
  
  
Praise for Good Boy:

“An excellent story – reminded me of classic English stories of the supernatural. People like M.R. James and Arthur Machen. Heady company to be in!”  Stephen King

“A profoundly moving and genuinely eerie tale about the cruel, persistent horrors of this world, about roads not taken, about love and grief, about courage and sacrifice, about what we do with the time we are given…an extraordinary, utterly unforgettable debut. A beautiful ode to goodness.” Rachel Harrison, USA Today bestselling author of So Thirsty and Black Sheep

“Somewhere between the cosmic precision of John Langan, the undulating mundanity of Robert Aickman, and the boundless heart of Stephen King, sits Neil McRobert's Good Boy. This is an expertly executed story.” Nat Cassidy, USA Today bestselling author of When the Wolf Comes Home and Mary

“Assured, heartfelt horror firmly rooted in affection, longing and loss and a quiet Northern resignation to things beyond any earthly control. This is a haunting little sting of a book, a sharp nip at the heels.”  Gemma Amor, Bram Stoker and British Fantasy Award nominated author of Itch

“There’s good dogs, there’s excellent writers, and there’s extraordinary novellas. What you’re holding in your hands now is all three.” Stephen Graham Jones, author of The Buffalo Hunter Hunter

“A chilling tale that breaks your heart. Neil McRobert speaks to one of the truest forms of love there is, that bond between a boy and his dog, written with the elegiac flood of Dylan Thomas and the homespun verve of a fireside ghost story told at the local pub.” Clay McLeod Chapman, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

“Both terrifying and deeply heartfelt. Echoing the best of Stephen King, it's a story of monstrous horror and quiet sacrifice; it's about how we live our lives and the pets that accompany us, if we're lucky. I loved this very English monster story, and I especially loved the titular good boy. You will, too.” Trevor Henderson, author of Scarewaves
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For G, who gave me a home that 
I’m always happy to be in.





And for Ted, who gives me a reason 
to leave it every single day.













  
  
Meetings




Four days after little Andy Hoyle disappeared, Margie Jones caught a man digging in the field where the boy was last seen.  

Locals called it the Square, always had, though looking through her kitchen window as her soup simmered on the stovetop, Margie thought the plot's weird angles hardly supported its name. It was an untidy grass field boxed in by ancient drystone walls, a long sweep of Sheephead Lane, and Margie’s garden fence. At the top, near the lane, the ground was flat and empty save for a rusted set of swings that creaked in the wind. From there the Square sloped gently downhill to a tangle of longer grass that gathered rainfall like a sponge and threatened to flood her yard every summer. She’d complained over the years but had never been able to ascertain who the land ultimately belonged to, or what its original purpose had been. It was a windy mile of walking to get up here from Symester, and in nearly twenty years living beside the Square, Margie had never seen it put to any use beyond dog walking or children’s games. 

Don used to complain about the noise the kids made, but she always shushed him. They had to play somewhere, didn’t they? And with the town’s park full of needles, dogshit and dirty old men – if the letters pages of the Symester Free Press were to be believed – where were they supposed to go? At least the Square was safe.

Well, she’d been proven wrong on that front.

For the hundredth time since Andy vanished, she wondered if she might have seen or heard anything that could help the police and the boy’s desperate mother. Margie’s was one of four terraced houses running close alongside the Square, but neither she nor her neighbours had noticed anything out of the ordinary. 

That Sunday afternoon she’d been vaguely aware of the usual chuckle of children’s voices, a memory confirmed by Andy’s friends, who told the police how they had left him there, just after four, because they had to get home to their tea. Andy had wanted to carry on playing, they said, and with the naivety of village children, they left him doing kick-ups near the apple tree. That’s where the police found his ball the next morning, despite his mother’s certainty that her football-obsessed son would never willingly leave it behind. 

Margie’s attention kept wandering to that tree. It stood alone in the southwest corner, on the edge of the long grass, at the furthest point from the houses and the road.

Furthest from safety.

What had it witnessed, she wondered? If the police could quiz the starlings on what they had seen from its branches, what songs would they sing? 

The tree’s limbs were empty now, as evening fell. 

Margie’s breath caught in her throat. 

There was a man in the shadow of the bough. He was digging a hole.

Even through the distortion of old glass and low winter light, she couldn’t fail to recognise him. He was part of her ecosystem, as much as the thrushes that woke her in the morning and the bats that flitted around her gutters on August nights. She didn’t know his name, but she’d waved to him over the garden fence a thousand times – him and his little dog on their daily walks. 

There was no dog now. Just this man and his shovel. Only days after a child was taken.

Taken.

It was a nasty word, hard in the mouth and in the heart. No one official had yet said it aloud, but Margie had a sinking feeling that people in Symester would be hearing it soon. 

She scanned the road. There were no signs of the vehicles that had choked the lane in recent days. No reporters, no ghoulish sightseers up from the village, nor the well-meaning with their flowers and teddy bears. Not a single police car. Without any forensics, or even footprints to go on, the police had moved their enquiries elsewhere — there was rumour of an uncle with a dodgy past — but surely they must still be keeping an eye on the area?

Maybe she should phone the police? That’s what Don would have done, but Don was always a cautious man. It was perhaps that overabundance of caution that stopped his heart and left her a widow at fifty-eight. Margie didn’t go in for that kind of worrying. Forty years working on the frontline of psychiatric care had mostly cauterised her nerve endings. 

Oh, but she had common sense. Plenty of that, and as she slipped into her wellies by the kitchen door, it spoke up in her dead husband’s voice. 

What are you doing, Margie? He could be dangerous.

Don’s anxiety pursued her all the way to her garden gate. 

Ducking under the police tape, she nearly went arse-over-teapot on the wet ground. After nights of rain the Square was so boggy that a policeman she’d previously fed and watered had complained that whatever evidence there may have been was well washed away by now.

Soft ground must help with the digging though.

The man worked his shovel with a grinding rhythm. Down, twist, lift, twist, repeat. Despite the late October chill, he’d shucked his jacket, and as Margie approached, she saw his bony frame push against the back of his shirt. He wasn’t young: somewhere in the deep end of his sixties, like her, maybe a little older. His collar-length wave of silver hair was full and lustrous, too thick for the wrinkled apple head that it grew from.

Behind him, sitting on a knuckle of exposed tree roots, there was a leather holdall.

Is the boy in there?

Of course not, Don. It’s far too small.

Not if he chopped him up.

Don’t be absurd, Margie admonished. If this man was burying a body he’d be a bit more bloody alert, wouldn’t he? And why would he come back here in the first place? 

Don fell silent.

Still, Margie felt vulnerable. The light was leaving at pace, as it always did at this time of year, when the hilltops became teeth and chewed down the sun for an afternoon snack. There was no one else around, not a single car had passed up or down the lane, nor did she expect one. Sheephead Lane was little travelled since the bypass had been put in between Symester and Crowther. That quietude was one of the reasons that she hadn’t moved in the years since Don’s passing. Margie knew she could have made a nice bit from selling up and buying somewhere smaller in the village, but there were too many people down there, too much traffic and coffee shop gossip. Up here it was just her, a few neighbours, and the quiet. If sometimes she got lonely, if now and then she missed Don with an acid burn that felt like it could melt the gears of her heart, well, the village babble wouldn’t cure that anyway. 

The man was less than thirty feet away. She could hear the squelch of mud beneath her boots but he remained oblivious to her approach. 

He paused and arched his back. Margie winced at the sound of vertebrae clicking into place. 

“Er, excuse me,” she said, only strides away.

“Bloody hell!” 

The man took a startled sidestep and caught his foot on the shovel head. As he fell, the crack in his knee was twice as loud as the crinkle of his spine.

“Oh, you bastard. You bloody bastard thing.”

He rolled on the ground, both hands clasped to his knee, eyes screwed shut. 

Margie rushed over. Once a nurse always a nurse. It left you unable to ignore someone’s pain, even if they might be a murderer.

“Oh, Christ,” he groaned. 

“Let me look at it.”

Margie prised his hands away. Even through the heavy trousers, she could already feel the swelling joint. “I think it might be dislocated.”

“No, it’s not,” he gasped. “It pops out and it pops back in again. It’s happened all my life. Hurts like fu…” He looked at her sheepishly. “Hurts a lot.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ve heard worse. You need to go to hospital.”

He shook his head and struggled to a sitting position. 

“Give me a minute and I’ll be right. I’ll limp for a week, but I’ll live.”

“What about walking your dog?”

She meant it as a joke, slightly more confident that he wasn’t up to anything sinister, at least not anything involving Andy Hoyle. A man who didn’t want to say fuck in front a woman his own age was unlikely to be capable of hurting a child. But a new flavour of pain creased his face at her question, and a thought occurred to her.

Margie looked at the hole. It was no more than three feet across. 

She looked at the holdall. Far too small for a human body.

She looked at the man. His jaw still churned with pain but his eyes were red and swollen. He looked like he’d been crying. 

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“James. Jim. Jim Howarth.”

“I’m Margie Jones.”

“Pleased to meet you,” he said through gritted teeth. “All things considered.”

“What are you burying, Jim?”

He dropped his eyes.

“Jim?”

“I’m sorry. I need to bury him here,” he whispered like a chastened child.

“Who, Jim?” She thought she knew the answer.

“Riot.”

Margie felt her tension loosen a notch.  

“Is he… is he in the bag?”

Jim nodded. 

He didn’t look guilty at all, only upset and a little embarrassed. But Margie had to be sure. She could all too easily imagine the questions when the police and reporters came streaming to her door. 

You didn’t check?

You just let this bloke just go?

“Can you show me, Jim?”

“Why?” He looked confused. Then his eyes widened. ‘Oh god, you think …Oh god!” 

“Just show me, Jim. I’m sorry.”

Jim deflated.

“Aye, help me up.”

She took hold of a forearm rigid with muscle. He was old, but still strong, and if his fangs were going to come out, it would be now. 

But he just huffed to his feet and shuffled to the bag. He looked down at it with sorrow.

“I’m sorry. I… I can’t.”

She remembered her own shocked, scoured reflection on the night that Don died. If it was possible, Jim’s grief looked harsher still. 

Slowly, still ready to run at the first threatening move, Margie unzipped the bag. It parted into a tear-shaped pool of darkness, much deeper than the shadows that had fallen around them. 

A smell wafted out.

Death. That smells like death. 

But the meaty hint of mortality was undercut by a surprisingly sweeter scent.

“Is that coconut?” she asked.

“It’s the shampoo.”

“Shampoo?”

“I washed him after he died,” Jim spoke softly. “It seemed right.”

Margie took out her phone and turned on the torch. She pointed it down at the bag to reveal a small shape that she half-recognised, a bundle of golden fur nestled in a faded shirt. 

“Riot?” she asked.

“Aye.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Jim took a shaky breath.

“When did he die?”

“Five nights past.”

No wonder the perfume couldn’t fully mask the funk emanating from the bag. Even in these colder days, that was a long time for anything to go unburied. Didn’t vets have a method for disposing of dead pets? 

That wasn’t the important question though, was it? 

“Why are you burying him here, Jim? Especially now, with all what’s gone on?” 

“You won’t believe me,” he said. “You’ll think I’m mad.”

“Look.” Margie could still find a note of charge-nurse severity when the need arose. “I’ve come out here in my bloody wellies thinking you’re a murderer, only to find you messing up a crime scene to bury your dog. I don’t know how much madder you think this could look.” 

“I thought if I buried him here it might save the next one.”

“Next one?”

“The next kid.” 

Margie’s head was spinning. 

“What next child? Save them from what?”

“From the monster.” Jim looked like the wanted to gulp the word back down his throat the moment he said it. 

In the long silence that followed, Margie heard the pop of her own joints as she unbent. Jim coughed. He couldn’t meet her eyes.

He’s a madman, love.

A crackpot.

Get back inside and lock the door.

It turned out her husband was far harder to shush in death than he had ever been in life.

Jim leaned heavily on his good leg; the shovel tucked under his arm in a makeshift crutch. Maybe it was an act, but Margie had patched up enough walking wounded and weekend warriors over the years to recognise a man in genuine pain. 

Margie love, don’t you dare—

She snipped Don’s voice off cleanly. Certainly, Jim didn’t sound well. Talk of monsters wasn’t a sign of solid mental health, but he didn’t scare her. Decades of working with the mentally ill gave you a sense of the potential danger inside a person. But Margie had found the vast majority of unwell people to be frightened rather than frightening. Most were exhausted by their own fear, and Jim looked tired to his marrow.

A car swept along the Lane and she wondered if the headlights had caught their bizarre tableau. Was the driver calling the police right now to report two strange people loitering where that poor boy went missing? Time would tell. 

For now, there was just the two of them, a hole, and a dead dog.

“Jim,” she said. “Do you want a cup of tea?”

    
  This is mad, love.

Margie let the bubbling kettle drown out her dead husband’s angst. She agreed. It was a bad horror movie mistake; the kind that had audiences groaning.

“I might as well be running upstairs in my negligée, eh, Jim?”

“What?” he startled.

“Like in the films. When some soppy young girl runs upstairs rather than out the door, away from the bloke with an axe. Not that you have an axe. And not that I’m a girl.” She gestured to herself. “No one wants to look at this in a see-through nightie, do they?”

Jim reddened. 

The kettle reached its crescendo and clicked off. Margie turned back to it with relief. She was no good with strangers. Never had been. It wasn’t that she said the first thing that came into her head, more like the third of fourth thing, with no chance of the other person understanding how she’d got there. The poor bloke probably thought she was propositioning him, and she’d never seen a man who looked less open to an impromptu tussle. 

Jim sagged in the dining chair, his injured leg stretched out on the pouffe she’d brought through from the front room. Margie didn’t want to take him any further than the kitchen. She hadn’t had a strange man in her home who wasn’t here to fix something or check the meter since Don died. She wasn’t daft; the kitchen would do fine, thank you very much. In here she had quick access to the back door. 

Margie plonked his tea on the table and took her own seat. 

“You had that dog a long time, didn’t you?

“Longer than most.”

“I’ve lived here seventeen years, and I don’t think there’s a day gone by that I haven’t seen you walking him round out there. He must have been some age?”

“Aye, he was an old boy at the end.”

“You must miss him very much.”

Jim said nothing. Margie supposed no reply was necessary. Share your life with anything for long enough and it becomes a part of you. Margie thought that went double for husbands and dogs. In her experience, both loved you well beyond the limits of reason, and when that love went away, it was a ship sinking, dragging everything else down.

Jim certainly loved Riot. So much that he’d refused to leave him outside. When she’d balked at him bringing the bag indoors, he’d turned around as if to limp back to his burial. Margie wasn’t one for backing down, but she also had a problem with curiosity. Talk of monsters and an answer to where Andy Hoyle might be: they were reason enough to let him bring his dog inside.

So, Riot lay by the back door, safe in his brown leather casket. 

“What’s this about a monster, Jim? Do you know who took that boy?”

He sipped his tea. Margie watched the cup tremble all the way to his lips, but not a drop spilled. 

“It’s not a who,” he said.

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s not a person. Maybe it was once. I don’t know. But not for a long time.”

“Oh, come off it. You’re not telling me there’s an actual monster knocking around.”

“You asked.”

She was getting exasperated again. “There’s a child missing and his mother’s losing her mind. The last thing we need is you telling fairy tales.”

He slammed a palm down on the table. Margie jumped back in her seat.

“Now just you wait a bloody minute—” she started.

Here we go, Don said, sounding almost smug. 

“Look,” Jim said.

Margie stared. Jim’s wrist was the rose-pink of healthy flesh, but from the base of his thumb to the tips of his fingers, the hand looked like ancient meat. His entire palm was a crazed cartography of whorls and wrinkles.

“Is that a fairy story?” he challenged.

“What happened to your hand?”

“That’s the part that went inside,” he said. “And now that poor boy. I hate to think of it.” 

He shuddered.

“Inside?” 

Get him out of here, love. Now. 

Margie felt off-balance. Maybe Don was right, but she was just so intrigued. If this was a delusion, it was an interesting one at least.

For the first time Jim held her gaze. He had nice eyes, she noticed. A boy’s bright eyes in an old man’s haunted face.

“Tell me what you know, Jim.”

And he did.










