand scrawling and densely typed paragraphs all evidenced attempts at beginning something new, something away from the Martian clowns. It had of course been to no avail. She had, at least until recently, believed that the well of creativity never ran dry, that she had an endless source to sustain her. Now, as she looked across the array of papers, the glaring white spaces where a single idea had been halted in its infancy, she concluded that the waters of her imagination had well and truly evaporated.

Perhaps, when her agent called later that day she would just concede and agree to a fourth clown book. Perhaps this was how God felt in the times of Noah, hating his own creation and opting for a do over.

A dissolvable vitamin C tablet and a strong, sugared cup of coffee later and she was more herself. She sat at her desk and eyed the blank Word document on the screen. The white void urging her to populate its digital tundra with text but it was no use. She was almost glad when the doorbell rang.

Kat was older than her by four years and had always been the voice of reason in the family. She had traversed the path well-trod by marrying a businessman, having a brood of children and managing the home. She was not a writer by any stretch of the imagination, preferring instead to work with facts and figures. She had a first-class honours in economics and an uncanny ability to calculate large numbers in her head.

She stood at the threshold, floral dress billowing in the wind. She had tied her hair back and secured it with several coloured ties. It made her look older than she really was but Lucy believed this was intentional.

“You gonna let me in or what?”

Lucy opened the door wider just as the wind picked up and blew a loose strand of Kat’s fringe into her eyes. “Gonna rain today.”

As Lucy closed the door behind, Kat made a show of pressing down her dress and brushing her fringe from her brow. “Don’t tell me you forgot I was coming over?”

“No, no of course not.” She suddenly felt silly still dressed in her nightie, her own hair bunched into a brunette thatch like a poorly constructed bird’s nest.
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