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THE SHADOWS CALL

By

Matt Hilton


(I): Quotes

“Everything that we see is a shadow cast by that which we do not see.”  Martin Luther King, Jr.


“What is right is not always popular and what is popular is not always right”  Albert Einstein 






(iI):  From the Cayton


I was never a man who believed in ghosts, even when I first stood face to face with one of them. I put the weird sighting down to fatigue, hallucination, possibly a side effect of the medication I was taking. To me, ghosts were the product of over-active imaginations, wishful thinking, and Hollywood scriptwriters. I mean, to believe in ghosts you had to believe in an afterlife, right? Well, I didn’t. Dead meant dead. The end.


Back then I viewed the subject with a closed mind and lack of understanding. I thought ghosts were supposed to be the restless spirits of dead people. Well, apparently that’s only part of the story. I’ve come to learn that “ghost” is a catchall term for a number of supernatural and paranormal phenomena. It seems I’d always grasped at the wrong end of the stick.

There’s nothing wrong with having a hefty dose of scepticism. Even after what I’ve come to experience, I also know that most of what is presented as proof of ghosts is nonsense, misidentification and, yes, wishful thinking. Surf the internet and you’ll find a plethora of alleged ghost sightings. Most of them are outright hoaxes or pranks; the large remainder of them misidentified natural phenomena. Very few of those videos and photographs purporting to contain the image of a ghost really do. But then there is the minority that contain something otherworldly, that defies scientific explanation, and that I now know are the real deal.

Real, yes.

But I don’t say these particular ghosts are the spirits of deceased people.

No. What I came to believe in is something else entirely.

Ever heard of the shadow people?

Yes? Then I still doubt you have a clue as to what they really are.

If you have an open mind, I’ll show you.


1: The House


‘It isn’t exactly fit for purpose, Jack.’ My work colleague, Sarah King, hadn’t even got out of the car yet and was already being dismissive of the house.


‘It’s a bit big,’ I had to agree, ‘but I’d still like to take a look around.’

‘Your choice,’ Sarah said, wiping condensation off the window for a better view of the tall Victorian dwelling. ‘You’re the one who’ll be living there. If you ask me, though, it’s a bit of a dump.’

I shrugged, turning off the engine. ‘That’s probably why it’s in my price range.’

In the last decade there had been some gentrification of Carlisle city centre, and rental prices had gone up to reflect the kind of clientele moving into the centrally located dwellings. The less than salubrious tenants had been pushed out to the fringes, and where this street had once been a desired location it was now turning into bedsit land for those on a budget, or on benefits. To be fair, I’d have found a nicer home nearer to the bars and cafes, but with it the noise when the nightclubs spilled out. I preferred a quiet life. Sarah didn’t.

‘Have you checked that you get the full building?’

‘I get sole tenancy. All four floors.’

‘I still think it’s a bit much for one man.’

‘I need the extra space for when my kids come over, or if any friends stay the night.’


She didn’t immediately answer, and for a second I feared I’d overstepped the mark. I wasn’t suggesting that she could stay over…not exactly. Except she hadn’t caught the hint, or if she had she chose to ignore it, because she screwed up her nose and said, ‘You’d really let your children stay here?’


‘We don’t know what it’s like inside,’ I said, eyeing the grubby exterior walls and flaking window frames, ‘maybe it won’t be too bad.’

‘Fiver says your wrong.’ Sarah stuck out her hand.

‘Tenner,’ I said. ‘Let’s make a bet worthwhile.’

‘A tenner it is,’ she agreed, and I clutched her hand and gave it a shake. I was a tad slow in releasing it and our eyes met briefly. Hers were the colour of toffee. Sarah’s mouth slowly turned up at one corner. ‘Remember: I don’t take cheques, you loser.’

We got out of my car. It was a three-year-old Volvo V70 estate. Not exactly a stylish car, being on the conservative side of bland, but it suited me the way I thought the house would. It was spacious. Some of my belongings were already in boxes in the back, but there was room for another three passengers and more. I enjoyed my personal space: one of the problems that had finished my nine years marriage to Catriona.

We stood together on the pavement, craning up at the three visible floors and peaked roof of the house. It stood on the corner of a junction, the end house in a terrace. Next door the building had been converted to office space, a well-known insurance brokerage firm having a shop front on the ground floor. The stonework was black with exhaust fumes, the sash window frames peeling paint, the front door scuffed. But the house still stood strong and sturdy, and had done for more than a hundred and fifty years.

‘Welcome to the Bates Motel,’ Sarah said.

‘Give it a chance. Things always look worse when it’s raining.’

It wasn’t fully raining, just a dull drizzle that was a regular feature of northern England. Grey clouds crowned the roof of the house, setting everything in shadow. The windows were blind, slate grey with no colour to reflect.

‘Is that your landlord?’ Sarah’s voice was a stage whisper. But her elbow to my ribs and grandiose leer towards the unkempt man was none too subtle.


I watched the man struggle out of a Nissan Micra parked further up the street. He’d parked in a disabled bay, one of the only free spots at roadside. The car was far too small for him. He held an old-fashioned clipboard over his head as he locked the car, then turned to us. If he was trying to keep his hair dry it was a waste of effort. He barely had a few tufts over each ear. The top of his head was completely bald, mottled brown in places. He wore thick-framed spectacles that were too dark for his pale complexion and bushy white moustache. Over grey trousers, cream shirt, and navy blue tie, he wore a rumpled raincoat à la Columbo from that old TV show. He’d too much girth for the coat and it strained at his shoulders as he held up the clipboard. He rushed towards us as if the rain was acid. Then again, in this grim part of town, the atmosphere was probably polluted. I unconsciously batted raindrops off my forehead, wiped drips from my nose.


‘Mr Newman?’ The man offered a smile as he extended his free hand. He did so without halting his forward momentum. I took his hand in a short greeting, and was hauled along with him as he steered me for the front steps. ‘Should we get out of this bloody rain?’

We were up the short path and under the pillared porch before I could confirm my identity. ‘John Newman. But everyone calls me Jack. This is my friend Sarah. You don’t mind if she takes a look around with me?’

Peter Muir, my prospective landlord barely glanced at Sarah. Sarah’s granddad was Jamaican. Her skin tone was on the darker side of cream, and she had a natural kink to her hair that she loathed. I thought she was very pretty, but Muir was unimpressed. ‘Always pays to hear a woman’s opinion on these kind of things,’ he said, sounding as if he meant the absolute opposite.

‘Charming,’ Sarah said under her breath.

Muir unlocked the front door. It was an old door, probably pre-war. It was maroon now, but had been painted dozens of times over the years, and I could see a veritable rainbow where the door was chipped around the latches and kickboard. It still had an ancient cast iron knocker and letterbox. Two small arched windows at the top were designed to let in light, but they were opaque with grime. When he opened the door and we stepped into a short vestibule it was no less gloomy than I expected.

Sarah grunted under her breath, but a glance showed a gleam burning in her gaze. She was confident that she was going to be a full ten pounds richer by the time we left.

Kicking to one side a drift of junk mail, Muir reached for a light switch. It was almost as if he was crossing his fingers as he flicked the switch. A light blazed, chasing back the gloom. The cheerful glow could do little for the smell of mould and damp paper. Muir appeared pleasantly surprised that we had power.

‘How long ago did your cleaner die?’ Sarah was shameless.

Muir looked at her fully for the first time. From the rapid blinking behind his spectacles he didn’t know how to take her brand of humour. He chose to ignore it. He beckoned us further inside and closed the door. ‘Right,’ he said, and his voice was more Geordie than it had sounded on the phone when first we spoke. ‘I’ll give you the grand tour, shall I?’

‘Please,’ I said, giving him the lead.

Sarah grasped my elbow. ‘Remember to wipe your feet, Jack…on the way out.’

If Muir heard her, he didn’t let on. I just shook my head. She teased me, poking out the tip of her tongue. It took an effort to look away. When I did, Muir was already disappearing into a room to my right. He turned on lights as he went.

The first room was what was once called a “parlour”, except that was a bit pretentious now.  Back in the nineteenth century when the house was built, it was seen as a status symbol to have a parlour – literally an audience or entertainment chamber – but they had declined in usage through the latter decades of the twentieth century. In keeping with this decline, the parlour had become an office space, sometime in the late 1980s, judging by the décor. The carpets had been lifted, displaying bare floorboards, and a stone hearth extending out a metre from the fireplace. A gas fire had replaced the original coal fire, but it would need servicing before I ever struck a match to it. Some Formica tables were pushed up against one wall, as well as a small stack of generic plastic office chairs. They all carried a layer of dust. An ancient Apple Macintosh Classic computer was deposited in one corner, and a printer that looked as if it had been salvaged from Noah’s Ark. They were museum pieces, or junk, dependent on your outlook. Dusty venetian blinds covered the windows.

‘As you can see, it’s a good sized room…’ Muir was giving the full spiel, but I ignored his patter.

The place was a dump, but I could see the potential, and I was currently arguing the pros and cons. Muir led us to the living room. It was similar in size and dimensions as the parlour. Here the fire had been more recently replaced though: this gas burner didn’t look as much of a death trap as the first, but you never could tell. I made semi-pleasantries with Muir as he led us to the kitchen.

Sarah remained quiet as she scuffed along behind us. Her silence said it all.

The kitchen was small and the décor in keeping with everything else I’d seen. Dour. But it would do.

‘This isn’t the original kitchen,’ Muir announced. He motioned down. ‘Back in the old days all the cooking was done downstairs. You get to use the cellar if you want, but the previous tenants boarded it up. Won’t take much work to open it up again.’

A rear door opened onto a cobbled yard. Tall brick walls hemmed it in. A gate allowed access to a lane where Muir had mentioned there was a garage where I could keep my car. Someone had planted shrubs in terracotta pots, but several seasons had since passed since they’d had any care and the plants were now shrivelled wispy stalks.

Muir indicated the yard. ‘It might not look that inviting during the winter, but it’s a lovely sun trap in the summer.’

What he didn’t mention was that the north-facing house rarely got any sun at the front. Such features didn’t matter to me though. I just nodded eagerly. ‘Can you show me the bedrooms?’

‘Aye,’ Muir said. Then he shrugged. ‘Unless you want to have a look around yourself?’

I agreed to the offer.

‘Bathroom is on the first landing before you reach the next floor,’ Muir said, ‘all the other rooms are bedrooms, or spare rooms, whatever you choose to use them for.’

He was couching his phrases in a way that said the house was already mine. To be fair, I was thinking the same thing.

‘Want to take a look around with me?’

Sarah gave me a dour look. ‘I’ve seen all I need to.’ She slipped on a fake smile for Muir. ‘Lovely old place, isn’t it?’

‘I think it has…’ Muir offered an equally fake grin. ‘What is it they say: it has character?’

‘So has Mickey Mouse,’ Sarah whispered for my ears alone. ‘Just like the character who’s supposed to maintain the dump.’

‘I won’t be long,’ I told her. ‘I just want to take a quick look around.’

‘Uh-oh,’ she frowned. ‘You’ve already made up your bloody mind.’

‘I like the place,’ I said.

‘You just don’t want to honour our bet. Whether you take the house or not, I still win. You owe me a tenner, Jacko.’

I gave her a noncommittal wink, turned my back on her and headed for the stairs. Years earlier during a rugby match I tore my ACL – my anterior cruciate ligament – in my right knee. Stupidly I hadn’t had it looked at by a surgeon, so it still troubled me now. Naproxen kept the pain at bay, but gave my stomach jip, to a point I had to take a second medicine called Lansoprazole to stave off the sharp pains in my gut. There were also some other pills I’d to take, the names of which were unpronounceable, but I’d given up on them when they proved ineffective. I went up the stairs feeling the strain in my weakened knee, thinking that the exercise could only do me good over time.

I found the bathroom on the first landing as Muir said. It wasn’t an original feature from the Victorian era when the building was erected. When we’d looked out on the backyard, I was aware without taking much notice of an overhang and I could now see that it was where a suspended bathroom had been tacked on the back of the house. It was a narrow structure, with room for a bath and separate washbasin pedestal. At the far end a second door opened into a small cubicle where I discovered a toilet. I made a mental note to purchase bleach to clean the stained bowl, and a new seat to replace the faded wooden one that looked hand carved by a less than skillful carpenter.

Moving from the bathroom I noticed for the first time a stained glass window above the door. It was unlike those seen in churches, more like a mosaic of opaque red glass, but was a nice original feature all the same. Roseate light made the next landing cheerier than downstairs. When Muir had described the bathroom’s location he’d only been partly correct. It was actually situated a few feet lower than the first upper floor on a half-landing, and I had to negotiate a few more steps before I reached the landing proper. Here I found two more rooms – bedrooms or living rooms I couldn’t decide – and another smaller room at the front right corner that I earmarked for a storage closet. A door to the right of it opened to a narrow stairwell that led up to the final floor. As I went up I could feel my shoulders touch the walls on both sides. Each step creaked. At the top I found a small vestibule and was greeted by three blind doors. If I’d closed the stairwell door behind me, closed my eyes and done a pirouette, I would have had no sense of direction and no idea which route led back down. I left the stairwell door open.

The door to my immediate left opened into what could only be described as a cubbyhole. Not large enough for anything but a small storage space. I was about to turn away when I noticed that what I was looking at was actually an archaic lift mechanism, one of those old-fashioned dumbwaiters. I could imagine servants down in the basement scullery loading food into the dumbwaiter, then hauling the food up to the top floor by pulling on the ancient cords hanging alongside the lift. I leaned in for a closer look. I caught a draft on my face, gritty, tickly, as if I’d poked my head through a cobweb. I reared back, wiping at imagined creepy crawlies skittering across my flesh. I shut the door. Checked the facing door. It let into a dormer-style bedroom. It was bare of furniture and the wallpaper had been stripped back to the plaster. Somebody had scrawled graffiti on the walls.

I backed out of the room and opened the door to the final room. My bedroom, I’d already decided. It was more spacious than the other uppermost rooms. Like the other bedroom it had been situated beneath the peaked roof, and had two old sash-style bay windows in recesses that overlooked the front street. The ceilings angled down to meet the tops of each window. In the wall to the side of the leftmost window was a tiny door that let into a crawl space under the slope of the roof. To my immediate right was another set of doors, which, when opened allowed entrance to a walk-in wardrobe built into the very walls of the house. The house was laid out in a strange fashion, but I enjoyed its quirky nature. As Muir noted earlier, it had character.

My mind made up I turned.

A shadow darkened the small hallway. Undeniably it was a male figure.

I halted mid-stride.

The floorboards creaked underfoot, as I recalled the ones on the stairs did. Yet I hadn’t heard Muir climbing the stairs. He was bigger built than I, heavier, I should have heard the groaning of the stairs and the scuff of his raincoat on the walls. I opened my mouth to speak, took a step and in correspondence, so did the shadow. It zipped left and out of my line of sight. Frowning, I poked my head out of the door, looking immediately left to the narrow stairwell.  There was nobody there, no sound of anyone going down the stairs. Surprised for the second time in as many seconds, I went to the head of the stairs and peered down.

Nobody. No sound. Nothing.

It was impossible for anyone to descend the stairs in such a short time, not without raising a racket. I quickly turned and checked the other rooms. Nobody was in any of them.

A cold prickle shivered up my body, and my guts clenched. There was something decidedly unnatural about that shadow.

Back in the vestibule I checked around myself. I could see my own shadow; it was in triplicate, cast on two different doors and up a short strip of wall adjacent to the stairwell. The odd configuration of the bedrooms, sources of dim light leaking in from each angle, all conspired to form shadows where you wouldn’t expect them. That was it, I told myself.  Mystery solved. Natural after all.

Except it wasn’t.

I conveniently disregarded the fact that my shadows were pale, grey, insubstantial, whereas the one I’d just witnessed was deep black, darker than night, two dimensional and freestanding.

Now you’re just adding to it, I warned. You’re tired, in an unfamiliar place, and you know that your meds have had a few odd side effects.

It was nothing.

So why was I trembling?

I shook off the uncanny sensation and went downstairs to get the legal paperwork started.

Peter Muir was pleased. Sarah wasn’t. Later we agreed to disagree and split the difference. I gave her five pounds, but it cost her a promise she’d help me to move in to my new home.


2: The Door

I moved into the house within a week.

Muir eagerly accepted my signing of a year’s lease. Apparently the house was still registered as a commercial premises, but could be sub-let for occupation, and paying the lease fees was a legal necessity, but he gave me a discount on the first three months’ rental with the coda that I paid the council tax, utility bills, and made the place habitable at my own expense. It wasn’t as if I’d have to renovate the house, just throw around some paint, maybe fork out for some new carpets, and a few hours work with a mop and bucket would do for most of the rooms. It was still a lot of money to sign over in one go, but I didn’t mind paying up front: where else was I going to live for the low price I’d got it for? Muir delivered the keys into my hand by Thursday. My miserable boss at BathCo, Daniel Graham, wouldn’t give me any time off work, so I’d to wait until Friday evening to move in. I had an electric kettle, coffee and milk and a sleeping bag with me, but that sufficed. Saturday morning I began hauling my belongings from a rented storage unit in the back of my Volvo. Sarah had promised to help, but was notorious for finding it hard to get up in the morning, especially after a night out with our work colleagues. I wasn’t disappointed; I’d kind of expected it. But I was sure she’d turn up later.

It suited me to be honest, because I wasn’t at my best. I hadn’t got much sleep, and it had nothing to do with camping out in the parlour, surrounded by cobwebs and the stink of must. Dreams had disturbed my rest; horrible nightmares that forced me awake, sweating rivers, my guts clenching in dread but with little memory of what had terrified me so much. All I could recall was clutching hands, a bloody face, and a red dress. I was so fatigued that I’d fall back asleep almost instantly, only to be wakened again by the recurring nightmare. I announced the dawn as I sat up with a shriek. The scream still echoed around the hollow room as I’d struggled out of my drenched sleeping bag, tremors stealing about the walls like furtive devils.

It took three coffees and a quick wash in the kitchen sink to get me going, and I hoped that by the time Sarah did show up my bloodshot eyes would’ve cleared a bit.

Because it was Saturday morning, there was no school run. The road was quiet and I was able to park outside the house. I’d placed a handwritten note in the windscreen to stave off any ticket-happy traffic wardens, explaining I was moving in and hadn’t yet arranged for a resident’s parking permit. I propped open the front door and carried boxes inside, depositing them in the defunct parlour room. I could distribute them to their proper locations later, once I’d cleaned out the junk and dust.

I didn’t have many belongings. When I split from Catriona, I’d basically cleaned out my man cave, grabbed my clothing and toiletries and left the rest to her. She was still in our marital home in one of the upscale housing estates to the north of town with our children, Jake and Gemma, and they needed the furniture more than I did. I’d ordered a new bed and a settee and easy chair, to be delivered in the next few days, and had made a mental note to go shopping for kitchen appliances. First trip in the Volvo I’d brought my TV and DVD player, clothing, and other odds and ends. Another couple of trips to the storage unit would probably do it.

My knee was playing up. I’d a deep-seated pain in the muscles above the patella. All the toing and froing, bending and twisting was playing havoc on the fragile make up of the joint. I popped some Naproxen, and tried to dry swallow them. They were the size of jellybeans, dry as chalk, and didn’t go down easily. The Lansoprazole capsules I also took inhibited the production of stomach acid, to protect me from being eaten alive from the inside out, because the first meds had the habit of stripping my stomach lining. Wonderful stuff.

In the parlour I found a clear spot between some stacked boxes and sat on the floorboards, my back to the wall. I’d moved the abandoned office clutter into the back yard, except for the computer monitor. I’d heard some people collected old monitors and stuff and wondered if it would fetch a few quid on EBay or some other on-line market place. I doubted the Classic worked, but someone might buy it to convert to a fish tank or something: they do that these days, apparently.

Rubbing my knee, I took a look around my new home. Sarah had been correct in her summation, but only at face value. The place was a dump, and would take hard work to bring it up to a livable standard, at least one where I could have my son and daughter over, but on deeper scrutiny I spotted original features everywhere. Some people would die for those deep skirting boards, the picture rail, and the tiled fireplace partly concealed behind the ugly gas fire. The window frames were original, as were most of the windows. The glass was very old, warped in places, flawed, but that added to the charm. One window had been replaced at some time in the near past. The clear glass was at odds with its slightly smoky neighbours. Even the door that led into the reception vestibule was aged. It wasn’t like the cheap crap you could buy these days from DIY superstores; this door was heavy, with four recessed panels and a circular brass handle. It had a snib, so that once the door was closed you could lock it in place. Maybe back in the day the sort of entertainment that happened in this room demanded a degree of privacy. Those enlightened Victorians were up to all sorts of kinky stuff, I’d heard.

I was studying the door from my seated position when it slammed shut. I watched its abrupt swing, heard the gunshot crack, but still jumped in fright, swearing out loud.

Remembering I’d left the front door propped open for easy access, logic told me that a sudden breeze had caused a shift in the atmosphere within the house, and the door had slammed as a result. Made sense to me. I pushed up, using the wall to steady myself, and limped across the room. Best I closed the front door while I took a break. While I was in the parlour with the door closed anyone could walk in uninvited and have a stroll around the house. They’d be disappointed by what they found, but it was still mine. Private.

I turned the handle and pulled.

The door didn’t move.

‘What the…?’

I twisted the knob again, pulled harder. The door resisted me.

I checked the snib mechanism but it was in the open position. I could see where the latch was seated in the equally old brass retainer, and when I twisted the handle watched it pop in and out. Nothing was inhibiting the lock, or the hinges that were visible.

I twisted the knob and yanked at the door. It didn’t budge.

‘Bastard!’

OK. Calm down, I told myself. The house is old and has been sealed for a long time. You can smell the damp; the door’s probably swollen and has jammed in the frame when it slammed shut. All it would take was a little more energy and the door would pop open.

I set my feet, got one hand on the knob and the other on the frame. I pulled.

The door opened.

An inch.

Then it was yanked out of my grasp and slammed shut with equal ferocity.

‘Jesus, that’s some draught.’

It was my fault for leaving the bloody outer door open.

I yanked again.

Nothing.

I tried to jostle the door out of the frame. My knee twinged.

I swore again, which did nothing to move the door or soothe my anger.

‘This is ridiculous,’ I said. But then so was talking to an inanimate object. I put my back into it this time, but the door remained resolutely jammed. I could feel the knob working loose and let go. All I needed was to pull the bloody knob off and I would be well and truly trapped. I swore again, backed away, giving the door sour glances as I thought the problem through.

The hinges were set on my side of the frame, the door opened into the room. It was jammed in the frame, and the requisite pressure to haul it open would probably be more than the knob could handle, and it would pull off in my hand. But from the other side, it would take little effort to push open the door.

Dipping my hand in my pocket I pulled out my mobile phone.

Phone Sarah, I thought. She was due to arrive any way. Tell her to come in and give the door a nudge from the other side.

Yeah, right! That would give Sarah a good old laugh. I wouldn’t hear the last of it. She’d tell everyone at work how she had to rescue my sorry arse. I shoved away my phone.

While the side windows overlooked the alley that led round to the backyard and parking garage, the front windows looked out onto the street. Maybe there was somebody out there who I could ask to come inside and give the door a push. I strode to the front windows, had to clamber over a stack of boxes and peered out. Traffic was building up, but I couldn’t see one pedestrian. Bloody hell, didn’t anyone walk anywhere these days? Then again someone could be just out of my line of sight. I reached for the hasp, threw it open and then applied pressure to the rope that would raise the window. The rope was rotten. It snapped off, frayed and brittle.

‘Bloody hell,’ I groaned, looking at the length of rope in my hand. I wadded it up and stuffed it on the windowsill. More traffic went by but nobody on foot.

Backing from the window I pulled out my mobile. There was nothing for it. Sarah could laugh all she wanted.

No. I was determined I’d try one last time.

I put away my phone and approached the door with as determined a stride as my gimpy knee would allow.

‘OK, you stubborn git. You’re going to open this time or I’ll kick you off your bloody hinges!’

Grasping the handle and pushing my left shoulder to the frame, I took in a deep breath. I twisted the knob and yanked.

The door swung inward effortlessly.

Too effortlessly. I’d put so much in to the act that I staggered backwards, and went down on my backside on the floorboards. Dust wafted up around me.

I could hear laughter.

Faint mocking laughter.

I struggled up, gave the door a quick look and saw it standing open as it had earlier. I jammed my foot against it, holding it wide as I bent and peeked out into the vestibule.

Nobody was there.

The laughter must have filtered in from outside, maybe from the neighbouring insurance brokers’ office. More likely it was in my head. I pictured Sarah having a great laugh at my expense, and was pleased she hadn’t arrived on time to witness my prat fall.

Stepping into the hall, I closed the door behind me. I opened it again. No problem whatsoever. I checked the edge of the door, then the frame, looking for marks where the wood had swollen and stuck in the frame. There was nothing evident. I closed the door. Pulled it to me, thinking to replicate the slam. When I turned the handle again the door swung open with no hindrance. If anything, when shut, the door didn’t even fit snug in the frame; I could see light around the edges and the latch jiggled freely.

I shook my head.

If I didn’t know otherwise I’d say that someone had been standing at this side of the door holding it shut.

That was a crazy notion, and I immediately discarded the idea. Still, I closed the front door, and made a quick search of the house for trespassers. I found neither hide nor hair of anyone, as I suspected I wouldn’t. On my travels I found a wedge of wood, and I returned to the parlour intending to prop open the door so I didn’t suffer a repeat performance. I opened the door wide and pushed the wedge under, then kicked it in tight. I stood wiping dust off my palms, inspecting my handiwork.

Giving a satisfied nod, I turned.

It was there again.

The shadow.

Man shaped.

Full black.

It stood no more than two yards from me, and malevolence radiated from it in waves. Full of hatred and rage, it was seeking a target.

It lunged, fingers coming for my throat.

I cried out, stumbling backwards, and the shadow’s hands became claws before my face.

Then it was gone.

Quicker than the sob of relief that rose from my chest it had disappeared, but the atmosphere was redolent with its uncanny passing. In my head I heard the mocking laughter once more. But was it in my head?


3:  The Phone

‘You saw a ghost?’

Sarah’s eyes twinkled, but I was pleased to note it wasn’t with humour, more excitement at the prospect I was sharing my home with a supernatural entity. I’d forgotten she was into all that woo-woo stuff, watching all those paranormal TV programmes on the alternative TV channels, and even attending a few sessions at a local spiritualist church whenever another hokey medium was in town. One lunchtime at work, she’d tried telling me all about those sessions, how the medium had known things they possibly couldn’t have known, until she got the message that I thought the entire subject was bollocks. Having mentioned my sighting of this shadow figure, she was over the moon: it gave validity to her beliefs and made me look the one with egg on my chin.

‘I didn’t say I saw a ghost,’ I corrected her. ‘I said I saw a shadow.’

She leaned towards me, her face serious. ‘And you’re happy to stay at the house after that?’

‘Yeah. I’m not scared. Any way, I’ve paid a year’s lease and I forfeit it if I move out before the end of the term.’

‘Nutter,’ she said.


We were sitting outside a Starbucks in the centre of town. Sarah was smoking. I was trying hard not to. It was cold, breezy. We were seated at a metal table on uncomfortable chairs: kind of de rigueur treatment of smokers these days, being banished from the comfy loungers and low tables inside. But it suited me fine. There were few other customers sitting out in the wind and the threat of rain. Beads of moisture still stood on the table between our coffee cups, evidence of an earlier shower, and there was more to come. It meant that our loony conversation wouldn’t be overheard.


Sarah sparked up her lighter and touched it to her second cigarette since sitting down. She exhaled blue smoke. ‘You said it was shaped like a person?’


‘So what? It doesn’t make it a ghost. It was probably my shadow.’ I hadn’t told her about the similar experience I’d had on my first visit to the house, or that this latest shadow had gone for my throat, and had no intention of mentioning it either. ‘There are windows on two sides, so the light comes in at odd angles. Maybe there was a brief break in the clouds and my shadow was cast from a different angle. Then the clouds closed in and that explains why it disappeared again.’


‘Maybe.’ Sarah wasn’t convinced. She eyed me expectantly. ‘Is that why you did a runner from the house: because you saw your own shadow?’

‘I didn’t do a runner. I finished what I was doing. Needed a coffee. Thought you might appreciate one too.’

‘I do. My head’s still banging after last night.’

I held open my palms. ‘Never again, eh?’

‘Never again,’ she agreed.

‘Until next weekend,’ we both quipped in unison. Then we laughed without any real vigour. It was a clichéd joke between drinkers, done to death.

‘You should come with me next time,’ Sarah said.

‘I’d cramp your style,’ I said.

‘You could watch my handbag while I go outside for a ciggie,’ she said.

‘That’s about my lot. You know I don’t drink any more.’

‘Yeah.’ Sarah hung her head, sorry for suggesting a night on the town. But I was secretly thrilled. It was the first time she’d mentioned personally socialising with me; it gave me hope that the attraction I felt towards her might actually be reciprocated.

‘I didn’t think that you “management types” liked fraternizing with the plebs off the front line.’ I grinned to make sure she knew I was teasing. ‘Aren’t we below you?’

‘Don’t be stupid, Jack.’ She leaned forward jabbing her cigarette to emphasize her point. ‘I’m store operations manager, but just because I earn a higher wage, it doesn’t make me any better than you. Any way, you should aim higher. You used to be an English teacher, right?’

‘I used to teach English as a second language,’ I corrected. ‘Not quite the same thing, is it?’

‘You’re just being finicky now. My point is you’re an intelligent guy. You could do much better than sales if you applied yourself.’

I wondered if that was some kind of code; that she was offering me an opening to make a move on her. I overthought my response, and never got the opportunity to reply.

‘You probably wouldn’t enjoy yourself any way,’ she said. ‘It tends to be all us young ones from work. You’d feel out of place.’

Maybe she didn’t mean to, but she’d just metaphorically dashed cold water on my rising ardor.


‘Are you calling me old?’ I mock scolded.



‘Older. What are you? Forty-four, forty-five?’


‘I’m only thirty-four,’ I said, as if the disparity was massive.

‘Oh, I thought…’

I knew what she thought. I’d been married for nine years, had two kids and an estranged wife behind me, and that was only one of my two long-term relationships she knew about.

‘I was young when I first met Naomi,’ I said. ‘My first serious girlfriend and I was only sixteen. I met Catriona when I was twenty-three, and got married a couple years later. We did that kind of stuff back in the old days.’ I meant my last as a joke, but it sounded more like criticism.

‘You speak and act like someone much older,’ Sarah pointed out. ‘Probably comes from teaching all those immigrants how to speak proper.’

‘I’m mature for my age,’ I said.

She mimed patting a hand over a yawn.

‘So that makes me boring does it?’

She only looked at me steadily, and then without comment she looked off across the street, watching shoppers hurrying between stores. Around us, pigeons with deformed feet pecked for crumbs between the cracks in the pavement. I took a long gulp of coffee. It was bitter, going cold. Much like our conversation. I cleared my throat, brought Sarah’s attention back.

‘This shadow,’ she said, ‘tell me about it.’

‘What’s to tell? It was my shadow.’

She took a drag on her cigarette, watching me over its glowing tip. She pouted her bottom lip and blue curls wafted around her darker curls. She waited.

‘It was shaped like a person,’ I said.

‘Like a man?’


‘Well it would be, seeing as it was my shadow.’


She rocked her head, noncommittal. ‘Debatable.’

‘What, that it was my shadow or that I’m a man?’

She continued watching me over her cigarette. Now it was her eyes that were smoky. I caught myself looking too long and quickly averted my gaze.

‘It was black,’ I said, trying to get back on track.

‘As opposed to what?’

‘To grey. Most shadows are light grey when there isn’t a bright source of light to cast them.’

‘You said there was a break in the clouds.’

‘It was only a theory.’

‘How black?’

‘What do you mean “how black”? Black’s black, isn’t it?’

She shook her head, used the cigarette as a pointer. ‘Your jacket looks black at first glance, but it isn’t really. It has a blue sheen to it. Nearer navy.’


She had a point. But what was the point? ‘It was black-black,’ I emphasised.


‘Which,’ she pointed out with a note of glee, ‘proves that it wasn’t an ordinary shadow. You said it yourself, the shadow should’ve been light grey.’

‘Maybe I was mistaken. Maybe it was just dark grey or something. I only saw it for a second at most. Then it was gone.’ I clicked my fingers, shoving my argument home. ‘There was traffic passing on the street. Maybe the sunlight reflected off a truck or something and cast a pedestrian’s shadow inside the room. The truck sped on, and the shadow was gone. It’s simple when you think about it.’

It was a fair explanation. But I knew I was lying to myself, let alone Sarah. There had been no pedestrians outside. The shadow was in my room, free standing, and full black. Not part of an insignificant shadow cast from many yards away by the momentary play of reflection, but a solid-looking figure I could have reached out and touched. In that briefest glimpse before it lunged at me I knew it was staring at me, planning on tearing off my face.

I shuddered.

Sarah caught my unease. But she was on a roll now.

‘Describe it to me.’

‘I just did.’

‘No, I mean in detail. Was it like a mist, were the edges blurry or defined?’


‘How would I know? It was just my shadow, Sarah. It was nothing.’


‘For being nothing it’s sure got you spooked.’

‘I don’t believe in ghosts or spirits or anything else like that. It’s all bullshit. People die, they’re gone.’ My last word came out hard, and louder than I expected. The nearest customer sat twenty feet away near the entrance to the coffee shop, but the man looked up from his damp newspaper to give me a sharp glance. He was annoyed at the intrusion into his day. I studiously ignored him, as if our gazes hadn’t crossed. I folded my hands around my lukewarm cup. ‘Sorry, Sarah, I didn’t mean to sound so sharp.’

She shrugged. ‘I’m not easily frightened.’

‘Neither am I. It was nothing. Probably my body telling me I needed caffeine.’


‘Hallelujah to that,’ she said picking up her latte and downing half the contents.


‘Want another?’ I offered. ‘Extra espresso?’

‘I could be tempted.’ She gulped the remainder and then pushed her cup towards me. I stood, scattering the pigeons. They didn’t fly far before alighting and continuing their search for a meagre meal.

I went inside and joined the queue, wondering when this old working class town had become the domain of university students and immigrants. I didn’t recognise a single face, or even pick out a word spoken in English. Two locals did join the queue behind me, and the only reason I knew that was because the bloke was wearing the blue, white and red Carlisle United home shirt – though it was out of date by about a decade. His girlfriend was overweight, wore too much make up, and her black leggings stretched so tightly I could see the colour of her underwear through them. They looked anachronistic, a throw back to those earlier days, when compared to the clean-cut students with their designer clothing and coiffed hairstyles. They swore unashamedly at each other like rejects from the Jeremy Kyle Show and it was horrible to listen too – hell, when I was a ESL teacher, I met foreigners with a better grasp of English than those two. Maybe the influx of more cultured people to the city weren’t a bad thing after all. I made my order to the bright young thing at the counter, paid then joined the second queue where the baristas doled out the finished product. I was waiting for a fresh Americano and skinny latte both with an extra shot when my mobile phone bleeped in my pocket.

Taking out the phone I saw the “message” icon was starred. I pressed the screen, bringing up the message.

I WANT YOU

I’m not sure why, but my gaze immediately zoned in on Sarah sitting outside at the table. She was just visible through the window, at the far right, and she was looking back at me. Discretely she fed something into her handbag. Her phone? Then she nodded once to herself and looked down, searching for a fresh cigarette.

A thrill went through me. But I couldn’t be sure that my playful workmate had just sent me the text. I checked, but there was no number registered from the sender. I had Sarah’s saved in my contact list. But, hell, a lot of people carried more than one phone. Maybe she had sent the message from a different phone knowing full well I couldn’t be sure whom it was from.

‘You little tease,’ I said under my breath, experiencing a shiver of titillation.

Yet at the same time I felt a strange qualm of unease worm through my bowels and it placed a dampener on the moment.

Sarah was forever checking her phone. Maybe she’d taken my trip inside the shop as a good opportunity to check in with the rest of the world, and she hadn’t sent the text at all. It was wishful thinking that the text had come from her.

When I returned to her, I made no mention of the text message.

For that matter, neither did she.

By the time we got up to return to the house, I’d pushed it to the back of my mind. But the memory of the shadow figure still troubled me.


4:  Sarah’s Phone


Sarah appeared in the doorway of my kitchen, wearing a frown and a layer of dust on her forehead. She’d been brushing the floor in the sitting room next to the parlour while I tried to scrub some of the rust stains out of the kitchen sink. I was coated in soapsuds up to the elbows.


‘Have you seen my iPhone?’ she asked.

‘Eh?’ I replied in my most eloquent way.

‘My iPhone? I was going to put some music on while we worked.’

‘The TV’s wired up now,’ I said. ‘You’ll get one of the radio channels on it. Put it on if you want.’

She nodded at my wisdom, but remained troubled. ‘Still doesn’t explain where my phone is. I’m sure it was in my handbag.’

‘You’ve checked?’

She showed me her palms, went “D’uh!”. ‘I hadn’t thought of that, Jack. Of course I checked, how else would I know my phone was missing?’

‘I meant taken a second look. If you’re like me I sometimes can’t see what I’m looking for and it’s right under my nose.’

‘That’s a man thing,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ve checked. Double-checked and it’s not there.’

I found a dry cloth and rubbed the suds from my hands. My question was loaded. ‘When did you last use it?’

‘When we were at Starbucks earlier.’

I watched her expectantly, waiting for her to elucidate.

‘I updated my Facebook status. Told the world I was “having coffee with the ugliest man on earth”.’ She gave me a quirky shrug of one shoulder. I tried not to look offended.

‘And you remember putting it back in your bag?’ I didn’t need to ask, I’d watched her put away her phone.

‘Yes, Mother, I put it away safely. Now it isn’t there.’

For some reason I felt guilty. Earlier I’d seen her handbag sitting on the floor in the parlour where she’d set it down out of harm’s way. I’d seen her iPhone sitting in the bag, on top of the rest of the stuff women seem to cart around with them everywhere. I’d briefly considered taking a sneaky glance through her sent messages to check if she had been behind the teasing text earlier. Simply the thought of invading her personal space had been enough to make me flush and I’d hurried into the kitchen and got jiggy with the Mr Muscle. I didn’t confirm that I’d seen her phone, for fear my guilty streak might show and be misconstrued.

‘I’ll ring it,’ I offered and went to fetch my mobile from my jacket pocket. ‘You’re still using the same phone, right?’

Again she didn’t pick up on my loaded question. I took her silence as confirmation that she was using the original number I’d saved in my contact list.

I found her number and hit the call button.

From somewhere in the house jangled the strains of her ringtone: It was the Darth Vader theme from Star Wars.

‘Do you use that ringtone for every call, or just those from me?’ I asked.

Sarah smiled mischievously, but she chose to ignore my question, heading out into the hall, listening hard. ‘Where’s it coming from?’

I joined her in the vestibule, staring towards the back door into the yard. Neither of us had been outside today. I pointed up the stairs. ‘Have you been to the bathroom since we got here?’

‘Yeah, I needed to go after all that coffee.’

I nodded. ‘That’s where your phone is.’

‘How’d it get up there?’

‘You must have taken your bag with you. Maybe you updated your Facebook status while you were on the loo.’

From the look on her face, she was positive she hadn’t. But the act of checking phones had grown to be second nature these days, almost a ritual performed by rote, often unconsciously.

‘I left it in my bag,’ she said. But a flicker of uncertainty darted across her face. ‘I’m positive I did.’

‘Who else would have taken it?’ I said, and had to try hard to keep my face deadpan. ‘Mr Nobody?’

The ringtone still sounded. It was tinny from behind the closed bathroom door. I left my phone on call while we walked up the short flight of stairs to the split-level landing. The theme tune was ideal for our slow trudge upwards. I wished I hadn’t posed the question. Giving the shadow man a name, even a jokey one, was almost akin to inviting him in. ‘You must’ve taken it with you. You just don’t remember that’s all. I do stuff like that all the time. Can’t find a bloody thing if I don’t make a mental note of where I left it last.’

I was blathering, and Sarah knew it. I’d seeded her with the idea that something weird was going on in my new home, and I wasn’t helping to dispel the notion.

We reached the landing. Above us the stained glass window glowed in the late afternoon sun. While we’d been cleaning, the earlier rain clouds had apparently pushed further inland, heralding in a calm and pleasant evening. We stood there for a second or two, absorbing the unexpected warmth of the winter sun. It didn’t feel as uncomfortable listening to the ominous music when the sun kissed our upturned faces.

Seconds passed before it hit us why we were hanging there like a couple of plums. The door was shut, and looked insurmountable.

‘You go in first,’ Sarah whispered.

‘It’s only the bathroom,’ I said. But I didn’t step forward. Part of me feared the door would resist my entry; the way the other door had earlier prevented me leaving the parlour. I ended my call and the Darth Vader theme tune cut off mid-chime. Suddenly the silence was all consuming.

‘Go in then,’ Sarah commanded, breaking the wall of quietude.

I mentally hitched up my trousers. Took a step forward and pressed open the door. Without entering the bathroom I could immediately see Sarah’s iPhone sitting on the edge of the old cast iron tub. ‘There you are,’ I said.

‘Fetch it for me.’ Sarah’s voice was hushed.

Being the big brave hero, I gave an unconcerned shrug and stepped into the bathroom. I reached for the phone.

It jumped off the lip and clattered into the tub.

Sarah emitted a short yelp. Maybe I did too, but have purposefully elected to wipe it from my memory. The way I hoped Sarah had when she’d fetched her phone to the loo with her. Though why she’d have placed it precariously on the edge of the tub I couldn’t work out.

I leaned over the tub. Thankfully there was no water in it. I picked up the phone and presented it to Sarah who was now in the doorway. The iPhone was ice cold, but undamaged. ‘It looks OK,’ I announced.

‘What made it jump like that?’ Sarah still hadn’t taken possession of her phone; too busy glancing around searching for the otherworldly.

I experimented. Found that the floorboard underfoot was loose. I pressed it up and down. ‘When I stepped on the loose floorboard, it made the bath vibrate and the phone slipped in.’

‘It didn’t slip…it jumped.’

‘I’m heavy footed. This damn knee of mine.’

Sarah wasn’t buying my explanation. If I was honest, neither was I: the loose board didn’t as much as cause the bath to shake, let alone launch an object from its lip several inches through space.

Sarah took the phone from me, holding it between both palms. ‘It’s freezing,’ she said, and her eyes glittered with barely subdued excitement.


5:  Antigonish

“Yesterday upon the stair

I met a man who wasn’t there

He wasn’t there again today

Oh, how I wish he’d go away.”

I couldn’t shake the words of that damn poem from my head. I wasn’t even sure where I’d heard them, or how they’d become ingrained in my psyche. But they spun around and around, repeating over and over, and finally lulled me into a fitful sleep.

Twice I awoke in the night, blinking furiously around the room, expecting to see a man who wasn’t there peering back at me from the darkness. But he wasn’t there.
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