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1: Mister Punch

To take his mind off trouble
with a nuisance neighbour, David went shopping one Saturday
morning. The house next door had been rented out and a young lad
had moved in. He played his music loudly every night till the early
hours, disturbing the neighbours’ sleep. David had complained but
it continued.

Walking past an antique shop,
he noticed a Punch doll in the window. Stopping and taking a closer
look, the face of the doll really made him smile; it reminded him
of childhood holidays watching Punch and Judy shows at the seaside.
The doll was about two-foot high with a white face, rosy cheeks,
and a huge hook nose, and was dressed in a clown-type costume.

He went into the shop. “How
much?” he asked, indicating the doll.

“Two hundred pounds,” the shop
owner stated.

David thought hard about it,
but concluded it was far too much and resigned himself to going
home empty-handed even though the doll would have really cheered
him up.

“That’s far too much,” he
said.

The owner genuinely felt sorry
for David and reconsidered, offering a reasonable discount. They
did, however, keep quiet about the fact the doll had been sold
before, the previous week, and brought back. The buyer had demanded
his money back without giving a reason why.

David parted with his money and
took the doll home. He sat it on a shelf in his bedroom, where he
could clearly see it while lying in bed. That night he settled down
in bed, staring at the doll, laughing to himself at its face and
expression. Loud music suddenly started playing next door and it
easily penetrated the thin walls.

“Not again,” said David,
shaking his head from side to side before turning off his bedside
lamp and trying to sleep.

After about ten minutes, a
strange yet familiar voice from within the bedroom shouted out,
“Are you going to take another night of that noise, mister?”

David sat bolt upright in bed
and immediately put on the light. He scanned the room as his eyes
adjusted and then looked at the doll.

Punch slowly turned towards
him. “I said, are you going to take another night of that
horrible noise, mister, because I am not.”

David was speechless. Was it a
bad dream and he would wake up? He could not believe what he was
seeing and hearing. Punch’s face turned bright red with anger and
took on a more sinister expression.

“Take me next door now,
mister,” he demanded.

“But why?” protested David.

“Just do it,” Punch
snapped.

Doing as he was told, David got
out of bed and dressed. Then, with his hands shaking, he slowly
lifted Punch off the shelf and headed downstairs.

Once outside they made their
way over to the neighbour’s house and stopped at the living room
window. In the top left-hand corner a small transom window was
open. Punch instructed David to leave his front door slightly ajar
and then to put him through the small opening.

Carefully carrying out the
doll’s order, David watched in amazement as Punch gripped the
curtains and scaled his way down to the floor; David looked around
and checked no one was watching.

After hurrying back into his
house and leaving the front door slightly open, David headed
straight upstairs, back to the bedroom, and pressed his ear against
the dividing wall in anticipation.

Meanwhile, back in David’s
neighbour’s house, Punch climbed slowly up the stairs. His movement
would have been a strange and menacing sight indeed to anyone
standing at the top looking down.

The doll approached the bedroom
door and squeezed through the gap; the nuisance neighbour had his
back to the door, so Punch crept along the carpet and under the
furniture where the stereo player sat, before pulling out the power
plug at the wall socket. Next door, David took a sharp breath as
silence fell; all he could hear now was his own racing
heartbeat.

Swearing to himself, the
neighbour turned and went over to the stereo and pressed the on/off
button a few times, but of course nothing happened. Getting down on
his knees he put his head under the dresser to inspect the power
plug.

Punch slashed the teenager
across the forehead with a two-inch knife he’d had concealed in his
costume all along, causing him to bang his head and scream out in
sheer fright. Scrambling to his feet, the helpless victim staggered
around the room, blood pouring from the deep cut, as he cried out
for help in shock.

The noises were too much for
the doll’s owner and he covered his ears to block out the
terrifying sound as he slid down the wall to the floor.

With blood streaming into his
eyes, the teenager tripped, falling onto his back. Quickly wiping
the blood away he felt Punch jump onto his chest before he saw him,
and the doll raised and swung his knife across his victim’s throat.
A spurt of blood jetted out but the doll quickly moved away,
avoiding being covered before he wiped his knife clean on the
carpet.

Clutching his throat, the young
man’s blood gushed out between his fingers while his whole body
shook, uncontrollably, slowly but surely moving less and less,
until his arms flopped to the sides and his last breath was
exhaled. Silence fell.

If only David could see what
mayhem he had unwittingly let loose on his neighbour, whose only
crime was playing his music too loudly.

David removed his hands from
his ears to hear a tapping noise.

“I murdered him, mister, just
like you wanted me to,” Punch called out. The killer doll was using
his knife against the parting wall. “Are you happy now, mister?”
asked the chuckling doll.

This nightmare was real, and
David was now an accessory to murder. It suddenly dawned on him
that the front door was open and Punch may return to his house.
Getting to his feet, he raced down the stairs and slammed the front
door shut, pressing his head against it in relief. A chilling voice
called out from behind, causing David to wheel around in fright.
Punch was now sitting on the bottom stair.

“You would not double-cross me,
would you, mister? We are still friends, are we not? I have helped
you, have I not, mister?”

“Friends? Well yes,” David
stuttered out. “Yes, we are friends,” he repeated, caught out by
the speed with which Punch had got back into his house. “Who are
you?” David asked, trembling.

The doll laughed aloud. “Mr
Punch, of course, mister. Well, not exactly…” said the doll, who
now spoke in a human voice. “I am really the doll’s maker, living
in this body.

“Many years ago, one summer
night, my home and workshop were destroyed by a fire, lit by
foolish children. I was burnt alive, but not before throwing this
doll out of a window. My spirit lives on in this, my favourite
creation.

“All I want now is a good home
and peace. That’s all I ask. Please help me.”

“But you murdered someone,”
protested David.

“We murdered him,”
snapped the doll, its face glowing red again. It pointed at him.
“You and me.” Reverting back to the Punch voice, the doll asked
once again, “Are we friends, mister?”

“Yes,” David replied
reluctantly.

“Good, mister, good. Now carry
me up to the bedroom and put me back on that nice comfortable
shelf, and let’s both get a good long silent night’s sleep, tonight
and every night from now on.”

With the doll back on the
shelf, David leapt back into bed and hid under the covers,
shaking.

But the silence was soon broken
again, this time by the sound of sirens getting nearer and nearer;
someone must have heard or seen something and called the police.
The screech of tyres came as vehicles pulled up outside,
accompanied by raised voices and then the sound of a door being
smashed open. It sent David’s heart racing. He got out of bed and
pressed his ear up tight to the dividing wall.

Knowing it was only a matter of
time before they knocked at his door, he tried to compose himself
but could not. Head in his hands, he wondered what he would say to
the police. Would they believe me anyway if I told the truth? I
don’t think so.

The expected knock on his door
had him in two minds: should he pretend to be asleep and not
answer? But the noise became louder and more persistent. Fearing
they would smash his door down, David went downstairs.

The guilty look on his face
gave him away. He immediately confessed to the police and a search
of his house was undertaken. Such a bizarre confession—of a killer
doll—would have had the police laughing if such a serious crime had
not taken place next door: a man had been murdered.

The police found nothing of
that description, and David pleaded to be taken back upstairs to
show them what had killed his neighbour. A sergeant gave permission
and they all went up to his bedroom, but the shelf was empty—no
Mister Punch.

“Right, that’s enough,”
bellowed the sergeant. “Take him down the station.”

Their suspect broke down and
had to be removed by force. “It wasn’t me,” David sobbed.

Locked up for the night after
being questioned, he cried uncontrollably. What a nightmare
situation he was now in. But the police would soon have to let him
go. What evidence did they really have that he was a murderer?
Absolutely none.

Released without charge and
allowed to go home, David searched his house from top to bottom to
be sure the doll was gone. It must have escaped outside
somehow. Later that night he lay nervously on the bed,
listening for any strange noises, but being so tired, he soon fell
asleep.

The distinct sound of music
slowly filtered into the bedroom. It was just loud enough to wake
him and, sitting bolt upright, beads of sweat started to trickle
down his forehead. Getting up off the bed, David listened against
the wall, somewhat confused, but it was not next door. It was
coming from downstairs.
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