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It’s just about morning here: coffee and yawning; that weird empty lull before sunrise. I have to write this brief introduction, but I’m tired and distracted. I’ll try my best, but forgive me if some of the minor details are incorrect.

Back in 2012 a collection of mine called It Knows Where You Live was published as a signed, limited hardback by Gray Friar Press. The subtitle of the book was “modern tales of unease”. That didn’t make it into the printed book, but it exists in the Word file. Only one hundred copies of the book were ever printed. I inscribed a small, unique message in each one. It’s a gorgeous little volume. The print run sold out before it was even produced.

Ever since then, people have continually asked me if I have any spare copies. The book was in-demand, but there were no copies remaining – even the book dealers sold out fast. I always thought we missed a trick not putting out a trade paperback edition. Now, especially with the popularity of eBooks, it seems like the right time to make the book available again...but in a slightly different form. When I contacted Joe at Crystal Lake Publishing and pitched him the idea, I was delighted he seemed keen to run with it. I’ve worked with Joe before; he’s a good guy. I like working with good people. 

This new edition leaves out three stories from the original hardback: Among the Leftovers, Hope is a Small Thing Dying in a Bin Behind an Abandoned Kebab Shop, and Nine Lives. I left these stories out for two reasons: one, to ensure those who bought the original hardback didn’t feel cheated; and, two, because I wanted to streamline the first part of this book to make room for the additional material. I think they’re good stories, but they’re short, and their absence doesn’t affect the flow of the book. 

The additional material I mentioned (subtitled “Other Monsters”) consists of two obscure reprints and five brand new pieces of fiction. I wanted to make this book attractive enough to whoever bought the original that they might consider putting their hands in their pockets again. I don’t want to cheat people. I’ll leave the cheating to others.

So, welcome to where I live, the fictional world I inhabit. It’s cold and dark, but hope still blooms in the shadows. You just have to look hard enough, and with the right kind of eyes. Sometimes fantasy and reality tend to blur; the lines between those two states get fuzzy.

Strange things can happen here. Things nice people don’t like to talk about, but people like you and I love to discuss. In fact, let me tell you about something that happened only last night...

#
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I told myself it would be a bit of fun: hiding beneath my son’s bed, dressed up in a cheap clown suit and fright-wig, with my face covered in white greasepaint makeup. He’d get the shock of his life, and we’d laugh about it. Of course we would. We hadn’t shared a joke in months, and everyone says laughter is food for the soul.

He doesn’t get to laugh much since his mum left us, so I figured it would be good for him. Good for me, too, if I’m honest. 

So I slid in under the bed frame, pushing aside the discarded toys and torn magazines, and made myself comfortable down there – well, as comfortable as I could. 

Then I waited. I waited to play my little joke.

Time passed. I wondered what was taking him so long to come upstairs. Surely he’d brushed his teeth by now? I waited and I waited and I think I fell asleep, just for a moment, or maybe a little longer. Whatever. 

When I opened my eyes again, it was darker under the bed than it had been before. The room felt...different. I couldn’t say how, it just did. Nothing felt the same. 

I heard movement above me. The mattress creaked, the bed frame shuddered, and somebody was breathing softly. He was in bed. The little so-and-so. He must have come upstairs while I was dozing, slipping softly under the covers while I lay below. Perhaps he even knew I was there, under the bed, and was playing his own little joke. Turning the prank on the prankster. 

Oh, how we’d laugh at that. We’d laugh and laugh until our faces ached.

Slowly, I began to edge sideways, moving out from under the bed. I was as quiet as a mouse, as soft as a promise. I straightened my back and got up onto my knees, rising slowly at the side of the bed with my hands grasping the edge of the bedclothes. Then I looked, preparing a smile.

“Hello, Daddy,” said the scrawny yellow thing sitting on my son’s bed, in a quavering, high-pitched voice. Its lidless eyes were as deep as the ocean and its wide mouth was filled with glinting silver. “I’ve been waiting for you.” It lifted its bald, flabby head off the pillow, smiling through razorblades, long tongue hanging down onto its quivering, scaly chest. 

Only then did I realise the joke was on me.

#
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See what I mean? 

I’m sure it happened, but this morning I woke up safe and sound in my bed. I felt a bit groggy, as if I had a hangover, but I was unharmed. I have no recollection of going to sleep. 

When I finish typing this and email it to my publisher, I’ll go to my son’s room to wake him up for school. Part of me has been hanging back, scared of what I might find in there – because strange things have been known to happen where I live.

But none of this is your concern. It needn’t bother you. Just have a read of the stories and enjoy them. They’re only fictions: they can’t really touch you, not where you are. Fear and dread cannot possibly bleed through the pages of a book.

Meanwhile, I’m off to check on my son.

I’ll try to let you know how I get on.

Gary McMahon

Yorkshire

2013
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It Knows Where You Live...
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Just Another Horror Story
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It begins with a man and a woman in a room. It always begins this way; has done since time immemorial. A couple, a pair of lovers on a bed in a single room, sprawled across the mattress, their bodies still slick with sweat from a bout of lovemaking. Words of passion still tremble on their lips like hummingbird wings. The lights are low. All is silent. Then, abruptly, one of them speaks...

#
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“I remember hearing about something that happened here once. Or maybe I read it in a book – a book of real-life horror stories.” Terry rolled onto his side and bent his elbow on the hard mattress, one hand supporting his chin and the other cupping his balls. He blinked in the darkness and looked at the woman by his side. “Something about a murder.”

“Don’t,” said Nancy, but she was smiling, enjoying the game as it began. Her eyes glittered like rain on a pavement, reflecting the light from the main road outside the hotel window. They had left the blinds open even though it was a ground floor room. The window was guarded by a row of bushes, then the retaining wall of the car park. The main road was beyond, distant enough not to risk them being seen by anyone passing by.

“Go on,” she said, warming to his theme, her eagerness negating the doubt she’d expressed in her previous statement.

Terry smiled. She thought his teeth looked too white – like scrubbed fangs – in the darkness.

“There’s this couple, right.” He slithered on the bed. The springs creaked, adding a sound effect to his story. “They’re illicit lovers, two married people meeting up to fuck.” He paused.

She shook her head. “Yeah, yeah, yeah...I know: just like us.”

He nodded. “So they’ve just been having sex and she goes for a shower.” His gaze darted momentarily towards the bathroom. “He stays in the bed, thinking about joining her but too lazy to move. His eyes roam over the cheap hotel furniture and then up across the wall. That’s when he sees it.”

She was fumbling for the whisky bottle on the bedside cabinet. There was half left. She poured two glasses and handed one to him. He reached for it with his ball-fondling hand.

“What did he see?” Her voice was low, almost forlorn. She knew how this would end – if not the specifics, then the general outcome.

“There’s this small hole on the wall, like a drill hole. Perfectly round, but with the wallpaper torn all around its edges. That’s how he spots it: because of the torn paper.

He paused to take a drink. 

She did the same, and grimaced. The whisky was raw, a crude blend, and the only glasses they’d been able to find in the petrol station shop were cheap dessert glasses.

“So he gets up and pads naked across the room. Staring at the little hole. He sees something glinting there, like glass catching the light from a passing car. When he gets really close, with his nose touching the wall, he sees it’s a camera lens.”

Nancy choked a little on her drink. “A camera?”

Terry nodded. “A camera.”

She laughed softly. “Continue. Please. This is fascinating.” But despite her sarcasm she did feel a sudden chill, the stipple of gooseflesh across her bare arms. 

“So she’s still in the shower. He leaves the room and stands outside the door to the next room – the one where he thinks the camera must be located.” He paused again, drank. “That room.” He raised the glass and tilted it slightly towards the wall, indicating the room beyond. 

“This wallpaper’s terrible. Like something out of a 1970s porn flick.” She pulled up the covers, trying to get warm again.

“Funny you should mention that...about a movie, I mean. The guy, our guy, he tries the door. It’s unlocked. So he opens it and steps inside. There’s the camera, pushed up against the wall with the business end of its lens pressed right against the hole. A black and white TV on the side shows the empty room he’s just left, with the open bathroom door and steam from the shower creeping around the frame like a mist.”

The traffic sounds from outside the window hit a lull, and the silence became deep and unfathomable. Terry took another drink, almost draining his glass. She could see that he was drunk; his bottom lip had gone soft and his eyes had taken on a familiar glaze.

“And,” she said, knowing she would regret this later.

“And as he watches the other room on the small black and white screen he sees a masked figure, all done up in a leather gimp outfit, walk out of the bathroom holding his girlfriend’s cut-off head in one hand. There’s blood on her face and in her hair, and blood and stuff on the knife the gimp has in his other hand.”

She felt her body twitch and hated herself for it. She should have seen this coming – in fact, she had, or something very similar. Terry’s stories always ended in blood and death.

“Then what?” she whispered.

“Then the figure steps sideways, moving away from the camera lens...and a few seconds later our guy hears the sound of the door as it clicks shut behind him.”

The silence in the room seemed to stir, wrapping itself around them on the bed, and then Terry broke the spell by laughing.

“Bastard,” she said, feeling disproportionately angry. She slid out of bed and walked towards the wall, right to the spot where he’d said there was a hole. Standing there naked, with the cool air caressing her buttocks, she groped across the wall with her fingertips. “There’s nothing here,” she said, more to herself than to him. “There isn’t a hole, or a camera.”

Terry was still laughing when she turned around, but when he saw her from the front – the breasts she knew always drew stares, the neatly trimmed patch between her smooth, gym-honed thighs – he suddenly stopped laughing.

She smiled, leaning her weight on her left leg. A flattering pose.

“Come here,” he said, drawing back the covers to expose his erection. “Daddy wants to play.”

She smiled despite her misgivings, forgetting the previous chill and the fact that the sadistic bastard enjoyed frightening her so much. Then, throwing back her head and adopting a faux catwalk strut, she went over to the bed and joined him, joined with him, forgetting about the silliness from earlier.

#

[image: ]


She woke much later, or that was how it felt. Darkness pressed against her face like a vast silken sheet. The window blind was closed; one of them, perhaps even she, must have closed it on a toilet run during the night. Her head felt big and heavy; a hangover was perched just over the rim of her skull. Her body ached from all the fucking and she felt clammy, as if she’d retained a layer of dried sweat over her skin.

“Terry...” She nudged him, jamming her elbow into his ribs, but he didn’t move. He did not even make a sound. “I’m hungry.” Nothing: he slept on, or pretended to.

She slipped out of bed and crossed the room, fumbling around on the floor for her clothes. She didn’t want to turn on the light – not even one of the small lamps – in case she woke him. They had their friction, their silly little arguments, but deep down she thought she loved him more than anyone. Certainly more than her weak-willed husband, or the many lovers she’d taken prior to their hasty marriage.

She pulled on her jeans without putting on her knickers, and then slid her sweater over her head without bothering to even look for her bra. Her shoes were here somewhere. She remembered kicking them off. Over there: by the chair against the wall. She slipped her feet into the backless pumps and glanced back over her shoulder at Terry.

He lay there like a corpse. He wasn’t even snoring. Drunk as a skunk, she thought. There was a book on the bed, a small hardback volume. She’d not noticed it before, when she got up, but now she spotted it immediately. She couldn’t remember Terry bringing a book; he rarely even read magazines, let alone novels. She was the reader, the prose addict, in their furtive relationship. Maybe the book had been left behind by a previous tenant, and Terry had been browsing through it during the night, unable to sleep.

She walked over to the bed and picked up the book. Horror Stories, it said on the faded red cover. No illustration, just a bare cardboard frontage. No author or editor’s name. Just the title: two words in black, a hackneyed phrase. The same words were repeated in the same workmanlike font along the cracked spine of the book.

Nancy turned over the book in her hands. The back cover was blank: no blurb, no cover quotes from other authors. It felt like a cheap binding: pulped card, rough to the touch. She turned the book back over, looking again at the cover.

Horror Stories

Her fingers played across the cover, but she was afraid to open it up and take a look. This reaction puzzled her. It made her feel like things had been taken out of her hands and she was unable to dictate her own actions.

She glanced over at Terry. He was lying on his right side, facing away from her. His head was a dark blur; his left arm was a lump attached to his side. It could have been anyone there, in the bed. Even a stranger.

Her gaze returned to the book in her hands. She wanted to throw it away, hurl it through the window and out into the night...instead, she put it back down on the bed, where she’d found it. Next to Terry’s apparently sleeping form.

“Hungry,” she said into the room, hoping there was no one else to hear. A soft rumbling in her stomach was the only response she received.

She turned and headed towards the room’s door, and then at the last minute she veered sideways and returned to the spot on the wall that had featured in Terry’s story. Her hands crawled across the smooth, dry wallpaper, looking for a hole, or perhaps a tear in the surface. She found nothing: just the skin of the paper and the lumpy wall beneath. She shook her head, feeling stupid for thinking of the story now, in the dark, and believing it might contain even a kernel of truth.

She went back over to the bed, and in an act of defiance she picked up the book and opened it to the first page. The paper was blank: no publishing history, no printer’s name, and no list of acknowledgements. She turned to the next page, where she expected to find a table of contents, and saw yet another empty page. The paper looked cheap: it was rough to the touch and she could see the shape of the pulp.

She turned another page, and found the first, untitled story. The opening line – a snatch of dialogue – made her take a step back, keeping the book at arm’s length: 

“‘I remember hearing about something that happened here once.’”

They were Terry’s words, the ones he’d started his story with. She couldn’t be certain if they were the exact words, of course – her memory wasn’t good. But she was pretty sure that he’d used a phrase very much like the one she’d just read.

She closed the book, hard, slamming the covers shut. Then she placed the book carefully on the bed, but not too close to Terry, not this time...Why? In case the book was harmful?

It was like a dream had bled into waking life. None of this seemed entirely real, but it felt real enough to make her afraid. “Terry?”

Again, there was no response. She knew she could reach out, shake him awake, but for some reason she didn’t want to make a move. What if he doesn’t wake up? The thought, along with everything it implied, was simply too terrifying to contemplate.

She walked backwards, staring at the bed, the book – but not at Terry. Then, when she brushed against the chair with her thigh, she turned around and reached for the door handle. She opened the door. The landing outside was quiet and empty. Light spilled through the window at the end, the one situated near the staircase. She listened, but there was nothing much to be heard. Night noises; sleep sounds; the whispers of a building at rest.

She closed the door. Then she opened it again, but slowly this time. What was it she had noticed? The thing that had disturbed her yet intrigued her enough to look back out there.

She turned her head to the side. Yes, that was it: the door to the room next to theirs was open. She hadn’t seen it – not exactly – but she must have sensed it, like a disturbance in the natural order of things. And the story – Terry’s story; the one she’d seen at least partly retold in that book – was still fresh in her mind.

She’d read the stories and seen the movies. A woman roaming a darkened building, walking around and poking her nose into rooms she should have ignored. Acting silly, like a victim-in-waiting, as if she were deliberately looking to be hacked or slashed or beaten...

Yes, she knew all the stories by heart, but still she stepped out onto the landing and turned to face the partially open door. Blackness showed at the edge of the frame. She reached out a hand and pushed, gently, almost hesitantly, and the door opened further: the darkness at the edge grew wider.

“Hello. Is anyone in there?” Again, she felt silly saying the words, but it was all just part of the plot, an element of the story someone else had written. Why did she feel this way, as if her actions were being determined by another? Was it because the situation was so familiar from all the old stories and the scary films she’d ever seen?

“Don’t be stupid,” she said, answering her own question. “It’s just an empty room. You know that.” And she did; she knew it very well. Terry had asked when they checked into the hotel if there was anyone in the room next door. They both made a lot of noise during sex, and he didn’t want to disturb anyone. The receptionist had blushed at his audacity, and then regained her composure, the professional mask slipping back into place. No, she’d said. The room next to yours is empty. There’s nobody staying there.

Nancy pushed open the door. The room beyond was still and dim and not unlike their own. Light from the corridor illuminated the interior, not a lot, but just enough for her to see what was inside: a double bed, a wardrobe, a rickety chair by the door. Another door, this one closed to the frame, which must lead to the bathroom. A pile of books on the bed. A camera set up on a tripod against the adjoining wall.

Something flickered inside her head, like a faulty light bulb. Her thoughts went dark. 

She was caught in a moment, stuck between two different reactions: should she backtrack and return to their room, and confront the possibility of Terry’s deep sleep not being sleep at all, or should she push on into this new room, this new situation, and face whatever was waiting for her?

She found herself stepping across the threshold, moving into the room. She made her way to the bed, and before she’d even picked up a single book she knew what she’d see on the cover. Two words; a hackneyed phrase:

Horror Stories

She picked up one, two books. They were identical...and exactly the same as the one she’d found in the other room, on the bed, next to her motionless lover. She opened one of the books and found it filled with blank pages. The next one was the same. And the next, the next, along with the several others she tried after that...perhaps a hundred copies of the same book, all filled with empty pages. She couldn’t remember there being that many books when she’d first seen them.

She turned away from the bed and focused her attention on the camera. She knew nothing of this kind of technology, but it didn’t look current. It wasn’t digital. It was hooked up to a video recorder on top of a small television she had initially failed to see because it was on the floor, with its screen turned to face the wall.

Recalling the specifics of Terry’s scare-story, she moved closer to the camera, trying not to touch it, not to brush against the legs of its tripod. The end of the lens was pressed right up against a small hole in the wall. She backed away, feeling a rush of panic. Then, recovering herself, she crouched down and turned the television set around so she could see its screen.

She glanced over her shoulder, at the door, and there was nobody out there on the landing. She was still alone. There was no threat here. This whole scene possessed the quality of an art installation: lots of attention to detail, a sense that somebody had arranged things in a certain way to evoke a specific emotional response.

On the television screen she could see the bed in the other room, and the shape of Terry on the mattress. The image was grainy, like CCTV footage, and it flickered constantly. She watched as a woman she knew to be herself entered the shot. The woman – this other Nancy – stood over the bed and picked up the book. She opened the book and looked at the pages. It was impossible to tell if they were blank or if anything was written on them. It was like a time-lapse image, a delayed recording of events she’d already lived through, things she had already done.

And then everything changed.

The woman began to read aloud, facing the bed, as if she were reciting a bedtime story to the man who was lying there, so unmoving. There was no sound; hers was a silent performance. The window blind was closed. The darkness in the room seemed to stir, but that could have been a result of the constant flickering of the image on the screen.

Nancy was no longer afraid. None of this felt real or solid. It was just another horror story, but one she was now part of. She stood up straight and walked across the room, casting one final glance at the pile of books on the bed. This time the books were all open to the first page, and there were regular lines of cramped text covering the paper. She didn’t pause to read them; she just continued on her way, out of the room, onto the landing. To her right, where the staircase had been, there was now a wall of books – a dusty red hardbound barrier stretching from floor to ceiling, each component of which had the same three words printed along its spine. 

She turned left, away from the overwhelming sight, and walked into the other room.

Terry was still on the bed, but the other woman – the alternative Nancy – was no longer there. She had left behind her copy of the book.

Horror Stories

Nancy approached the bed and picked up the book. She opened it to the inaugural story, the one without a title. The opening lines had changed from those she’d seen before, when she had first discovered the book. She began to read the prologue out loud:

“It begins with a man and a woman in a room. It always begins this way; has done since time immemorial. A couple, a pair of lovers on a bed in a single room, sprawled across the mattress, their bodies still slick with sweat from a bout of lovemaking. Words of passion still tremble on their lips like hummingbird wings. The lights are low. All is silent. Then, abruptly, one of them speaks...”

Below her, curled up on the bed where Terry should have been, something with a strange, muffled voice began to read along with her.
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It was quiet when Berger got off the phone. He sat at the dining table, his hand still clutching the receiver even though he’d replaced it in its cradle, and stared at the wall. The wall that was part of his house: the same house that would soon belong to the mortgage company unless he managed to think of a solution fast.

The woman on the phone had been polite, even friendly, but the message she relayed was terrible: pay your outstanding mortgage or we’ll repossess the property. Berger had been expecting the conversation for weeks – had even been putting it off because he was unable to face it. But now it was out of the way he felt strangely liberated, as if a handful of unseen tethers had been disconnected from his body. The sensation did not last; within seconds he felt once again encumbered, tied down by the weight of his responsibilities. Freedom, he thought, was a perishable illusion.

He glanced sideways, out of the window and into the garden. At first he thought there was a woman standing out there on the lawn, her body leaning at an odd angle, and then he realised it was merely a reflection of his wife in the glass. The sight triggered something in his mind; a memory of a dream he might once have had. Then this illusion – like so many others – dissolved.

“Tell me we won’t lose the house.”

Sophie stood behind him, framed by the kitchen doorway. He could not be sure how much of the conversation she had overheard, so decided to be honest. “I promise you I’ll do everything I can to prevent it.”

She moved towards him, her arms going around his shoulders from behind. The skin of her hands was cold against his cheek; her thin fingers rubbed at his stubble as if struggling to break through and touch him deep inside. “I know you will. You’ve never let us down.”

He wished he could cry, but that wasn’t the kind of man he aspired to be. He’d been trained to keep everything locked down inside, to swallow the pain and soldier on. Even at the end, just before his death, Berger’s father had refused to talk about the heart condition that was slowly breaking him apart.

He stood up and turned to her, somehow managing to summon a smile. “We’ll be okay, Sophie. You just concentrate on keeping the boys happy and I’ll sort out everything else.” The world seemed to shift around him, as if tightening its grip, and he stepped back and headed for the door. “I have a job to go to – one of the few on our books. We can talk more about this later.”

Sophie nodded, hugging herself despite the spring morning being warm and bright. Standing there in the slanting daylight, she looked miles away, part of another world.

Berger drove north towards Otley, taking the back roads as much as he could. The rush hour was over but traffic was still heavy on the motorway. He was due at a house located near the airport to fix a faulty alarm system. Apparently the alarm went off at odd times of the day and night, triggered by nothing the owner could fathom.

He found the house easily. It stood, aloof and imposing, on a patch of ground at the end of a narrow street, a gap of about twenty feet between it and its closest neighbour. There was a council estate at the back of the property, and a shabby primary school around the corner.

Berger got out of the car and retrieved his tool box from the boot, then locked the doors before heading towards the house. The garden was neat and tidy; plants stood proud in the borders and the lawn was short. He walked up the concrete drive, noting the BMW parked with its nose against the garage doors, and knocked on the door.

There was a slight pause, and then the door was pulled open. A small man with narrow shoulders stood blinking into the day. “Yes? What is it?”

“Hello, sir. I’m Patrick – from Berger Alarms. You called me about your problem.”

The man scratched his head; his hair was already dishevelled and the motion seemed to neaten it. “Ah, yes. Of course. You’d better come in, then.”

Berger followed the man along a hallway hung with photographs – family portraits, houses, landscapes – and into a bright kitchen at the back of the property.

“I’m sorry if I seem flustered, but I had a late night last night. The bloody thing went off again. I’m sure the neighbours must hate me by now.” Despite his complaints, the little man was smiling. “Cup of tea?”

“That would be lovely, Mr...Mr Eastman.”

“Oh, call me Charlie,” said the man as he turned to a counter and flicked the button on an electric kettle.

Berger located the wall-mounted plastic box containing the workings of the security system in a small alcove near the kitchen door. The problem was a simple one to resolve: just a frayed wire and a loose connection. It took him only ten minutes to fix.

“That’s marvellous, son. Thank you.” Eastman handed Berger a cup, still smiling.

“I feel guilty for charging you a call-out fee for this, sir, but I’m afraid it’s company policy.” He sipped the tea; it was a herbal blend, and rather satisfying.

“No worries. In times like these, I expect prompt payment is what keeps small businesses afloat. At least that was certainly the case in my day.” The man went to a shelf and took down a chequebook, then scribbled the appropriate sum and signed the bottom. He tore it from the book and handed it to Berger.

“Thanks. So, you’ve experience in running a small business?” Berger wasn’t really interested, but the old man was pleasant enough company and the tea was rather delicious.

“Yes, I ran a small accounting firm for a few years after being made redundant from my job. It was a struggle, but turned out to be the best thing I ever did. No boss; no set working hours; all the profit was my own. I miss it now, and still keep my hand in, but I’m too old to work full time.”

Berger tried to guess the man’s age. Sixty-five? Seventy? The truth was, he barely looked a day over sixty, but if he was in fact retired he must be older. Certainly he was old enough that the current recession would barely leave a mark on him. 

“I have my hobbies to keep me busy these days,” said Eastman, glancing out of the kitchen window. “I enjoy a spot of gardening, do a lot of reading about the economy, and have a slight interest in the paranormal. Quite often these last two subjects make unlikely bedfellows.”

Berger grinned. “Really? Ghosts and stuff? That’s interesting. My wife likes to read about all that, but I’m afraid I’m a bit of a sceptic.” The grin froze when he recalled his uneasy episode only that morning: the trick of reflection that had made him think a woman was standing in his garden.

Eastman shook his head. “So was I, Mr Berger, until I saw something. Just after my wife died, I witnessed her likeness walking across the back garden. She turned and looked at me for an instant, and then vanished into the shadows. Since then I’ve studied the subject quite extensively, and also how it relates to socio-economic factors.”

Berger put down his cup. “You’ve lost me now. I’m just a simple electrician.” He smiled, glanced at the door.

“Oh, it’s nothing too complicated, just more examples of the so-called supernatural are reported during times of economic downturn. Some would say it’s an example of people clinging to the hope of some kind of spiritual meaning during bad times, but I’d suggest periods of social turmoil and recession produce their own ghosts: actual spirits of the times.”

“I see.” Berger didn’t see at all. If he was honest, he thought the old man might be just a little bit crazy. Perhaps the loss of his wife had affected him badly, or living alone in such a big house had twisted his mind towards strange matters. “Anyway,” he said, changing the subject, “you should have no trouble with that alarm now, and if you do I’ll come back and discount you the call-out fee.”

Eastman nodded, smiled. “Thank you, Mr Bergman. And please, don’t mind me and my idle talk. I have too much time on my hands and tend to come up with some odd theories.”

The man accompanied Berger to the front door, and as he walked back down the drive, past the big car, he turned around to watch the door close. He thought of his own current troubles with his mortgage repayments and business being so bad, and wondered if perhaps Eastman had a point. If his theory even approached the truth, then Berger thought the spectres people saw in troubled times were more likely the result of stress than something supernatural.

He called into the office to find a heap of unpaid bills on his desk. Vanessa, the secretary, had been trying for days to call in money owed on outstanding invoices, but had experienced little success. They were owed a lot but their debts amounted to even more. It was becoming increasingly evident that Berger was going to have to make one of his small staff redundant. But who would it be? Tony Chong had been with him for years, and was a good worker – if a little sour of demeanour. Young Trev the apprentice was bright and cheery, eager to learn, and his meagre salary didn’t make much difference to the company balance, anyway. Vanessa was the only person in the office dealing with admin, bills and accounts: she would be the last to go.

Considering the current light workload, it made sense that Tony be the one sacrificed.

Berger sat at his desk with his head in his hands, unable to even consider letting his workmate and friend go. He simply couldn’t do it to the man. Yet...if he did nothing, the whole business might fail and they’d all be out of a job.

He looked at the little model windmill on his desk – the pretty little folly Sophie had bought him one weekend in Whitby. It was a hand-made item, crafted with love and care, and seemed now to symbolise something greater than his problems. He pushed the tiny wood-and-leather sails of the windmill with his forefinger, watching them reluctantly move. If that motion was the economy, then it was stalled; no wind blew the windmill’s sails, no produce was being processed within. The whole thing had ground to a halt.

The phone rang, drawing him out of himself, and he picked it up after a slight pause to refocus his thoughts. “Hello, Berger Alarms.”

A voice was trying to be heard through the static, but Berger could not make out what it was saying.

“Can you speak up...or better still, ring me back? There’s something wrong with the connection.”

The line went dead.

Berger spent the rest of the day going through paperwork and ringing around suppliers. He managed to bring in some money the firm was owed, but it was not enough to make a difference. He told Vanessa he’d be back in the morning, and then returned home.

The twins were asleep upstairs so it was the perfect opportunity for a chat with Sophie.

“Things are bad, aren’t they? I mean, really bad.” Her eyes were dull; her skin looked old, wrinkled.

“I can’t lie to you. Yes, we’re in a bad way. I think I’m going to have to lay off Tony.”

Sophie lowered her head. Her hands writhed in her lap like pained animals. It took him a while to realise she was weeping silently. “The twins are so expensive. I try to make the money stretch, I really do, but I have to buy two of everything.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
LN

e e

“Firmly in the front ranks ‘of the new wave of Britis
» — 7
JHE GUARDIAN * WA






OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png
1“”06660‘06660“ 5





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





