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1 The Insomniac

Trevor Olsen owns a chip shop, and works every hour sent to keep his business afloat. He struggles to stay awake to keep up with Friday night’s drunken clientele. Due to his exhausted state, as he’s locking up for the night, he makes a fatal error that leaves a dead body on his kitchen floor. He tries to dispose of it in the only way he knows how, but in the process, a misunderstanding makes a bad situation much worse.

2 The Taxidermist

Fredric Nolan has found a niche in the taxidermist market; small rodents posed in silly stances dressed as humans. He ups the ante, deciding to experiment with cats. Luckily, a neighbour has an abundance of them. He steals one, hoping to practice. However, things don’t go according to plan.

3 The Butcher

Anton Gruzinsky is a Russian, who owns a butcher’s shop. He uses the carcasses of animals to transport drugs around southern England for a Ukrainian gang. When he’s asked to help out in their human trafficking ring, he declines. However, his boss isn’t the kind of man you simply say no to.

4 The Florist

Elena Fisk grows orchids for a living; she devotes her life to cultivating the delicate flowers. In her attempt to duplicate the perfect environment, she builds a complicated watering system. On the spur of the moment, she buys a new plant food to test the system out – Mephedrone, or otherwise known as Meow Meow.

5 The Lovers

Nalin Nhek is a shy, quiet Cambodian who moved to England to work so she can send money home to her family. She falls in love with Isaac Tiggs, a police officer, and their lives seem perfect. However, one random event changes everything.

6 The Animal Lover

Gertrude Dodd is housebound, having grown too obese to leave her apartment, but with the aid of a walking frame, she can still shuffle around her flat. Her three dogs, thirteen cats, a parrot, and a collection of rodents keep her company, which she prefers to humans – to her; they are loyal and trustworthy. However, none of them can come to her aid when she needs help the most.

7 The Agoraphobic

Gordon Welts hasn’t left his building in eighteen years. As well as renting out the flats, he makes his money by selling the videos he makes with all his hidden cameras on his specialty website. That is, until one person discovers his secret and puts an end to his little money-making adventure.

8 The Foreigner

Samira Hussaini is an Afghanistan immigrant. She is quiet and polite and works as a cleaner. Or is she? Sometimes things are never as they seem. Within a moment, everything can change. A French Special forces team is in the building looking for her. Instinct and training take over.

9 The Geek

Benedict Kock is a thirteen-year-old who if left home alone every night, while his mother struggles to pay the bills. Ben is bullied relentlessly at school. However, his school project is finally finished; something that will make everyone realise that he’s not just a weakling loser.

“Put aside all bitterness, losing your temper, anger, shouting, and slander, along with every other evil. Be kind, compassionate, and forgiving to each other.”

Ephesians 4:31-32

“The Bible tells us to love our neighbours, and also to love our enemies; probably because generally they are the same people.”

Gilbert K. Chesterton
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Prologue
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Everyday is a struggle. We get up; we go to work; we eat; we sleep, and then we restart the whole repetitive cycle.

We are so busy in our daily lives that we ignore those around us. We pass the hungry on the street with their dirty outstretched hands. A crying baby in the stranger’s arms. The old woman struggling with her heavy shopping. A toddler screaming while having a tantrum. The middle-aged couple arguing on the subway train. The lonely old man staring blankly out of the greasy bus window.

We complain we have no spare time, but what fleeting free time we do get we spend vegetating on our backsides watching countless hours of mindless TV, program after mundane program. Or we would rather sit in a dark room, on our computer, and chat to our friends on social network sites, rather than going to see them in person.

Our neighbours are strangers to us. They are the sound of wall vibrating bass music, or the incessant barking of a dog, or the thumping of shoes, or the banging doors, or the crying baby, or the loud argument.

We spend every hour of everyday pushing people away, because we simply do not have the time.
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The Occupants of the Apartments
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“A one in a million chance,” you have heard people say. “It could happen, there’s always a one in a million chance.” That’s an astronomical improbability, the likelihood of multiple situations conversing into one single parcel of time, or location. As unlikely as your numbers coming up on the lottery, or the lone walker in the hills getting struck by lightning, or being in the wrong place at the wrong time when some deranged psychopath decides to pull out a handgun and randomly spray bullets into a crowd. However, these things do happen.

For you to be that one in a million person, where something unforeseen changes, or ends your life, is as likely as the sun rising tomorrow.

For that one in a million, implausible event to happen, not once, but repeatedly, all within the confines of one building, is highly implausible. However, there’s always that one in a million chance that circumstances had been building, lining up, preparing for one such event – that one in a million event...
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The Insomniac

It is a waste of time to get up early and stay up late, trying to make a living. The Lord provides for those he loves, even while they are sleeping. Psalm 127:2

––––––––
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“Thirty-six!” Trevor Olsen shouted to be heard over the sound of the drunks chatting and laughing loudly. Friday night was bitter sweet. It was one of his busiest nights, but he had to put up with all the drunken wisecracks and insults, and the occasional brawl, and it was still early; he didn’t shut until 3 AM. These were the early birds, the people who had been drinking since early evening, and had already hit their limit, or had one too many sambucas.

“I said number thirty-six!” He slapped the cheesy-chips down on the counter.

“Cheer’s mate,” said the skinny, intoxicated teenager, who didn’t look old enough to drink, and who had a rip down the front of his bright yellow Mackenzie tee shirt.

Trevor had taken over running the small fast-food joint when he was twenty-six, after his mother and father died in a car crash. The chip shop was their dream, not his, but he felt compelled – in honour of their memory – to continue it. He was now forty-six and had been working behind the hot grill for twenty years.

Trevor was balding fast from the stress, and even though he worked every hour sent, he was still severely obese, with thick stubble covering his triple chins.

The fast-food joint was located within the city of Exeter, in the county of Devon, England. It sat just off the city’s main shopping avenue; Fore Street, on North Street, just down a side road. The location was perfect. There was a Mega Bingo Hall a few shops down, with the multistory car park to one side and the Guildhall Shopping Center directly opposite. During the day, he has the shoppers and those walking back to their cars. Early evening, he has the old people from the bingo hall, and during the night, he has the drunken louts who stumbled past on their way home.

On Trevor’s left was Nalin Nhek, who took the orders and worked the till. She was twenty-two and had a rake thin body like a dancer and long hair so black it was almost blue. She was Cambodian, from the country’s capital city of Phnom Penh. She had been working for him for almost six months. She was never late, and she never argued, and was never rude, and hardly ever spoke unless doing her job. She was the shyest person he had ever met. In addition, as an added bonus, she was the girlfriend of Isaac Tiggs, a man who lived in the same apartment building as him. Another bonus was the building they both lived in was directly above them.

Trevor stood at the counter that was mostly made up of the huge fryer, with the counter for serving at one end and the cash register, with a hatch to get into the front of the shop at the other. There was a glass display cabinet attached to the fryer, full of battered sausages, fish, burgers, pea fritters, pies, and saveloys.

He gave the chips in the fryer a toss, and checked the battered haddock. Then he moved over to the large flat grill and flipped the burgers and added a square of cheese to one, and strips of cooked bacon to another, and cracked an egg onto the hot skillet.

“Cool. Coool. ‘Av yaa got anny ketchup mate?” The teenager swayed from side to side, and used one hand to prop himself up against the counter. He tried to use his free hand to pick up his chips, but missed.

“It’s right next to you,” Trevor stated as he wiped his hands on a dirty cloth that hung from his apron, and then he shovelled more chips into a Styrofoam tray and dumped a scoop of grated cheese on top for the next customer.

“Haha. Yup, so itts iss!” The drunk proceeded to pour five helpings worth over his congealing cheesy-chips, and a puddle next to his tray. He kept blinking, but not in unison; his eyes were erratic; one would close for a second, then when it opened the other would close for a few seconds. He slammed the plastic bottle back on the counter, and then seemed to notice Nalin for the first time, even though she had served him only minutes before.

“Alrigh’ gorgeous. You’ree a-a pretty li’le thing, aren’t ya?” He blatantly stared at her flat chest. Then in a heartbeat, as if forgetting she was even there; he stumbled out the door, pushing two bigger guys out of the way in the process.

Trevor could hear shouting, then a fight breaking out just around the corner out of sight.

Obviously, the two thugs punching the kid’s lights out for bumping into them, he thought. I guess all that ketchup will go to waste.

God I’m tired.

He leaned against the counter for a second. Everything blurred, and the sounds faded.

Just a few minutes sleep.

Nalin’s accented voice next to him was all he could hear, like a sweet lullaby.

Trevor always felt like he was about to collapse, yet the moment he lay down to sleep, he became wide-awake. He was currently on temazepam prescription sleeping tablets. However, just like the loprazolam and lormetazepam, it was not working. He cannot remember having a full night’s sleep since his parents died twenty years ago.

Trevor was so desperate for a good night sleep, that over the years, he had let his doctor try everything, stimulus-control therapy; sleep restriction therapy, relaxation training, paradoxical intention, and even biofeedback, where he was attached to a machine for two nights. So far, nothing was working. If anything, he was getting worse.

“Yo, mate, is my burger ready yet? I’ve been waiting forever, init,” said another teenager, who slammed his hand down on the display cabinet, who looked even younger than the last. He quickly pulled his hand away when the heat from the thick glass burned his palm. The lad kept twitching around, as if unable to stand still for too long, while continually scratching his left arm. He was most probably on some kind of drug.

This jarred Trevor from his daydream. His blurred vision refocused.

“Number thirty-seven,” Trevor shouted. He ignored the youngster. If he replied to all the shouting and questioning, he would never get any food cooked.

The queue for food stretched out the door.

“As it got horse init, mate?” the jittery customer asked.

“What?”

“Horse! As it got horse init?”

Trevor had noticed how quiet everyone had gone, as if everyone was waiting for his answer. He was aware that depending on what he said, twenty people might walk out.

“Why the hell would a beef burger have horse in it?”

“In the news, init. Factories using horse meat instead of beef ‘n’ shit.” The person’s eye started to twitch, like a nervous tick.

“No, it hasn’t got horse meat in it. I use a well-respected local butcher for my meat, not a large factory.”

“Not the shit-hole next door I hope?” someone else shouted from the queue.

In fact, Trevor did get his meat from Anton Gruzinsky, who had a butcher shop next door. He was also known as the Russian Butcher. The name sounded like a crazy Russian serial killer, and the long, thick scar that ran down Anton’s face didn’t help. For all Trevor knew the burgers mince meat could be made from cats or dogs. However, he was not about to admit that.

“No, it’s not from next door,” Trevor said, while trying to see who else was causing trouble.

“Just checking, is all. Don’t wanna be eating no Bute, do I?” the original teenager said, as his head twitched to one side.

“Bute?”

The line stopped moving. Even Nalin was listening.

“Yeah, phenylbutazone, it’s a drug they pump into horses. It’s dangerous to humans, ya know?” He sniffed.

Trevor didn’t know that, or cared.

These kids can’t even stand up straight, but they remember words like that even when their plastered.

“Trust me when I say, the meat I use is the very best quality. And if I say it’s beef; it’s beef!” Trevor stared at the swaying teenager.

“Fare enough, mate.”

Clattering pots echoed out from the back room.

“Jimmy! Jimmy! Are there any more chips?” he shouted back to his nephew who worked Friday and Saturday nights, to help when it was extra busy. He was also trying to change the subject.

The normal chatter and laughter started to pour from the line again.

Shows over.

Trevor slid the burger to the troublemaker. The teenager scooped it up and headed out, as if the conversation was already a distant memory.

Trevor stared at the trouble maker. The lad had his jeans down around the back of his buttocks, showing a good five inches of his underpants.

Jesus, he can’t even dress himself properly, and he’s worried about chemicals in his food!

“Coming in five unc,” Jimmy hollered from the back storeroom.

Jesus what’s taking that kid so long?

Jimmy was his sister’s only child, and she spoilt him rotten. Apart from a few hours working for his uncle, Jimmy, who was nineteen, seemed to do nothing apart from sit in front of his computer all day and night. He didn’t seem to have any friends. Trevor knew this because his sister lived in the apartment next to him.

Not that Elena cares. All she’s worried about is her bloody triffids.

Elena had a small market stall just a few hundred feet away on the wide pavement at the corner of Fore Street and South Street. She also did the books for Trevor.

“Number thirty-eight!” Trevor dropped a Styrofoam burger container, a Pepsi, and some napkins into a thin carrier bag. The condensation from the drink instantly soaked into the napkin and started to cool the food down.

He’s probably doing his hair again.

Ever since Nalin started working behind the counter, all Jimmy seemed to do was try to catch her attention. She was oblivious to it, or she just ignored him. One time, Jimmy had even brought his guitar in and sat in the storeroom strumming a rift, as if he did it all the time. Obviously, so Nalin would notice him.

Nalin did. In one of her rare moments of conversation, she mentioned that Jimmy’s singing sounded like one of Miss. Dodd’s cats screeching in pain.

“Ah, Mr. Olsen. Having a good night, are we? Mm. Yes.” 

Shit! Just what I need, Mr. Stuff-it-and-fluff-it. 

“Mr. Nolan. I hope you are well?” Trevor piled some chips into a container, then tossed some shaved kebab meat on the top, then drowned it all in garlic sauce.

“Open or shut?”

The chubby twenty something lad gave him a blank stare, and then gave a sniff.

“Do you want it wrapped up or open, so you can eat it now?” God the generations are getting dumber and dumber, if that’s possible.

“Open mate.” The lad in a rugby shirt went back to his texting, while muttering, “Cheating bitch!”

“All yours.” Trevor slid the tray along, so the lad had to step to one side, so Trevor could continue to serve other customers, after wiping up the ketchup from the last person.

Mr. Nolan leaned against the counter. “Not bad. Not bad. Can’t complain, you know? Mm.”

But you will; I’m sure; Trevor thought.

“But my hands aren’t what they used to be. It’s getting difficult to do delicate things. You know? Mm.” Mr. Nolan stated while checking the gaudy menu that suspended above Trevor’s head. He also never queued up, as if living in the same building gave him the right to jump the line.

I don’t know why he bothers looking; he always has the same thing every Friday night: small chips with a pea fritter. He never eats meat. I really don’t understand vegetarians. The strangest part is he’s a taxidermist; always cutting up dead animals, but never eating their flesh.

Bloody hypocrite!

Two girls, who were sat on wooden benches by the window, started screaming at each other. A catfight ensued. Men jeered them on to kiss as they pulled at each other’s hair.

“If you’re going to fight, get outside,” Trevor hollered.

The girls stared openmouthed. Their boyfriends dragged them out, after shouting a few insults at Trevor for good measure. The catfight continued up the street.

They had already paid for their orders, which he hadn’t started to cook yet.

A little extra for me.

“A small chips and pea fritter please Mr. Olsen. Mm. Yes.” Fredric Nolan said as he folded his thin hands over his pigeon chest, and blinked a few times behind his rimless glasses that perched on a large pointed nose.

Trevor didn’t know why, but the use of mm or yes at the end of every sentence annoyed him.

“There you go Mr. Nolan, all ready for you.” Trevor had been preparing his order from the moment he walked in, so he could get rid of him as soon as possible.

It wasn’t just that he was annoying; it was because he also stunk. His chosen profession used a variety of chemicals while working with animal carcasses, from tanners, relaxers, degreasers, oils, rehydration liquids, and bactericides, just to name a few.

Trevor’s sister was always complaining to Mr. Welts, the building’s owner and manager, stating Mr. Nolan was stinking her flat up to high heaven, and that the stench was also bad for her plants.

It wasn’t as bad as the accusations from Miss. Dodd, from the floor below. She claimed Mr. Nolan was stealing her cats and stuffing them. 

Mr. Nolan shared the top floor. However, Trevor had his sisters flat between him and the taxidermist, so apart from a strange whiff in the hallway; he didn’t smell too much; that is, apart from when he was stood too close to him.

“What prompt service. Mm,” Mr. Nolan squealed and gave a silent clap of his thin, bony hands, which were stained with brown splotches.

“Whatever. I’ve been here all night, mate,” a muscular twenty-something stated.

“There you go, Mr. Thirty-nine, an extra-large chili kebab.” He thrust the packet at the rude customer.

A steroid pumped arm swooped in and scooped up the paper wrapping. “Cheer’s bud.”

“Thank you, Mr. Olsen. Mm,” Fredric said as he handed over the exact change. “You know you could commission a lovely piece to hang on your wall. Yes.” He seemed to mull it over, while holding the plastic bag close to his chest, as if someone was about to try to steal it.

“Maybe a cow’s head, you know, to represent the burgers? Mm.” He stared at Trevor. “I could do it cheap as a favour. Mm. Yes.”

What a stupid idea. Who wants to be reminded of the animal they are about to eat? He thought, while splashing vinegar and shaking the salt over the haddock and chips, before wrapping them up. That would be like having a petting zoo in a supermarket’s meat aisle.

“I will give it some thought, Mr. Nolan.

“Number forty!” He did not bother looking in Mr. Nolan’s direction.

“Good. Good. Let me know. Mm. Yes.” He stood waiting for another response from Trevor.

“As you know, I am very busy with other commitments, but I will always make time for a neighbour, mm.” Then he turned and left, squeezing between two men who seemed to be about to swing at each other.

Trevor gave a quick glance up at the clock that hung over the entrance.

10:17 PM.

God it’s still early; I still have almost five hours of this shit to get through.

“Forty-one!”

“That’s me!” A female, who should be suffering from frostbite, started pouring mayonnaise over her chips.

What’s happening to kid’s today? They spend all their money on getting so drunk they can hardly stand. However, if I put my prices up by ten pence, they bitch about it and go somewhere else. They wear tee shirts and miniskirts in January, when the mercury is close to zero. They argue and fight. Break up with their boyfriend or girlfriend, stumble home, then wake up with a hangover that wastes all of Sunday. Then state they are never doing it again, yet they are still out the next weekend. Madness!

“No, you gave me a tenner,” Nalin stated to a drunk male, who was rifling through his wallet.

“Bitch, don’t rob me! I know I gave you a fucking twenty!” the man in his thirties stated.

“Sorry sir, you are mistaken. Only ten. Not twenty,” Nalin insisted.

“You fucking foreigners come over here, taking our jobs–”

“You’ve never worked a day in your fucking life Nick,” one of his mates shouted. A group of four lads laughed at the jibe.

“–and then steal our hard-earned money–”

“You mean your benefit Giro,” another lad shouted. More laughter echoed around inside the small chip shop.

“–and steal our homes.” He was bright red, while pointing a finger in Nalin’s face.

“I work hard. Make honest living. No benefits. I am legal.” Each statement was punctuated with a nod of her head.

“I want my fucking money whore!” Spittle flecked from the guy’s lips.

Trevor was reaching under the counter for the baseball bat.

“No need for that Mr. Olsen, I will deal with this,” Isaac Tiggs said, who had just barged his way through the group of teenagers who had gathered outside, eagerly awaiting a fight.

“What seems to be the problem, sir?”

“This bitch stole my–” The man swung around, ready to let rip on whoever was interfering. The words died on his lips as the colour drained from his red face.

“Calm down and tell me what happened?” Officer Tiggs said.

Silence filled the small fast-food joint.

At twenty-six Officer Tiggs was built like a walking six feet four wall. Muscles bulged from under his uniform, which looked like it would rip apart if he so much as scratched his nose. Every spare moment he had was spent down the gym.

The guy looked on in disbelief. His mates all found something more pressing to concern themselves with, and quickly filed out the door.

The sound of the chip fat cooking, and the burgers spitting on the grill, filled the silence, along with the muffled sound from the television up on a wall bracket.

On the TV a black rapper, who looked about twelve, who was wearing clothes three sizes too big for him, and had a huge gold necklace that looked like it was about to snap his neck, was singing about shooting cops and screwing women.

Officer Tiggs was well known to all the troublemakers and drunks for his heavy-handed approach. He didn’t mince words, or repeat himself. If you back chatted, swore, or put up a fight, you went down hard.

“Just a misunderstanding,” Nalin stated. “Right?” she said to the man holding his wallet.

The drunk coughed to clear his throat. “Just a misunderstanding. All sorted.” He put his wallet away after three missed attempts.

“Go home and sleep it off.” Officer Tiggs glared down at the man.

“Sure. I was just leaving. I don’t want any trouble,” the guy said, while trying to squeeze past Tiggs without touching him.

“You forgot something,” Tiggs stated, as his big meaty hand caught the guy in the chest, stopping him dead in his tracks.

“I didn’t hear you apologize to the lady.”

The man swallowed loudly, and turned as if on a turntable. “I’m sorry. I made a mistake.” His Adams apple bobbed up and down as if it was on white-water rapids.

Nalin just nodded.

“Go home and sleep it off,” Tiggs repeated.

“Thank you, officer.” The man had turned from his frightened pale complexion to going so red in the face; it looked like he was about to burst. He rushed out the door.

“Thanks,” Trevor said. 

The normal sounds started to fill the place up again, now the confrontation was over.

Officer Tiggs leaned against the counter by the till. He turned to another officer who stood just inside the doorway. “I will meet you outside Pete.”
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