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  Everybody has a wish. Everybody has a dream. Sometimes those dreams and wishes can come true, but there is always a price to pay. The stories of people who have paid this price are recorded in The Book of Reasons.

 This new collection from the author of the Missing Beat trilogy contains some of those stories. Read about an author’s toxic relationship with his own creation, a gardener who wages war on snails, a policeman who is haunted by his last case, what happens when pupils begin to disappear from a school photograph, and, in the title story, you will learn the identity of The Custodian of Stories and what his job entails.


  These are stories of the bizarre and of the macabre, but all must be read with the lights on.



The Custodian 

Of Stories

1.

You may have dreamed about the Town. On those nights when you go to bed tired and anxious, you may have visited a town you have never seen before. In your dream, you know the place, though. You are familiar with its granite-cobbled Square, with its hotels on two sides and its Town Hall, built out of the same granite that is under your feet. You have walked its streets and visited its shops. You know that the Town is on the coast because you have strolled along the bush-lined cliff paths. There must be a beach or a bay below, but you may never have seen it. It doesn’t matter what other dreams you have, what horrors or dramas await you on other nights; nothing ever happens when you visit the Town. It is a safe place, a quiet place, and you are content and happy there.

When you wake, you will probably wonder where the Town is. You will search your memory, trying to identify when it was that you visited this place and why it made such a lasting impression on you. You will think back to the holidays your parents took you on when you were a child, to the towns and villages you stopped at along the way. You will almost certainly draw a blank. You can recall the dreams in which you drove to the Town. You know where you take a right turn off the main road, and you know where the main road will lead if you don’t. You know what the roads look like as they lead into the Town and where the car park is. You are able to visualise clearly the car park itself, with its rows of parking spaces separated by neat lines of small shrubs.

But there is something that you can’t picture, and that is what is on the green road signs that direct you to the Town. You can see the signs themselves, and once you have started your waking quest to determine where the Town is, you will concentrate and attempt to see what is written on those signs, so that you can locate this Town on a map and visit it while you are awake, not just while you are asleep. You will concentrate hard, but you will fail. There are words there, but a strange kind of mental illiteracy means that you are unable to read the signs. It is as if your mind doesn’t want you to find out where the Town is.

Unable to locate the Town, you will content yourself that at least you will still visit it in your dreams, and who knows? One day, you might be driving to somewhere you have never been before, and you will realise that you are on a familiar road, that there will be a right-hand turn soon. You will drive down roads you recognise and end up in a town you have not previously been to but know very well.

You hope that one day you will come home.

2.

There was a very good reason why nobody who dreamed about the Town could ever see its name, and that was because it didn’t actually have one. The Custodian, who was the Town’s sole human occupant, had tried on many occasions to think of a name for the place, but all the names he could think of were either already taken by real places he had been to or heard of, or just sounded silly. Eventually, he had given up, and now he thought of it as The Town, or simply ‘here’, which suited it quite well considering that for the foreseeable future, he wasn’t likely to be living anywhere else.

Although the Custodian was the only human resident of the Town, he was never entirely on his own. There was the man in the newsagent’s, which was downstairs in one of the shops, who provided the Custodian with the magazines and comics he liked to read. There was presumably a ground floor to this shop, but the Custodian never needed it, so he had no idea what was there. He obtained his food supplies from the lady in the grocer’s, which was often a few doors down from the newsagent but was sometimes in a different street entirely. It didn’t matter really; the Custodian always knew where it was when he needed it. These shops, along with the bookshop and the café, supplied the Custodian with all he needed most of the time, and the staff provided him with temporary company if ever he was looking for it. They were there when he needed them to be, but he had no knowledge of where they were when he didn’t, if they were anywhere at all. There were things that you needed to know and there were things that you didn’t need to know. It had taken the Custodian a while, but he was beginning to understand the difference between the two.

One thing he had puzzled about for some considerable time was how the Town worked, the physics of it and the logic of it. He had tried to make sense of it over and over again in the early days but had come to the conclusion that there was no sense to be made; things just were the way they were. Once he had decided that this was all he needed to know, he stopped bothering and got on with what he had to do. The Town didn’t work using any kind of science or rationale he had ever come across, but he had encountered some pretty weird things before, and the place he now called home was another one of those. Call it magic, call it whatever you want, the Town provided him with everything he could possibly wish for except one thing. He had no company. The people who appeared in the shops and the strange little things he called the elves, although that wasn’t what they were, were not human so didn’t count. He had no human company.

The Custodian had decided to make his home in one of the hotels that bordered the Town Square. When he had first arrived in the Town and understood that he was the only living being there, the plan had been to stay temporarily in the Hotel, to make it a base while he explored. The Town had houses, of course, in the streets that ran off the town centre, and he had initially thought that he might find one of those to live in, but when he had gone to look around, all the houses seemed to be occupied. He saw lights on in windows, and occasionally shadows shifted behind lit curtains, as if people were moving around inside. They never came out, and he came to realise that the houses might not be occupied in this aspect of the Town, but there were probably other versions of the Town, maybe many, and he was seeing echoes of them.

It didn’t seem right to move into a house that was somebody’s home in any version of the Town, so he stayed in the Hotel. He had a large suite that took up one side of the second floor and was easily big enough for his purposes. The windows gave him a very good view of the Town and meant that if any threat ever approached, as he had been told it might, there was a better chance of seeing it coming.

Once he realised that Pretend People, as he liked to call them, could be brought into being to attend to his needs, he had decided that a receptionist on the Hotel desk during the day and a night porter might be appropriate, even though there was nothing for them to do, as he was the Hotel’s only resident. But they were there to chat to from time to time; they were company of a sort. He wondered if he could have given them the faces and personalities of some of the people he missed and had been tempted to try but decided against it. They would not be those people, and he couldn’t cope with spending his time with fake versions of the people who had been important to him before he took on this role, especially one. He definitely couldn’t cope with a fake version of that one. So he made a receptionist he called Harold and a night porter called Joanne because he didn’t know anybody with those names. They also didn’t look like anybody he knew, although there might have been fleeting resemblances to actors he had seen in a film once. It is very hard to create a human face from scratch, especially when you aren’t used to it, so the inspiration had to come from somewhere. They existed purely so that he would have someone to talk to when he needed it. The elves, who weren’t elves, had no conversation; they appeared around corners or sometimes out of the drains and spoke in cryptic warnings. The Custodian had not yet learned what these meant.

Although the Custodian was alone and yearned at times for real human company, he wasn’t bored. He had his job to do, and that often kept him very busy indeed.

The Custodian had not had a job before this, but he imagined that many people who did have jobs would have been in a similar situation to the one in which he was now. You are given a job to do, and you think the job description tells you all it will entail, but once you start doing it, you discover there is a great deal more to it than you had been told. That was certainly the case here, and if he had known what he would be expected to do, he might have thought twice about accepting the job, but then he had been given no choice in the matter. He had been instructed to look after the thing that he had hidden in the cellar of the Hotel and thought that his responsibility would end there. He had not been told that he would be responsible for the stories of so many people.

That was not the job Joey Cale thought he was accepting when he agreed to be the Custodian of The Book of Reasons.

3.

Joey Cale had not been presented with any alternative to living out the rest of his days as Custodian to The Book of Reasons. From the moment he was born with a hole in his tiny heart, his destiny had been determined. The hole had been repaired in part by skilled surgeons, but also with a small degree of intervention by a being Joey would later come to know as Remick. A seed of power had been sown in his chest, and when that power had enabled Joey to defeat Saunders, the previous Custodian, who had been corrupted by the very book he was protecting, he was supposed to destroy The Book too. He hadn’t and now had the permanent job of guarding The Book from the world, and in doing so, guarding the world from The Book. He had been brought to the Town and left here without an instruction manual. He had to make it up as he went along.

Joey had learned very early on that one of the rules of this place was that he only had to wish for something and he would find it. Sometimes he had to look a bit harder, but it would be there somewhere. He had discovered this particular facility when he had only been in the Town a matter of hours. He had already established that the Town was not populated. He had been left in the middle of the Square, clutching The Book, and was immediately aware of the silence. According to the sky, it was probably somewhere around the middle of the day and the Town Square, even of a small place like this, should have been full of people going about their business, but there was nobody.

It was not the first time Joey had been on his own in a world devoid of people; he hadn’t liked it much last time and liked it even less now, because last time he had discovered that he was not totally alone. He had met other people, and the lack of one of them in particular was almost too much to think about because it had left a void in his heart that made it hard to breathe. This Town was deserted. There was nobody in the Square, nobody on the streets surrounding the Square, nobody in the shops or the hotels. No birds sang; no cats crept around street corners and ambled across the road; no dogs barked. The Town was empty and silent.

It was while he was checking the second of the hotels that it occurred to him that he was hungry. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten anything, and with no expectations at all, he picked up a bar-food menu from one of the tables. Wistfully, he read the constituent parts of the all-day breakfast the menu advertised and realised that he would never have such a meal unless he cooked it for himself, and that thought led him to wonder where exactly he would buy the ingredients and where he might cook them. There was no one to ask.

This all made a cooked breakfast the most desirable meal he could possibly imagine, and it was this yearning which he initially thought explained the unmistakable aroma of fried bacon which seemed to be emanating from somewhere behind him. He dismissed it at first as a cruel trick of his imagination, but the smell was so strong that it made him turn. One of the tables had been laid with a tray of condiments, cutlery and a large plate on which was the biggest cooked breakfast Joey had ever seen. He didn’t question it straight away; he simply sat down at the table and began to devour the food. It was only when he pushed away the plate that he had nearly but not quite managed to clear, that it even occurred to him to wonder where it had come from. He had not seen or heard anybody. There was no kitchen noise coming from anywhere. He had wanted the meal and it had appeared.

Joey didn’t really want to use the phrase ‘as if by magic’, but for want of a better explanation, it would have to do. He had seen plenty of bizarre things recently, so the idea that the best breakfast you’d ever had could appear just by wanting it was surprisingly easy to believe. While he sat and digested his meal, he wondered what else he could do. He had not got any further than deciding whether to try and conjure up a cup of tea or a cup of coffee to follow, however, when The Book, which he had tossed a little too carelessly onto the seat next to him, suddenly made its presence felt.

4.

At first, it felt like some peculiar kind of itch at the back of his brain, a phantom feeling that made him jerk his head as if a fly had landed on his ear. There was a noise, too, a scratching, rustling noise, soft and just on the edge of his hearing. Years earlier, his parents had rented a cottage for a week in Anglesey. It was a converted farm building and had probably inherited some of the building’s former inhabitants because sometimes, in the peace of the evenings, they could hear a slight scuffling sound behind the skirting boards. It was so quiet and brief that you were never sure if you had heard it or not, but it left Joey’s mum in fear of waking up one morning to find the cottage overrun with mice, or worse. It was one tiny sound that ruined a holiday.

The sound Joey heard now reminded him of that; it was there and then it was gone, and he wasn’t quite sure he had heard it at all. He tried to ignore it and concentrate on the cup of coffee he had decided was the thing he desired most. It should, perhaps, have taken him longer to adjust, but he wasn’t at all surprised when a steaming mug of freshly ground coffee was right there on the table in front of him. That it was in the TARDIS-shaped mug he always used at home was a nice touch. He was surprised, however, when, just as he was lifting the mug to his lips to have a drink, The Book slid off the seat next to him and landed on the carpet with a soft thud. The rational part of Joey’s brain suggested that he and The Book were on a padded banquette, and maybe he had moved and made The Book fall, but the more emotional part of his brain said I didn’t move, it’s alive. He shut out the fear that was making his stomach churn and leaned over to pick The Book up.

As he lifted The Book off the carpet, he noticed that the catch on the leather strap which kept the covers from opening, and which had been firmly fastened as long as it had been in his possession, was half open. Joey was filled with a sudden, burning desire to open The Book, to read it. There were stories in there, tales to get lost in, and he wanted nothing more than to read them all and be consumed by them. With a supreme effort of will, he fought down this desire and pushed the catch firmly back into place. He had experienced reading just a small part of The Book before and nearly lost his mind.

“No you don’t,” he said out loud. “You don’t get me like that,” and that was when he knew he had to find a safe place to put The Book, somewhere out of harm’s way, where it could not get into his head.

The solution presented itself as soon as Joey walked out of the bar, holding The Book gingerly at arm’s length. He was rapidly beginning to understand that in this town, you didn’t have to go far to find what you were looking for. Just outside the glass-panelled double doors of the bar, there was another door in the wall, which he was sure he hadn’t noticed before. The red warning sign on it read CELLAR – NO ACCESS TO THE PUBLIC, and that looked just about perfect. He had expected that the door would be locked because if you don’t want people to get curious about somewhere they shouldn’t go, that is generally what you do, but when he tried it, it opened easily. On the other side was a staircase leading down into the darkness, but there was a light switch on the wall at the top of the stairs, which worked, of course, and a bulb somewhere below provided just enough illumination to make the rickety wooden staircase slightly less hazardous. Holding The Book in one hand and the stair rail in the other, Joey descended.

The stairs seemed to go on forever. Joey reached at least twenty before he lost count and gave up. Eventually, his foot jarred as it hit solid ground, and he could see the source of the light: a single, dim bulb hanging from a fitting which looked like it should have been condemned decades ago. The cellar itself was quite a large space, its walls lined with empty crates and boxes, which, judging by the dust on them, had not contained the crisps they advertised since long before Joey was born. There was another source of light, too, coming from one corner, the flickering orange glow of flames from a glass panel in the front of an ancient boiler. Joey’s first instinct was to see if he could open the panel and throw The Book into the flames, but he had been told to guard it, not incinerate it, so instead, he placed it on the floor at the base of the boiler, as if he were warning it any more trouble and in you go. Then he hurried back up the stairs and turned off the light. As he shut the door behind him, he thought, I could really do with finding the key and locking that. It was not completely unexpected that he heard a click from the door, and when he tried the handle, he found the door had locked itself. He gave the handle one more tug for good measure and, satisfied, left the bar.

5.

With The Book safely shut away in the cellar, Joey knew that the Hotel would have to be his residence, at least for now. He roamed the corridors on the various floors until he found a door that felt right and tried the handle. Apparently, he did not need a key-card in this hotel; the door opened with the slightest push, and when he walked into the suite, he knew why it had felt right. It consisted of a large living area with more settees than Joey could ever possibly need and a bedroom with a bed so big that his own bed at home would have fitted into it three times. A door from the bedroom led into a huge bathroom.

He spent a quarter of an hour wandering around the suite looking at things. He tried each of the settees in turn, lay on the bed, washed his face in the bathroom and even boiled the kettle for a cup of coffee. He didn’t really want coffee but had decided he was going to have one just because he could. Now he had made the decision as to where he was going to live, he went to explore the Town, but not before he had sent a thought to the room that it would be quite handy if there was a change of clothes or two in the wardrobe when he got back. He knew without question that nobody would need to check his size.

It was as he left the Hotel that he saw for the first time one of the creatures he would come to think of as elves. It appeared out of a vent at the bottom of the wall and seemed so out of place that Joey wasn’t sure he was really seeing it at all. It was no more than a foot tall, humanoid in shape but appeared to be carved out of stone or possibly shell and climbed out of the vent with jerky movements that reminded Joey of some of the old films his dad had made him watch in which creatures were brought to life with what his dad had called ‘stop-frame animation’ or something. They were nothing like the special effects Joey was used to, but he liked them, especially the skeletons in Jason and the Argonauts.

The creature he was looking at now landed on the pavement in front of him and stepped back in an almost comic gesture of surprise. It regarded Joey briefly and then, in a quiet, tinny voice, said something which might have been “Don’t take it in,” or maybe even “Don’t take its skin,” and then scampered off up the street, leaving Joey unsure exactly what part of his imagination he had conjured that from. He shook his head, wondering what other surprises the Town had to offer.

Even this fleeting glimpse of life made Joey feel very much alone. Back in his own world, he had, ironically, apart from one good friend, been something of a loner. He didn’t mind his own company then, preferring it to the company of most people he knew. Since then, he had made some good friends and grown especially close to one person in particular, and stranded in the peculiar town, he felt lonelier than he had at any other time in his life. He really should have been prepared for the wish-fulfilment powers of the Town to pick up on this and do something about it, but he was still surprised when he passed a café on one of the roads that led off the Square and saw that the lights were on. He could have sworn the café had been in darkness only seconds earlier, almost as if it was one of those places where the lights are operated by a movement sensor.

Joey peered through the window and was immediately tempted to go in, but there didn’t seem much point. The café was deserted, no customers, no staff. If there was someone serving in there, he might have called in for a cup of coffee, but he didn’t really fancy it himself. Before he could complete the thought that started I wonder… there was suddenly someone standing behind the counter, a young man, maybe his twenties, with a beard which looked like the first he had ever tried to grow, and the shadow of tattoos up his right arm. He looked vaguely familiar, but at the same time, Joey knew it wasn’t anyone he had ever met before. Perhaps he had been reminded of someone he had seen in another café at some point. Whoever he was, Joey decided that some company was better than no company at all.

The young man behind the counter looked up and smiled as Joey came in.

“Good afternoon,” he said pleasantly, and before Joey could even reply, he had placed a cup of coffee on the counter, strong with a touch of milk in it, just the way Joey liked it.

“Hi,” Joey replied. “Thank you.”

“No problem.”

“Not a bad afternoon,” Joey remarked, for want of anything better to say, seeing as the man obviously had no intention of asking for any money.

“Not bad at all.”

Joey waited to see if any more conversation was forthcoming. When it wasn’t, he took his coffee and went to sit at one of the spotlessly clean tables and drank as quickly as he could. He said goodbye to the café guy as he left and received a vague wave in return. Next time he produced someone out of thin air, he thought, as the café lights went off, he would try and give them a bit more personality.

He failed on his next two attempts, too. The man in the newsagent’s was altogether too sarcastic, and the woman in the grocer’s was at times painfully jolly, but at least they provided him with some sort of human contact. By the time he had brought Harold and Jo in the Hotel to life, he was getting rather better at it. They both had pleasant, friendly personalities and were happy to chat to Joey for ages about things that interested him. But apart from them and the elves with their dark, obscure threats, Joey saw nobody else for weeks, not until he learned that guarding The Book wasn’t his only task. The other would involve human contact, but of a much more delicate and difficult kind.

6.

The day Joey learned about his other role began much like any other. He had breakfast in the Hotel bar (just cereal and toast—after a few days of cooked breakfasts, he’d decided that even though this world didn’t work like any other, his body still did, and a cooked breakfast every day would be no good at all for his waistline) and had called in to the newsagent to pick up a Doctor Who magazine and some uncalled-for snide remarks about his trousers. Returning to his room, he settled in for a read.

These were his days now, some reading, some wandering around (he had been trying for days to find the road which led out of the Town, just out of interest, but every road he took seemed to lead back to the Square) and the occasional visit to the cellar to make sure The Book was behaving itself. He foresaw a time very soon when he would be bored out of his mind and try to come up with new things to do to entertain himself. All the same, he had woken up that morning with a strange feeling that there was something different about the day. It wasn’t anything to be apprehensive about, nor was it anything particularly momentous. It was just something, and he couldn’t put his finger on it.

He found out what it was when a sudden pain ripped into his forehead and the widescreen television flickered on without him touching the remote. That was nothing unusual in itself. The TV had an uncanny knack of knowing which sci-fi show, and indeed which episode, he fancied watching, often before he knew it himself, although he had not yet discovered whether it was capable of showing anything else. He had wondered briefly whether he could find the news or something that would tell him if he was anywhere in the world he had left, but he knew deep down he wasn’t. Any time he tried to think the television into showing him something of that kind, the picture dissolved into an angry burst of static that resolved into one of the cartoons he used to watch avidly when he was a child. It was trying to tell him something, but he wasn’t sure what.

This time, though, the picture on the screen wasn’t static or any show he had ever seen before. It had the feel of one of the shows he hated but his mum loved—so-called ‘reality’ shows that were not about any kind of reality Joey wanted to be part of, or the shows where fame-hungry idiots were followed around by cameras operated by people who didn’t have a very steady hand. The way they were filmed made Joey feel seasick, and the people on the shows just made him sick.

The view on the screen was shot from above and looked down onto a young woman sitting on the edge of a bed in what looked like a small flat, and Joey somehow knew her name was Hannah and that she was staring at a message on her phone. For a moment, that was all he knew. Then, without warning, Joey’s head filled with Hannah’s story.

7.

Hannah Regan had fallen for Johnny Haig the moment she saw him. She was having drinks in the pub after work with Jane, Lynn and Mel because it was Friday and it had been a long week. It was Mel’s birthday next week, but she was going on holiday with her husband and kids on Sunday and wouldn’t be here, so this was the only chance they had to celebrate. Mel didn’t want to be out late, though, as she had to take the kids to swimming quite early on Saturday morning.

Hannah was glad she didn’t have kids, or indeed anyone to have kids with. They had said it would only be a couple of drinks, but after Mel had gone, Hannah and Lynn, probably Jane, too, would end up making a night of it, and Hannah would end up sending Dom a few drunken texts. Dom was used to it and had said once that he quite looked forward to his Friday ‘pissed texts’. He was the sort of friend you didn’t find every day.

The girls were on their second round of drinks when Hannah spotted a group of men who had just come into the bar. There were three of them, all wearing suits and obviously straight out of the office. Two were slightly older, but the one Hannah really noticed was around her own age and somehow didn’t fit with the other two, who carried too much weight for their suits. One was bald in the way men of a certain age sometimes are when they don’t want anyone to know they’re losing their hair, and it might have been the lights in the bar, but Hannah was convinced the other one’s hair was dyed. There was definitely something not quite natural about it. But the younger man was different. His suit fitted him perfectly, and his dark hair was just the right side of long. Hannah thought he was gorgeous.

Lynn had noticed him too and nudged her. “He’s new. I think we’d have noticed him before.”

“I’ve not seen him,” Hannah said, trying to sound like she wasn’t bothered.

“Pity his mates are knobheads. You’ll have to find someone else.”

“He’s not my type.”

“Oh, get lost, Han. He’s exactly your type. He’s definitely mine, anyway.”

“Everyone’s your type, Lynn.” Hannah laughed. “They just need a pulse.”

Lynn launched into a story about the new lad in accounts who’d ended up locking himself in the toilets for half an hour, but Hannah had heard it before and wasn’t paying attention. She kept stealing glances at the man at the bar. His two friends were roaring with laughter at something, and he was smiling politely but looked bored and possibly even a little embarrassed by them. She picked up her phone and took a selfie but aimed it so she included a view of the dark-haired man over her shoulder. She sent it to Dom with a message.

The guy at the bar.

What do you think? x

She knew she wouldn’t have long to wait for a reply. Dom didn’t often go out on Friday nights. Sure enough, a message came straight back.

He’s okay if you like that sort of thing. Go for it. The way you look, he won’t stand a chance x

Hannah sent back a laughing emoji and a heart. Dom could always make her smile. She looked at the picture she’d sent and wondered what Dom had seen in it. She looked the way she always looked when she went out for Friday drinks. Nothing special. She was wearing a new top, but it was a work top—admittedly a Friday work top with going out at the end of the day in mind—and she had a little more make-up on than she wore for work, but otherwise, she was just Hannah. She glanced at the man at the bar again but had to look away quickly because he was staring in her direction. Probably looking at Lynn, she thought, and then realised Mel was talking to her.
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