THE STRANGEST THING - A.J.Desmond
It was a quite ordinary night down at the Green Dragon. With closing time less than an hour away, cigarette smoke hung layered in the air like valleys’ fog. The clatter of glass and the chatter of drunken men rose and fell in volume like the waves at the ocean shore; and over in the corner a game of darts was in progress.

During the course of evening the landlord ejected two men from the next village for troublemaking and once again permanently banned Jones the Baker for swearing, making it three permanent bans in less than a month, a new record for Jones. As I said before it was a quite ordinary night at the Green Dragon.
That was until Joe spoke.

He’d been quiet all night but that was typical Joe. Long periods of silence, sitting, watching, content with listening. Occasionally he’d speak and our table would stop doing whatever it was we were doing, usually draughts or dominoes, and we’d listen without interruption until he’d finished. That night had been no different. Charlie was about to go two up in dominoes when Joe spoke and made the game seem irrelevant.
“Let me tell you what happened the night of Halloween last.” Two weeks earlier, Joe had failed to turn up at the pub. Now that certainly wasn’t typical Joe. If they sold the pub he’d be listed in the furnishings and fittings. We’d already asked about that mysterious night and had no joy.
“I’d finished my business over at Brecon and was waiting for a repair on the car to be finished. I sat in a nearby café watching dusk fall and it was already dark when the car was ready. I drove down the high street and, within minutes, was into the country lanes. Glancing at the clock, I decided to take a short cut. I didn’t want to be late for opening time, you see.”
He stopped and swigged his beer. We could see his hand shake.

“I took Periwinkle Lane and drove through its dark valley as fast as I could.”
He stopped again, and this time the glass shook violently as he tried sipping his drink. He gave up and put the glass down.

“I first became aware that something was wrong about halfway along the valley; the moment the storm clouds didn’t begin to gather. Now alert, I searched the sky through the windscreen for the moon, and when I glimpsed it I noted with gathering horror that it wasn’t full.

“Suddenly no torrential rain fell, and the skies weren’t split apart by forked lightning. I was petrified. But this was nothing compared to the moment when the car didn’t start juddering and finally didn’t break down.”
Joe was breathing heavily. To avoid spilling his drink, he lowered his head to the glass and tilted it forward. Refreshed, he continued.

“That wasn’t the worst part. I glanced to the left and right across the open cornfields of the wide valley floor. I knew that now the car hadn’t broken down, I wouldn’t be trudging through claustrophobic woods searching for help at a deserted house, mansion, or castle. With a thumping heart I realised that I wouldn’t be using a torch with a flickering bulb, or low batteries. (I never keep that torch in the car boot. I always leave it at home under the stairs in case of a power-cut.)
“The moment I never reached the abandoned house, mansion, or castle in the woods I didn’t ring the bell, or bang on the door. It was never answered by an old woman with quavering voice, or a butler with sinister eyes, and it never swung open unaided, seemingly inviting me in.
“I was almost paralysed with fear when I realised I wasn’t going to encounter a satanic ritual being performed on a young virgin, or a mad professor and his mutant creations, or a young seductive vampire who would promise everlasting life for one splash of my blood.  But by the time this terrible realisation hit me I was almost home.
“Imagining my entrails not being torn out before my very eyes I pulled into my farmyard at breakneck speed, fell out of the car and staggered to the door. When the wife couldn’t get sense out of me she put me to bed. The next day the doctor gave me a once-over and said I was the picture of health.
“That was two weeks ago. I’ve travelled the same road several times since. And the same thing never happened to me never again.”
And with that Joe got up and headed for the gents.

It was a brave man who walked home alone that night.
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