
  
  



Praise for '7 Days in Hell'
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Iseult Murphy clearly knows the horror genre very well and has a firm handle on the tension, building it up with confidence.Nick Clausen, author of the DEAD MEAT series



Atmospheric, well written, and definitely worth a read.Catherine McCarthy, author of IMMORTELLE



Praise for Iseult Murphy

One of the most assured and thought-provoking writers of short horror and fantasy today.David Rae, author of CROWMAN



Iseult Murphy’s work has a beautiful, mystical quality that takes you into another realm.Ceri A Lowe, author of the PARADIGM TRILOGY
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Wednesday




Violet stepped out of the lift into the car park. It was warm in the vast underground garage, a mixture of trapped fumes from the hundreds of cars that passed through every day and the exhaust from the huge air conditioning units that worked night and day to keep the Spanish Arch Shopping Center climate controlled. 

Riding her shopping high, she teetered towards the ticket machine. She couldn’t wait to get home and try on her new clothes once again. It gave her a thrill just to think about it.

Setting down her shopping bags, she fumbled in her purse for her parking ticket. Credit cards, notes, spare change, loyalty cards - but no ticket.

An agonized groan echoed through the low-ceilinged space. Violet looked around, trying to ascertain where it came from.

Near the bank of lifts, on the other side of the trolley bays, stood a row of four or five mid-sized metal dumpsters. A woman leaned against the furthest, gazing down at her shoes. Violet couldn’t see the woman’s face, but she was dressed in a grey business suit, like Violet, a pair of beige high heels and had nicely dyed blonde hair that looked a little tousled and messy.

Violet smiled and searched her pockets for her parking ticket. She knew the pain of a stubbed toe. 

Behind her, the woman moaned again and Violet heard shuffling footsteps. She knew heels could be a killer on feet after a long day, but alarm bells went off in Violet’s mind.

She liked living in Galway city, but it had never been a particularly safe place, and recently the spate of attacks had grown worse. Muggers, seemingly uninterested in money or material possessions, had launched vicious attacks against innocent tourists, and apparently upstanding members of society had taken to mauling their family members.

It reflected the age she lived in, Violet thought. What with recession and climate change, it was a dark time. She understood how this could produce odd, even violent behavior in people, especially those who were weak and didn’t really understand how the world worked.

A twinge of guilt robbed Violet of her happiness. What if this woman was a victim, left bruised and shaken behind the dumpsters in need of help?

She looked around. Surely the car park was under constant surveillance from the shopping center? 

She found the ticket at the bottom of her handbag and slipped it into the device. She saw the woman approaching in the reflection of the shiny metal of the ticket machine. She held out one arm, pleading for help, while the other clutched at her skirt. She walked with her head down, one ankle twisted painfully under her. Dark splotches marred her clothes.

Had she been assaulted? Violet slotted the coins into the parking machine. She felt obliged to help this woman. Obviously a professional, she didn’t deserve to be ignored in her hour of need. Women had to struggle for recognition and power in society, Violet was there to support her fellow fighters, not condemn them. She hated to think of herself in this woman’s shoes. She took the ticket, picked up her shopping bags and turned around.

The woman stumbled to the bank of lifts. Violet smelled a ripe, unpleasant odor. She guessed the woman had been thrown into something noxious after she’d been robbed. She breathed with a harsh, raspy sound that could be merely panic or the start of an asthma attack. She would need to be brought to hospital. Violet felt her pleasant evening slip away.

“Are you all right?” 

The woman continued towards her, one hand extended, her fingers grasping slowly into a fist. The harsh, unnatural light made her skin look jaundiced, with black veins running up her arm.

“Excuse me.” Violet raised her voice. “I asked if you were okay.”

The woman issued a gut-wrenching sob from the pit of her stomach in reply and raised her head. Wide, staring eyes looked out from a bloody mask, the torn flesh around her chin still oozing.

She opened her mouth, revealing gore rimed teeth, and cried hungrily.

The bags fell from Violet’s hands. What terrible thing had happened to this poor woman? It looked like her tongue had been torn out, or perhaps bitten in a seizure? Violet searched her handbag for her mobile phone.

“Don’t worry, I’ll call the gardai, get an ambulance. Everything is going to be fine.”

The lift doors opened, and a security guard stepped out, accompanied by a man in a tailored suit. The woman lurched towards them, fell into the security guard’s arms, and groaned loudly into his neck.

“Take her upstairs,” the man in the suit said. He turned to Violet and smiled.

Violet stood, phone in hand, the emergency services number entered on her screen but not dialed.

“I think she’s been attacked, or she may have had a fit or something. I don’t know. I think she might have bitten her tongue.” Relief at not having to deal with the woman herself made the words rush out of her mouth in one long breath. 

The security guard escorted the woman into the lift and the doors closed on them, leaving Violet alone with the man in the suit. He was young, possibly Violet’s own age or in his early thirties, with dark hair and piercing eyes. 

Violet stuck out her chest and flicked her hair over her shoulder.

“Don’t worry, I saw it all on the security feed,” the man said. “We’ll look after her. Are you all right? She didn’t hurt you, did she?”

Violet frowned. “What happened to her?”

“She appeared to have some sort of collapse.” He pointed to the far side of the dumpsters. “She fell down over there and started convulsing.”

Violet sighed in relief. “Oh, that’s good. I was afraid she’d been assaulted. I don’t know if I could come back here if I thought criminals were lying in wait in the car park.”

“I’m glad, it would be a shame to lose your custom.” The man held out his hand, a slim white business card resting between two fingers. “My name is Gerard Mannion.”

“The Gerard Mannion?” Violet took the card and shook the man’s hand. She let her hand linger in his a fraction longer than necessary. He smelled very good - expensive. “Owner of the Spanish Arch Shopping Center and founder of the Better Living program?”

“Guilty as charged.”

Violet turned the card over in her hands, the sharp edges sticking into her fingers. He was a lot younger than she had expected, and much better looking too.

“Well, I’m honored to meet you. I gather you’re quite a hard man to track down.”

“Are you a reporter?” 

“Me? No. Just an accountant, but I’ve read a lot about you - or a lot about your life coaching system. No one seems to know much about the guru behind all this.” Violet waved her hand, motioning to the huge six story shopping center that lay above them.

Gerard shrugged. “I’m a busy man. I’d love to give more interviews, but my time is always in demand here at the Spanish Arch, and with my clients, and they always come first. I’m sorry, I don’t think I caught your name.”

“Violet Casey.”

“Nice to meet you, Violet.”

Violet smiled and looked down at the card he had given her. Printed in black on one side, the Better Living program, while the reverse had a website address and social media handles.

“You know, if you want to take a statement from me about this woman or if I have to stay around to talk to the gardai, that’s okay.”

“No need to worry, my security team will be able to handle all that. You know, it was a very brave thing you did, trying to help her. Most people would have walked away.”

Violet blushed. She realized she felt a bit shaky after the whole incident. She was glad she didn’t have to stick around and talk to anyone. It was so much easier to offer when the matter had already been taken care of by someone else.

She picked up her shopping bags and gripped the handles tightly to keep Gerard from seeing her hands shake.

“I’d hate to think I could be in the same position as that woman and no one would help me.”

Gerard reached out and placed his hand on her arm, his touch gentle, yet firm. 

“If you want to talk about it, or anything else for that matter, call the number on the card and make an appointment. I’ll make sure you get to see me personally.”

His generosity moved Violet.

“I just might do that. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it. I believe heroes should be rewarded. That’s what the Better Living program is all about. I better not keep you. I hope to see you again soon.”

Violet smiled and walked to her car. She felt him watching her, checking her out. She glanced back over her shoulder and he smiled and waved at her, caught out, before turning to the bank of lifts.

Violet laughed to herself but couldn’t fail to notice the buzz that had replaced her shopping high. The tingly sensation of meeting and being noticed by an attractive man - a rich, successful man at that - was even better than shopping.








  
  
Thursday




Vicky stared at the face of her twin sister, Irene. She had really let herself go. Her face was jowly with too much weight, as if someone had added plasticine to disguise her appearance. Her blonde hair was growing out, revealing dark roots, and her skin was in bad condition with dry patches and stress spots on her chin. 

“You’re disgusting.”

Irene stared back at her reproachfully. 

Vicky pushed the mirror away and Irene, and her reflection, disappeared.

Outside, Molly, the landlady’s boxer, started barking. The noise set Vicky’s teeth on edge. She had never minded the dog until recently. Mel, her landlady, seemed to look after the dog well enough at first, and she never got on Vicky’s radar, but in the past few weeks Mel left her outside for increasingly longer periods of the day and night, and her constant barking drove Vicky nuts. Maybe if she left the flat during the day she wouldn’t mind so much, but when her home was her refuge, she needed peace and quiet.

“Oh, shut up.”

She stood up and went into the kitchen. Irene waited for her by the window, looking down into the back garden at the barking dog.

Irene probably would have tried to do something to help the dog. She always had a lot to say about animal welfare issues, but the dead remained silent on the subject.

They remained silent on every subject.

“Don’t start.”

Vicky opened the fridge. It contained a carton of milk, down to its last dregs judging by the swishing sounds when Vicky shook it, some cheese and a couple of jars of preserves Mel had given her at Christmas that had been opened once and relegated to the bowels of the fridge ever since. Vicky was too afraid to finish them in case Mel noticed and gave her more.

“Nothing to eat.”

At least it was Thursday and Mel would be delivering groceries later in the day, but how much later she didn’t know. The woman came at a different time each week. Sometimes Vicky considered ordering her food directly from the supermarket, but then she’d have to leave her flat to collect the delivery at the front door, and that wasn’t a possibility.

She filled a bowl with the last of the Coco Puffs, finished off the milk and walked over to her computer, ladling dripping spoons of the sugary concoction into her mouth. Irene watched judgmentally from the armchair that stood at right angles to the computer desk.

“I know, I’m fat. Stop looking at me that way. What’s the point in starving myself if no one is going to see me? It’s all very well for you to diet, you’re dead.”

Irene faded out of existence in the chair and reappeared in the kitchen, shaking her head at the stacked dishes in the sink and the empty food packets on the counter.

“I’m a slob, get over it.”

Vicky turned on the computer and waited for it to boot up. She heard laughter from the apartment below. Mel chatting with Jo, her daughter. It was better than the shouting that had been a daily occurrence when Vicky had first moved in. Mother and daughter had constantly been at each other’s throats, but now they seemed to be the best of friends. The teenager had finally matured, Vicky thought. She was happy for them, but it helped to reinforce how lonely she was.

The air grew very cold and Vicky shivered. She felt eyes watching her. It made her skin crawl. She left the computer start up screen, the cursor blinking demandingly for her password, and went back to the bedroom and crawled into bed. She had a crowbar in the bed, and she curled her fingers around it, pulling the cover over her head so she couldn’t see Irene transform into a zombie.

Eighteen months may have passed since the events in Basard that had taken Irene from her and changed her life forever, but Vicky still didn’t believe she had left the village alive. She was sure that one day she would wake to the reality of the situation, that she was being devoured by zombies and the months of counseling, cognitive behavioral therapy and hypnosis, the move from Dublin, the change in career, were all a façade that her brain had created to keep her from the horror of what was happening.

She had seen it more than a dozen times in the movies, so she knew it must be possible.

Pounding on the apartment door made Vicky jump. She clutched the crowbar tighter, but as her heart rate returned to something resembling normal, she realized she knew the ham-fisted knock.

Mel.

Vicky didn’t want to see anyone. She was too spooked, but she knew she couldn’t exactly pretend to be out. Apart from the fact she would have to pass Mel’s front door to exit the building, she never left, so why would Mel expect her to be anywhere else? Maybe if Vicky lay still, Mel would assume she was asleep and leave.

“I’m letting myself in, love.”

Mel’s voice was muffled by the door. Vicky heard the jangle of keys and then the door opened but was stopped by the security chain.

“Vick, are you all right? Just dropping by to see if you needed anything special this week.”

Vicky groaned and buried her head under a pillow.

“I’ll be doing a big shop at the Spanish Arch this evening, but if you need anything before then, I can pop around to the corner shop. I’ll look myself, if you’re feeling too poorly to make a list, just take the chain off. I know what you like anyway.”

Mel wasn’t going away. Every week Vicky assured her that she would text her shopping list, but Mel insisted on calling in person. 

Vicky sat up in bed. She could see the landlady’s head reflected in the full-length mirror beside the bed as she peered through the gap in the door. Letting go of the crowbar, Vicky crawled out of bed and slouched to the door.

“Ah, there you are, love. Are you feeling all right? Had another one of your episodes?”

Vicky shook her head. “Just a bit tired this morning, Mel. Friday eve, looking forward to the weekend and all that.”

“Sure, you never do anything to make you tired.” Mel chuckled.

Vicky was tempted to close the door with the landlady’s head still in it, but she gestured for her to retreat. Once her head popped back into the corridor, Vicky took off the security chain and opened the door.

“The cupboard’s pretty bare this week.” Vicky sat down at her computer and typed in her password. “I’ll text you my list.”

Mel filled up the kettle and turned it on. “I’m in no rush.”

Vicky opened the notes app on her phone and text Mel the relevant page. Irene was not in the room, probably hiding from the landlady.

Outside, Molly continued to bark. Mel went over to the window, opened it and yelled out into the yard. 

“Shut up.”

Molly whined and fell silent for five seconds before resuming barking.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with that dog.” Mel leaned against the sash and shook her head. “Her and Jo used to be thick as thieves, but recently she can barely stand to be in the same room as her. Whines and cowers, like Jo beats her, which she doesn’t. Seems like the sweeter Jo gets, the meaner Molly turns.”

Vicky sighed. Every time Mel visited, she talked Vicky’s ear off, and Vicky was sure by this stage she didn’t have much left of her ear to listen.

The kettle boiled.

“Want a cuppa?” Mel took two mugs and a packet of custard creams out of the relevant kitchen cupboards. 

“Yeah, sure.” Maybe the caffeine would help her get through the ordeal.

Mel busied herself spooning instant coffee into the mugs and adding boiling water, then put the biscuits on a plate.

“I never thought I’d say this, but Jo has turned into a real angel.”

“Your hard work has paid off.” Vicky took the proffered coffee and biscuits.

Mel snorted. “Nothing to do with me. It’s this Better Living Program. She’s attending sessions at the Spanish Arch Shopping Center. She’s spending the night there tonight for some special ceremony. If you’d asked me a few months ago how my daughter would turn out, I’d have said she’d be like me at eighteen, seven months pregnant and shacking up with some fella. I guess miracles do happen though. She’s got into nursing college and is going to have a proper career. I don’t know how it happened, but I’m thinking of checking out this Better Living Program. I could do with living better.”

“That’s great. I’m happy for you.” Vicky bit into a custard cream. It was a bit soft and felt like damp sand in her mouth.

Mel blew on her coffee and slurped it noisily. “They’ve beginner sessions on a Monday night. Why don’t you come with me? If someone needs to live better, it’s you.”

Vicky raised her eyebrows and gave Mel her most withering glare. 

“You’d love the Spanish Arch. It’s not like being outside because the whole place is covered over like in some science fiction show. We could do some shopping before the session, or maybe you could get your hair done. Women our age need to put some effort into our appearance, you know. It’s not like we can roll out of bed looking hot anymore.”

Vicky grimaced. Why did people always think that Agoraphobia was a fear of being outside rather than a fear of open spaces – any open spaces. Sometimes the four walls of her small apartment seemed too far apart.

And since when was she the same age as Mel? Had she let herself go that much? She knew Irene must be nodding her head wherever she was hiding.

“No thanks, I can’t afford it.”

Mel finished her coffee, rinsed out the mug and left it on the draining board beside the plate of biscuits. “The group sessions are priced on a sliding scale. You mightn’t have to pay anything at all. I think it’d be good for you. Well, I’ll be going then, love. If you ever change your mind, let me know. I’d enjoy some bonding time with a woman from my own generation.”

Vicky rolled her eyes. 

“I’ll drop your groceries around to you this evening.” Mel waved her phone in the air. “Oh, and if you hear strange sounds next door, don’t worry, it’s not Mrs. Boyle back from the grave. New tenant’s moving in this weekend. A nice young man, I think you’ll like him.”

The door swung shut after Mel, and the locks clicked into place as they landed in their cradles. Vicky wanted to engage the security chain once again, but the trip from the computer to the door had become a hundred miles. She gripped the edge of the desk with white knuckles as the room spun around, threatening to throw her off. There was nothing that Mel had said in closing that had comforted Vicky.

Irene shimmered out of the bedroom and stood pointing at the door, her mouth open in a soundless scream.










  
  
Friday




John Tighe threw the cardboard tray packed with coffees onto the counter in the kitchenette and hurried to his locker to put on his scrub top. The brown liquid staining his jacket hadn’t begun to burn, but he could feel the heat rising as it soaked through to his t-shirt. 

Emma laughed at him and wandered into the kitchenette to claim her coffee. “Maybe I should do the operations today. Looks like you’re feeling a bit clumsy. Rough night?”

“A pack of students walked right into me on the road. Like I wasn’t even there.” John peeled off his fleece jacket and, reluctantly, the sodden t-shirt underneath. He hated wearing his scrubs without an undershirt, but he’d have to make do until lunch time when he could get to his car and salvage something from his rugby kit.

“Like you’re hard to miss.” Emma looked him up and down theatrically. She took the white plastic lid off the coffee and waved it at John. “You’re lucky these were on tight, otherwise you’d be looking at third degree burns and a lawsuit.”

“What have you done now, Emma? Called Josephine Reilly’s pug fat again?” Paul, the practice nurse, bustled into the small room and made a beeline for the two remaining coffees on the counter. He grabbed one, took a gulp through the tiny opening in the lid, grimaced, and then drank some more.

“John was picked on by some students.” Emma shot John a wicked grin. 

“Ah, they were probably just hung over from last night.” John joined the others at the kitchenette and claimed his own coffee. The acrid aroma of the beans helped wake him up before he’d even taken his first sip.

Paul pulled his phone out of his pocket and thumbed the screen. “There’s something rotten going on in Galway. Have you seen the latest?” He held out the screen, and John peered over Emma’s shoulder at a jumpy video showing a group of teenagers fighting in Eyre Square. At first he couldn’t make out what was going on, but then he realized that a small, thin young woman, who couldn’t have been more than eighteen, was scratching and tearing chunks out of another girl, while a small group of young men were trying to subdue her.

“Lordy, talk about a chick fight.” Emma started picking at the skin around her thumbnail.

“This town is going to pot. Yeah, there was always fighting and the occasional animal mutilation, but nothing like this. Twitter is full of videos of the most unlikely people trying to kill each other. Have you seen the one with the seven-year-old out at Salthill?”

John shook his head. “Sure, they’re probably making a film or something and trying to drum up publicity with all this viral marketing. I wouldn’t pay too much attention to it.”

Emma nodded. “Fake news.”

Paul shrugged and put his phone away. “You’re in exam room three this morning, Emma. Dominic Moran and his collie are waiting for you. John, Laura’s here with another batch of dogs. I told her to meet you around the back.” He hurried back to reception, pulling faces with each sip from his cup.

“It’s not even nine o’clock. What’s wrong with these people?” Emma threw her hands in the air and left the room. 

John followed her, but when Emma turned left towards the exam rooms, he turned right to the door that led to the narrow alley behind the building. Laura McCarthy’s white van was squeezed into the alley, Galway County Council stenciled on the side, while the woman leaned against the wall of the opposite building, sucking on an e-cigarette.

“If it isn’t the big man himself.” Laura exhaled a cloud of water vapor. “Word on the street is that you’re leaving your poor old mammy and moving into your own place.”

John smiled. He liked Laura, even if he dreaded her visits to the practice. As dog warden, their paths only crossed at the worst of times. She brought him the hard luck cases - the injured strays beyond hope of saving, the abused animals too far gone for rehabilitation, the dogs driven mad by inbreeding or harsh treatment. It broke his heart having to put them to sleep. 

“A man can’t keep a secret in this town.”

Laura made a sound that was more bark than laugh. “Where you moving to anyway?”

“A flat just off the square. It’ll be great for work. I’ll be able to walk here every morning.”

“That’s very central. Well for ye. You’ll be able to go to the Spanish Arch Shopping Center all the time.”

He crossed his arms and leaned against the door frame. “I’m not much interested in shopping.”

“It’ll be great for your love life though. Dinner and a film at the Arch, then a short stroll back to the bachelor pad without mam or da knowing about it, eh?” Laura winked suggestively. She took another pull from her e-cig. “I love the Arch myself. It’s got everything there. I can sort out my head, my heart and my body all in one place.”

“It has certainly brought a lot of business to the city.” His father’s rants about how the shopping center was like a temple raised to the new religion of consumerism ran through his head. “What have you got for me today?”

Laura put her e-cigarette away and opened the back doors of the van. The cages that took up the body of the vehicle were full of dogs. A standard poodle, a Labrador and a couple of mixed breeds that looked like they had terrier blood. They looked up at John with subdued curiosity and wagging tails. He was surprised at their docility, especially considering that each dog was stained with gore around their mouths, necks and front legs. None of the dogs seemed to be injured, and judging by the smell, the blood or viscera was far from fresh, as if they’d been chowing down on dead bodies.

“Fecking full moon.” Laura pulled a slip lead out of her pocket. She opened the door of the Labrador’s cage, causing the roly-poly yellow dog to wriggle its hind quarters in excitement, and slipped the leash over its head. “Another spate of attacks. I don’t know, must be something in the water.”

The Labrador jumped out of the car, and John cautiously approached it, holding out the back of his hand for the dog to sniff. The Labrador licked his fingers and shoved its large head underneath his palm for pats, so John obliged by tickling it behind the ears.

“What happened?”

“This eejit here decided to gnaw on some school friends of his owner’s daughter. The poodle tried to rip out the throat of its mistress when she came home last night, and those two feckers there teamed up to attack their entire family.”

John shook his head. This was the third month in a row Laura had brought in perfectly healthy family pets who had decided to go Cujo on their nearest and dearest. Every month saw more dogs literally bite the hand that fed them. He wished he knew what was going on.

“Do you think it’s a disease, like some werewolf thing?” Laura took the poodle out of the van. It sniffed noses with the Labrador, then leaned its body against Laura’s legs and looked up at her. She made cooing noises and tickled its chin.

“No, the timing of the attacks is a coincidence. These look like young dogs, same as the others. I’d have to examine them to see if there’s an underlying pathology, but there’s nothing obviously wrong with them. Could be behavioral, of course, but I’d have to talk to the families to see what they had in common.” John led the way back into the building, the Labrador trotting happily by his side. He took the dog to the large procedure room behind the exam rooms. The poodle’s nails clicked on the linoleum floor as Laura walked with it behind him.

“Ah sure, they’re killers. The family don’t want anything more to do with them.”

The Labrador was easy to lure onto the scales. It was a bruiser, even heavier than it looked. John imagined trying to fight it off if it attacked him. Even though he was a large man, standing at six foot three and with a rugby player’s build, he wouldn’t like to go toe to toe with the beast.

He reset the scales and motioned for Laura to lead the poodle onto the black rubber matting that coated the flat surface of the machine. 

“I wish I could study them for a few days, find out what’s going on. It seems wrong to just put them down.”

“They’re dangerous. These four mutts put nearly a dozen people in hospital last night. You couldn’t risk it.”

He knew it was the right thing to do, but it still irked him. Dogs didn’t turn psycho for no reason, and with the incidences continuing to rise, there was a need for further investigation to find out what was going on. What if rabies had finally made it to Ireland? Even with the pet passport scheme, increased travel of pets to and from mainland Europe was bound to bring the dreaded disease into the country at some point.

“I think I’ll do a necropsy anyway, see if I can spot any anomalies.”

Both dogs weighed, John lifted the Labrador, with difficulty, onto an exam table. He wet a cloth in the sink and wiped some of the gore away from around the dog’s muzzle. There was so much of it, he hated to think what state the person must be in, yet the notion of the dog trying to kill someone seemed so at odds with its placid demeanor as it lay panting on the table.

“If you want to waste your time.” Laura tangled her fingers in the curls on top of the poodle’s head. “Let me know if you find anything though.”

John nodded. He got the anesthetic from the drugs cabinet and filled two syringes with a lethal dose for the dogs, then slung his stethoscope around his neck and got the clippers out of the drawer and returned to the Labrador. The dog was so calm, it just watched while he shaved a patch on its leg. He didn’t need to muzzle it or even ask for Laura’s assistance as he stuck the needle into a vein and depressed the plunger. Within seconds, the dog went limp and flopped over onto its side. John popped his stethoscope into his ears and listened to the dog’s heartbeat as it slowed and stopped. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d let the dog down.

He patted the Labrador on its side. “Sorry, big lad.”








  
  
Saturday




The noise of the new tenant moving in started at eight o’clock, but Vicky didn’t mind as she’d stayed up all night streaming episodes of Malcolm in the Middle. 

Molly wasn’t barking for once, which was a blessing. Vicky would take the noise of someone moving in over the incessant barking of a dog any day.

She got up and stretched out the kinks in her stiff muscles. Irene remained sitting on the couch watching Bryan Cranston’s devoted expression as he gazed at Jane Kaczmarek. Vicky wished someone loved her as much as Hal loved Lois.

Vicky tucked the crowbar under her arm as she filled the kettle, turned it on and then took a slice of cold pizza out of the box on the counter. The cheese had congealed, and the mushrooms were a little slimy, but it still tasted good.

She heard male voices in the corridor outside her flat, laughing and joking, as they thundered up and down the stairs. They didn’t sound like zombies, but she had been fooled before, so she reserved judgement. It would be different come nighttime when she would have a new threat of the undead sneaking across the hall to add to her list of the undead sneaking up the stairs, through the windows or out of the ceiling. Even though she was on the top floor of the building, she couldn’t rule out a determined zombie getting onto the roof.

Vicky went into the bedroom to get a first glimpse of her new neighbor through the window that looked out over the street. Two men were taking boxes out of a van parked in front of the building, a rental company name and website printed on the white side in red. They looked in their late twenties, early thirties, and were attractive without exactly being good looking. She wondered which of them was moving in.

As they vanished into the building, another two men took their place and loaded up with boxes from the truck. They seemed pleasant too, if looking at someone from a third story window was enough to go by. She let her curtain fall back into place and returned to the kitchen to make a mug of coffee.

Vicky napped until the early afternoon. She woke hitting out at the ghosts that surrounded her, fighting with thin air.

She sat up and rubbed sleep crusts from her eyes. Irene stood by the front door, peering through the peephole. Muted voices of people saying goodbye in the hall, followed by heavy boot steps going down the stairs.

A firm knock at the door. Obviously not Mel. It sounded happy if a knock could be happy. Vicky mentally kicked herself for her stupidity.

Irene jumped away from the peephole, giving Vicky access. A tall man, well built with broad shoulders, dark hair and baby blue eyes stood on the doorstep. She unconsciously pushed back her hair, cursing silently at her unkempt appearance, before opening the door a crack.

“Hello.”

She wished she’d brought her crowbar with her. She wanted to close the door.

“Hullo.” The man smiled warmly and brushed his hand through his hair, tousling it. “I just moved in across the hall. Sorry for all the noise. You’d swear the lads had lead feet. I thought I’d introduce myself. I’m John.”

Vicky felt like she was trying to use an atrophied limb. She tried to smile at him, but she was sure that her face had contorted into a rictus grin. Judging from the way he looked at her, she wasn’t wrong. “What do you want?”

John’s laugh sounded nervous. Great. She was giving off creepy old lady vibes and she wasn’t even thirty.

“Don’t want anything, just thought I’d say hi and invite you to a little get together next weekend. I think it’s important to know your neighbors, don’t you?”

Vicky looked at him, stony faced. She had moved across the country and into an apartment so she wouldn’t have to know anyone.  

Silence hung heavily between them. John grinned goofily, and Vicky realized he was waiting for a response.

“Oh, I mean, okay. Thanks, I’ll take a note of that.”

He nodded and turned away, but then immediately turned back towards her before she had time to close the door.

“Don’t mean to pry, but it would make things easier if I knew your name. Seems I’m at a disadvantage if we bump into each other in the hall and you get to call me John and I have to say howdy neighbor.”

Vicky just looked at him. The idea that they’d ever meet outside her flat sent her into a tailspin. It had been a long time since she had spoken to a stranger face to face. She didn’t mean to be rude, but her brain couldn’t process the situation quickly enough. She glanced to the right, wondering how long it would take her to reach the kitchen knives if he tried to eat her.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you.”

Looking embarrassed, he crossed the hall to his apartment. Vicky banged her head against the door after she’d closed it.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

She went straight to the kitchen for a bar of chocolate but the sight of her reflection in the cabinet door made her pause. Black bags ringed her eyes above bloated, puffy cheeks. Her halo of tangled hair looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks. 

“All I need are the cats to complete the mad lady persona.”

She turned around to see Irene shaking her head. 

“What?’ He was cute. I’ve become a nun all of a sudden?”

She sank down on the couch, unable to stand up with the weight of despair. Slowly her limbs locked into position as she froze. People still lived, loved and laughed out in the world. Men and women met, married and had babies. Why couldn’t she believe it? What was she so afraid of - that zombies existed or that she really was one and if she gave into the fantasy of life it would make waking up to the reality of being an undead slave all the harder?

She couldn’t give in, she mustn’t let down her guard, but if she continued this half-life, wasn’t Irene’s death in vain?

She looked around for Irene, but her twin wasn’t there, only her own face reflected in the blank television screen, gazing back at her. 

“I’m not Irene.” 

It took an effort to stand as the couch sucked at her. Despair tried to keep her locked in place, catatonic, while could bes and should have beens chased each other around in her head. Fighting every step, she walked into the bedroom and collected her wash things together for a shower.

Ninety minutes later, dressed in her most presentable clothes, makeup hastily applied and her hair brushed, she walked to the front door, sweeping brush in hand. She opened the door and stood on the threshold. The corridor swirled before her. When she looked out at it, she felt dizzy, like she was standing on a precipice over a great cliff. She shuffled to the edge of her threshold, making sure not to step over, and leaned forward, gripping the end of the brush.

Jabbing the broom handle forward, she tried to hit the door of the flat opposite, but it was too far for her reach. Finally, exasperated, she flung the brush at the door. It hit against it with a thud.

Vicky pulled back, hiding behind the door, her fingers crossed.

After a few minutes, John opened his door. He looked confused when he saw the sweeping brush lying on his doorstep. His confusion didn’t clear when he looked up and saw Vicky staring at him.

“Can I have my brush back?”

John looked a little nervous, but he picked up the brush and carried it across the hall to her.

“Here you go.”

Vicky drew away from him on reflex but forced herself to smile as she took the broom. “I’m sorry about earlier. I’m Vicky. I don’t get out much, and you caught me by surprise.”

“That’s fine.” John put his hands in his pockets.

“I won’t be able to make your party, but if you don’t think I’m completely psycho, why don’t you call round one evening and we could watch a movie?”

John smiled. “I’d like that. Thanks, Vicky. How about tonight? My place is a mess.”

Vicky looked back at her apartment and shook her head. “So’s mine. You’ll have to give me some time to clean up. Tomorrow?”

“I don’t think I’ll be unpacked by then. Tomorrow sounds good.”

He went back to his apartment. Vicky closed the door and leant against it, clutching the broom handle in trembling hands.








  
  
Sunday




“Ican’t believe it took me so long to watch The Great British Bake Off. It’s actually really good.” John shoved another handful of crisps into his mouth as Paul Hollywood issued one of his trademark handshakes on the television screen. 

Vicky hugged her cushion tighter and rested her chin on its edge. She could still feel the metal of the knife she had hidden inside the cover, although she no longer needed to hold the handle. “You come for the cake but stay for the heartwarming camaraderie.” 

“I’d never heard of half the stuff they make before today, but now I want to eat it all.”

Vicky paused the episode when she heard the knock on the door. “Pizza’s here.”

 John looked towards the door and started to stand. “Do you want me to get it?”

Vicky shook her head. She leaned over the side of the couch and called loudly. “Come on in, Mel, it’s open.”

Vicky had taken a big step leaving the door on the latch, but she also felt safer leaving it unbolted when John was with her, in case she had to rush him out of the flat with a knife through his eye socket. She didn’t tell John that, though. He probably thought she felt safer because he was there.  

The door opened and, to Vicky’s surprise, Jo bounced in carrying the pizza box, with smaller boxes containing the sides piled on top. She set it down in the kitchen and leaned against the counter. “Ooh, you two look very cozy.”

Vicky slid her hand into the cushion and grabbed the handle of the knife. She felt more ill at ease with two other people in her flat. She knelt on the couch and looked towards the kitchen, the cushion concealing her hands and her weapon. “Hey, Jo. Your mam okay?”

Jo grinned at her. There was something odd about her smile. It was a little too wide, too wolfish, too knowing. Vicky felt the younger woman was looking right through her to her innermost fears.

“She’s ironing. Thought I’d take the pizza up to ye and let her get on with her work.”

John went into the kitchen and opened the boxes. Delicious aromas of melted cheese and garlic filled the room, replacing a less pleasant odor of blocked drains and boiled cabbage that had slipped through the open door. Vicky felt a twinge of jealousy the way that John looked at Jo. Two years ago he would have looked at her the same way.

“I hear you’re going to be a nurse.”

Was Vicky imagining things or did Jo just cross her arms and lean on the counter to push her cleavage in John’s face? Of course she was making it up. She felt dirty for falling so easily into the trap of rivalry against another female.

“Yeah, I start college in a few months. It’s real nursing though, for humans, not stinky animals.”

“Good burn. It’s so much harder learning how to look after one mammal rather than every other creature on earth.” John laughed. He walked around the counter and opened the doors on the other side. “Where do you keep your napkins, Vicky?”
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