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Praise for Chris McGeorge

			‘Boils with claustrophobic intensity. Packed with gripping twists and turns, Guess Who is an inventive, entertaining locked room mystery that kept me utterly hooked’

			Adam Hamdy

			‘An ingenious twisty mystery in a totally unique setting’

			Claire McGowan

			‘An impressive debut and a sign of great things to come’

			James Oswald

			‘Guess Who is a fresh take on the locked room murder mystery. The plotting is intricate, the characters well drawn, and the pace never lets up as it drives headlong to the surprising end’

			David C. Taylor

			‘One hotel room. Six strangers. One corpse. Good fun’

			Cavan Scott

			‘Phenomenal. An utterly compelling and fiendishly clever read – it blew my mind ten times over’

			Francesca Dorricott

			‘Chris McGeorge has a knack for conjuring up the biggest of mysteries in the tightest of spaces. Dark and claustrophobic in all the right places’

			Robert Scragg
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			‘We’ll meet half-past tomorrow

			Beneath a joker’s dream.

			We’ll forgive the world it’s unjust fun

			And say what we really mean’

			From HALF-PAST TOMORROW, CHUTNEY 

			AND THE BOYS (from the album Half-Past 

			Tomorrow, 1978)

		

	
		
			00.00

			Colm MacArthur

			Royal Navy – Operation Kingmaker  (Mine Countermeasures)

			50 miles off the Persian Gulf

			Friday 12 October 2012

			1.12 a.m. . . .

			Colm MacArthur felt like he could sleep for a week. And, currently, that sleep was threatening to force him into unconsciousness. His eyelids felt heavy – slivers of a strong material he had to strain to hold up. The cool wind of the Gulf sea seemed to be the only thing keeping him awake, as his willpower and a long-expired sense of duty failed. The jet-black night stretched in front of him – the kind of night where you would question every life decision that had led you to this point – this point right here. 

			The day had been strenuous and filled with menial tasks that alone seemed worthless, but it was promised that they did help the vessel as a whole. He had mopped floors, tidied, washed the dishes – all jobs that the Royal Navy pamphlet had skirted over. All that had got him through was the guarantee of a peaceful night. 

			So when his friend Gabe Steadman had volunteered them both for nightwatch, Colm could have thrown him overboard. Gabe had convinced Colm though – they needed to curry some favour and hopefully get back to something more exciting, after their high-stakes euchre game below deck had been uncovered.  

			HMS Aevum, the ship he had been calling home for the past year, was quiet, still, in a black, silent night. The only real sound apart from the wind was a slow lapping of water, as the current figured its way around the immovable vessel. Not enough to hold Colm’s interest, let alone inspire consciousness.

			Colm and Gabe had split the ship, and Colm was in charge of walking the port side, and he had barely managed one lap of the lengthy deck in the three hours (and counting) they’d been on shift. Now, he was leaning over a railing, looking down at the dark water below, and he didn’t know how long he had been there. He would be in a lot of trouble if any of his superiors saw him, but they were all fast asleep below decks, and Colm didn’t really think the ship was at risk of anything. The War on Terror was over – they had won. Both Gabe and Colm had seen it from the sidelines, mostly, but they still had some scars to show for it. Now, they were the clean-up crew – their years of experience somewhat squandered.

			It sounded like Gabe was a little more enthusiastic about his job, however. If he listened really hard, he could almost hear Gabe’s footfalls on the deck, gently going up and down, up and down, in about fifteen-minute cycles. 

			As if he had summoned them, Gabe’s footsteps passed by him, on the other side of the captain’s cabin as Colm straightened up, deciding he should start moving again before the cold wind jostled him along. He stretched, did his coat up tighter and started to walk.

			Then Colm thought he heard Gabe stop – say something.

			He stopped, listened. ‘Gabe?’ 

			Nothing.

			Must’ve imagined it.

			Colm had been silently a little worried about Gabe for a while now. The two of them had grown up together, back in the North East – a world away. He knew Gabe’s history, and he knew he never wanted to join up. But for a while, he had been OK. Five years in fact. He had sucked it up, and got on with it. But now, the shadows were back in his face, the falter in his voice. He still carried on, but something had returned within him. And that worried Colm.

			But maybe he was just imagining it – being overly analytical. In reality, Gabe probably was better in the Navy than himself. Maybe everything he thought of his friend were mere projections of himself. You wouldn’t accuse a puddle, a reflection. Was he unhappy here?

			Right now, absolutely. The night shift was Colm’s least favourite activity, because it was so horrendously dull. The ship wasn’t moving, and it wasn’t likely you would spot a mine – they weren’t exactly conspicuous.

			Colm’s eyelids drooped again. The wind played across his face, almost willing him to sleep. He leaned on the railing, letting it take his weight. And he felt himself slipping away, down and down into— 

			A loud splash. From the other side of the ship. Real.

			Colm’s eyes shot open. ‘Gabe?’ he shouted. The footfalls were gone.

			Maybe something just fell.

			But how? Everything was tied down; it was a quiet night (much like the one Colm wanted to sleep through) – and the ship was stationary.

			‘Gabe?’

			Another splash. Smaller.

			Something was wrong.

			Colm straightened up. His mind was full of ridiculous notions – pirates mainly, sharks less so. 

			Where was Gabe? 

			Colm started to walk around the side of the cabin, crossing the unspoken line into Gabe’s jurisdiction. He looked down the long span of the ship – nothing, no one. No pirates. But also – no Gabe.

			Something was very wrong.

			He turned to look up the other end, the wind picking up and adding a chill to the air. It took far too long for his brain to make sense of what he saw. ‘Gabe – what . . .?’

			Gabe was sitting on the railing, his legs over the side of the ship. He was holding something – something big and heavy, with chains wrapped around it. One of the chains snaked down to his ankle. 

			Gabe looked at him, in his full Navy uniform. Despite his shaved head, which reflected the moonlight, and his old and tired eyes – he looked at Colm as his younger self. ‘Wasn’t meant to be,’ Gabe said. And he let go of the thing in his hand, a metal block as heavy as Colm’s eyelids had been. And Gabe was pulled down, over the side. Shivering icy horror in the still night. A loud splash. And then another.

			Colm launched forward. ‘Gabe!’ He inhabited the air that his friend had a second before. He looked down into the sea. And he saw his friend looking up at him as he was dragged to the depths. It looked like Gabe was smiling.

			And Colm MacArthur never had a good night’s sleep again.
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			The Past in the Static

		

	
		
			01.01

			Shirley Steadman

			Chester-Le-Street, North East of England

			Tuesday 9 February 2021

			7.05 p.m. 

			‘Ooh, ain’t you a sight for sore eyes, lass?’ old Harold said, as Shirley walked up to his bed with her badge and her clipboard. Harold had been in hospital the last three times she had visited the ward, and had developed a fondness for her, as she had him. She was not actually sure what was wrong with him, despite his arm, but he always seemed to have trouble speaking. It made him out of breath, as though he’d had a lifetime of walking uphill. ‘You look younger every time I see ya.’

			‘Harold,’ Shirley said, smiling and tapping her clipboard. ‘I’m barely younger than you.’

			‘Mebbes, me bonny lass. But ya divant look a dey over twenny,’ he chuckled through his thick accent. Twenty years living here and she still had trouble with some words.

			‘That’s enough, you,’ Shirley replied, with the air of authority she had cultivated when raising her children, and clicked her pen. ‘What’ll it be today?’

			‘Hmmm . . .’ Harold pretended to muse. He would probably have been comically scratching his chin if his arm wasn’t stuck in a sling. ‘Wey a bit o’ Bowie, o’ course. Giss us the one boot the spacemen.’ His memory also wasn’t the best. But Shirley couldn’t really hold that against him – neither was hers. ‘How’s it go agen?’

			Shirley nodded and wrote ‘Harold’ and ‘Space Oddity’ down on the paper on the clipboard. ‘Ground control to Major Tom?’

			‘Aye, that one,’ Harold said, who then gave a quick rendition of the chorus.

			Shirley smiled and let him finish. ‘Who’s it dedicated to?’ she asked.

			‘Wey you, of course.’ Harold chortled.

			‘Harold!’ Shirley tutted.

			‘Oo alreet then. Guess it berra be ta me wife.’

			‘That’s better,’ Shirley said, writing in the dedication box on the form. ‘Do you want help getting the headphones on so you can listen?’

			‘Aye if ya can.’

			Shirley went around the bed, careful to avoid any wires or important equipment. The small TV unit was against the back wall, discarded. She took it and swung it around over Harold’s bed. She detached the small pair of headphones, like the ones handed out on aeroplanes, and put them on Harold’s head. Then she switched the unit to radio mode and went to channel 5. ‘There you go. I’ll be on from about eight fifteen.’

			‘Yer a diamond, lass,’ Harold said, winking at her. 

			Shirley smiled back, slightly worried that she had just seen that Harold was on a fresh IV. That hadn’t been there last week. Something was wrong with him, and it wasn’t just a broken arm.

			She said her goodbyes and left the room. 

			The patients of Ward 14 had really outdone themselves. Usually they weren’t very receptive – the Ward was Orthopaedics and often had elderly patients or people who were really in no fit state to listen to a request on the radio. But today they had wanted a relative smorgasbord of requests. Shirley actually didn’t know how she was going to fit them all into the show, or make them flow into each other. Sure, the old favourites were being played – an elderly man with a leg suspended in a sling wanted ‘My Way’ dedicated to his wife, a young woman wanted ‘Wannabe’ by the Spice Girls for her daughter and a woman about Shirley’s age wanted Vera Lynn, which was very nice but also incredibly typecast. But there were also some oddball choices – a song about a JCB digger which she didn’t know existed, some rap by Childish Gambino (a name she had heard before but never listened to) and something by (she hoped she had written it down right) Wise Kalifer. She was sure some of these songs would have expletives in, but they had the radio edits, so it didn’t really matter.

			Shirley finished her tour of the ward in the traditional way, by stopping by the nurses’ station and asking if they wanted anything played. The nurses, all now younger than her daughter, thought amongst themselves and decided on ‘I Gotta Get Out of This Place’. Shirley smiled and laughed, as though this were the first time she had heard that request, and wrote it down on her clipboard. She thanked the nurses and left the ward, making her way slowly to the lifts. She paused in front of them, her finger hovering next to the call button. She retracted her finger, remembering what Marsha had said in their embroidery group about her joints seizing up because she never did any exercise. She wasn’t going to have that, so she took the stairs instead.

			Down the last corridor, a group of nurses passed her, and to her dismay, she saw a flash of ginger hair amongst them. It was Callie. She tried to keep her head down, but as they passed, their eyes met. Shirley felt the stab of guilt that always came with Callie’s gaze. Shirley hoped that Callie felt warmth come with hers. Why did they always have to meet like this? It always seemed to happen. She knew Callie worked here, but someone upstairs had to have it in for her. She used to let it ruin her night – thought that she deserved it, and in some way she still did, but she pushed the guilt down inside and forged onward.

			She got back to the studio a little out of breath, her legs throbbing, promising pain tomorrow, which was almost the opposite of seizing up, so she guessed that was fine. As she input the passcode and got into the small box room, down a forgotten hospital corridor, she heard Ken Vox’s familiar voice coming from Studio One.

			In the packed room, a designer/magician had managed to get a small area with chairs and a computer, a cupboard full of old vinyl records, and two soundproof studios. Shirley made her way to Studio Two, by way of clicking the kettle on. She sat down in the small space, in front of a large, expansive radio deck with hundreds of sliders and knobs – of which every hospital radio member only used about five. 

			She looked through the window that was between the studios into Studio One. It was empty of course. Ken Vox hadn’t been part of the Chester-Le-Street Hospital Radio team for going on two years now. He had been picked up by Metro Radio, a ‘real’ station. But, due to a loophole, the hospital was still allowed to play his old shows. So they just played them over and over, until volunteers came in to take over and do live shows. 

			There used to be a big team on Tuesday nights – now it was just Shirley. She didn’t particularly mind.

			She flicked the computer on and started searching for the requests. Fifteen minutes and a cup of tea later, they were all sorted (Wise Kalifer appeared to correctly be Wiz Khalifa and many of the songs seemed to be rather inappropriate) and put into the computer program. She sent the playlist through to Studio One, ready for her to go on. All that was left before she went live was to find one song that wasn’t on the system but they would have on vinyl. She had forty minutes to do this, so turned the kettle on again, and went into the cupboard. 

			Vinyl records, stacked on shelves, lined every surface, save for the far end, which was piled up with old radio equipment. Given that the records were so thin, they were alphabetised with small scraps of paper poking out to denote a new letter. You had to pull out a record to know where you were within that letter, so there was still a fair amount of guesswork involved. Shirley started pulling out records in the C area, reaching up to the top shelf. 

			She was looking for a record by the rock band Charlie. She had never heard of them and the man who requested it, his neck in a brace, had delighted in giving her a small potted history. Formed in the seventies, a UK band with four members, ten albums, still going today (apparently). It was the kind of information which she wouldn’t retain – wouldn’t have, even in her memory’s heyday – but also the reason why she did this job. She loved how people could hold on so dearly to something that had never touched her life in the slightest. It was a constant reminder about how big the world really was.

			After a few false records, she finally found Charlie’s title album which the system said had the song that she needed. She reached up and pulled the record out, satisfied. She rested it on a lower shelf, and pulled the next record out halfway so she knew where to put it back for later.

			As she did, she stopped for a second. The next record along – Half-Past Tomorrow. Chutney and the Boys. The familiar cover art of the sphinx in Egypt but with seventies shades on – Chutney and her boys standing on it in various places, rocking out with guitars. She hadn’t seen it in a long time.

			She stood back, realising that her body was shaking slightly. The memories, the ones she would never ever lose, came flooding back. Gabe as a child rocking out just like Chutney, bouncing on his bed, a broom in place of a guitar. ‘Half-Past Tomorrow’, his favourite song, playing over and over and over – ironically the only slow song on the album, and very unworthy of an upbeat routine.

			Gabe.

			How would things be different if . . .?

			The kettle whistled. 

			And Shirley blinked the immovable past away.

			She made a cup of tea, put the Charlie record over next to the computer in the lobby area, and realised she still had too much time. Ken Vox was gruffly talking about something, showcasing that rugged charm that had landed him a real radio job. She had time to do something that made her feel better.

			She went into the cupboard again, but this time went to the back, where the stack of old equipment was piled up. She removed a box from the top, as she did almost every other week. She took it and her mug of tea into Studio Two, propped the box on the desk and opened it. Inside there was an old radio set, far bigger than anything that would be seen maybe even in the last century. 

			Turning it on, she hooked it up to the studio desk so she could hear it better. Immediately, a harsh static filled the studio – the kind of white noise that wasn’t possible on radios nowadays. She immediately felt an intense feeling of warmth, nostalgia and longing – the kind of feeling that almost wrenched your consciousness out of the present moment and propelled you back to happier times. In all of Shirley’s seventy years, she had never felt a noise so comforting as the static between radio stations.

			She turned the knob to change the frequency and voices started fading in and out. Tyneside on 93.5, BBC Newcastle on 95.4, Metro Radio, among many more. The stations stacked up as she continued on her journey. Once she got to the end of the dial, she switched over to the AM band and started afresh. This was an altogether quieter track – AM stations were shutting down, and the ones that were around were often just different frequencies of BBC stations. But she wasn’t looking for a station – she was looking for a fine patch of static.

			She found one. And she put on the sweaty pair of over-ear headphones connected to the desk. And sat back – closing her eyes.

			When you had lived as long as Shirley had, you had to take comfort in the little things. And this was her little thing. Peace and quiet for the half an hour between gathering requests and the live show, where she could just sit and listen to the static and not exist for a moment. She cleared her mind – no Bob, no Deena and the kids, no Gabe – just the noise.

			On the cold nights, in this studio alone, in her head, it was so easy to live in the past. Seven decades of living, seven decades of decisions, seven decades of mistakes and fumbles and poor judgement – it could crush someone. Her body was betraying her – those stairs she climbed were going to put her out of commission till (probably) next week, her bones ached and felt like glass, sometimes it hurt just to breathe. It was harder to get up in the morning, and it was harder to sleep at night. In pure evolutionary terms, she had lived too long. She had outlived her usefulness to the species. She was in overtime. 

			It was important to her not to live in the past. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t do just that.

			‘. . . future . . .’

			A voice? She opened her eyes and looked at the old radio. Something in the static? Maybe just a wobbly frequency – these old radios were temperamental. 

			Shirley straightened up – ignoring a twinge in her back – and looked at which frequency she was on. 66.2 AM. No radio stations anywhere near it. Maybe just imagination then.

			‘. . . then . . .’

			Same voice.

			Shirley put on her glasses from around her neck. She ever-so-slowly turned the dial. 66.1. Nothing. 66.0. Nothing. So she turned the other way. 66.3. ‘. . . was off to the . . .’ The voice louder. More concrete. 66.4. ‘. . . in Newcastle. The hounds are running and so are we.’

			66.4. That was it. A radio station off the map. Pirate. One that had never been there before. 

			She smiled. Pirate radio was an interesting concept. A radio station made by an individual or a small group using independent equipment to broadcast a transmission. The idea was older than she was, and that was saying something. The signal must’ve been coming from nearby – pirate radio often did. The signal was weak as it was, even with the hospital radio’s equipment which could amplify the old radio. The voice was wavering, warbled, and fluctuating in volume. The voice was also strange, as though it were being disguised, fed through a computer. Shirley’s interest was piqued.

			She pressed the headphones further to her ears. ‘Looks like it’s time for the news! There’s nowhere better to come to for news about Chester-Le-Street and the local area than 66.40 Mallet AM.’

			Mallet AM. What a wonderful name. And it had a news segment too. This almost seemed like a legitimate radio station. It was a great effort. Whoever was playing around was doing a good job. Was this a man or woman, lonely and bored, just having a bit of fun? Or maybe a group of children experimenting? Whoever it was, she was glad she could be here to hear it.

			‘Today is the tenth of February,’ the voice continued, ‘and let’s get into it. A pretty light news day today, nothing much going on. Chester Park has been seeing a rise in dog fouling in recent weeks, so Park Manager Art Fowler has put up signs to keep dogs off various patches of grass. The sign was promptly urinated on by Fiona Smith’s dachshund Rodney. It is uncertain whether Art Fowler has noticed the staunch lambasting of rules yet – but, rest assured, we will have more as it develops.’

			Shirley laughed and clapped her hands. This was just like a real news show. Such fun. It was exactly what she needed – this radio station was priceless.

			‘Houses in Chester-Le-Street are being sold at a premium to try to prove to local authorities not to bulldoze several vacant properties up near the hospital. After the dark times of last year, many businesses have been affected – and the housing market is no exception. After many rushed and reportedly heated meetings at the local civic centre, MP Ralph Harver has struck a deal with private company Havanna Housings to cut costs and attract new people to the local area. It seems as though it is working now the housing market has bounced back. So much so in fact that it seems Chester-Le-Street Leisure Centre may be in jeopardy of closure and demolition.

			‘Here at Mallet AM, we have reached out to Harver to see how likely it is that the Leisure Centre will suffer the same fate as many of our local recreational venues. It is clear that this would be a terrible blow to the community, especially for young families, people who work at the Leisure Centre, and avid swimmers. We will update as the situation develops.’

			Shirley frowned. She hadn’t heard that Chester Baths (the local lingo for the blocky old building down between the bottom of Front Street and the park) was threatened with closure. She remembered taking the kids there, and seeing them sloshing around in the kiddie pool, with mesh butterflies hanging from the ceiling, cartoon animals with exaggerated smiles painted on the walls and the air thick with chlorine. It would be sad to see it go, if indeed the demolition came to fruition.

			The host continued: ‘And, lastly, Seb Starith, the proprietor of Starith’s Bakery at the top of Front Street, suffered a nasty fall at 12.17 p.m. when he fell off his ladder while attempting to put up a new sign on the front of the bakery. He fell three feet and is reported to have bruised his coccyx. He was admitted to Chester-Le-Street Hospital for a check-up and remains there at least overnight. It is unconfirmed whether he has broken anything else, although sources say he has. Again, we will bring you more as this develops.’

			This was odd. Shirley had not heard anything about this, and she was down Front Street that afternoon. No one at the embroidery group in the Parish Centre had said anything, and those women were hotbeds of gossip, especially Marsha. What was more, Shirley had walked past the bakery and not seen any commotion.

			‘The bakery continues to be run by Starith’s granddaughter and she is keen to keep business to usual hours.’ 

			Maybe that was the answer. Shirley had gone past about three-ish. Probably poor Seb had already been brought to this very hospital, and his granddaughter had already started up again. She hadn’t looked in so that was probably what had happened. 

			‘We will be back tomorrow at the same time with more news, but for now let’s switch gears and go in for another hour of some sultry royalty-free music. Here we go.’ And after a few seconds of silence, some crackly upbeat music came through the headphones – sickly-sweet like the music you would hear in a hotel lift. 

			Shirley listened for a minute or two, hoping for more but knowing the voice was gone, and then took the headphones off. 

			66.40 Mallet AM. What a chuckle. And a relatively professional outfit. Whoever was in charge, the one behind the microphone, really had a knack for it. He or she would be an asset on the radio team – they clearly knew their way around equipment more than most of the volunteers. A pirate radio station in this day and age – how novel. She had to remember to tell Deena when she came to visit.

			She took a piece of paper and wrote the frequency down. And only then did she check her watch.

			Drat! She had less than five minutes. She had been so consumed in her discovery that she had forgotten all about the show. She quickly rushed around, gathering up her request forms, the Charlie record and her cold cup of tea. She opened the door to Studio One and got comfortable in the hot seat. Ken Vox was doing his outro, and she had to be ready to fade down on him and up on her.

			She ran through her usual introduction in her head. The date, the day, a humorous fun fact she had happened upon that week, and then straight into Ward 14’s finest selections. She did like to think that somewhere she might have fans – although the mere notion of constant listeners in a hospital where the clientele changed hourly, let alone weekly, was a bit ridiculous. But she still liked to think it – and this opening salvo was what her fans would expect. 

			She already had her fun fact lined up: Did you know that the scientific term for brain freeze is sphenopalatine ganglioneuralgia? She had had to recite that four or five times in the mirror to get it to stick.

			So she was ready. Except . . . 

			She brought the computer up and checked the date. 

			And then a bizarre thought clicked in to place. The thing that had been wrong with the Mallet AM new segment. The voice on the pirate station had said he was reading the news for the tenth of February. 

			But, and this was a decidedly queer thing, it was the ninth.

		

	
		
			01.02

			Tuesday 9 February 2021

			10.22 p.m.

			Shirley’s bungalow was less than a mile from the hospital in between Front Street and a district of densely packed houses known locally as the Avenues. Shirley lived on the outskirts, but that was too close for Deena, who had warned her against taking the bungalow. The Avenues were known to be rough, but Shirley didn’t care. She had just needed to get out of the grand house Bob had bought in Houghton-Le-Spring, and she had ended up rattling around in alone, and downsize to a more suitable home.

			When she got through the door, Moggins greeted her with a yowl and a purr. Moggins was a seven-year-old Norwegian Forest cat, white with tabby markings. Deena had got him for Shirley as a housewarming present, and represented her daughter’s constant desire to look after her. Shirley didn’t hold it against Moggins, although she had always thought of herself more of a dog person, but the intent had not been best received.

			‘Hello, dear,’ she said to the cat, as it came up and rubbed against her ankles. ‘I suppose you want your supper.’ It was the only time Moggins showed any real affection for his housemate, and that was fine. Shirley appreciated the independence afforded to both of them. Refreshing after Bob.

			She chuckled to herself as she took off her shoes, slipped into her moccasins and made her way down the hallway to the kitchen. Everything in the bungalow was small, short, not unlike the hospital cupboard known as the radio station. The kitchen was compact, the living room homely, the one bedroom tight, and the bathroom sufficient. The two hallways were the only spaces in which she found herself having to move far, and even then it was minuscule compared to the distance she had to trek in the old house. 

			And no stairs was a constant blessing, particularly when she had bruised her hip tripping and slamming into one of the kitchen counters. If she had been in the old place, Deena probably would have fretted so much she would’ve moved her whole family in. But as it happened, in this little place, she was allowed to recover herself, with Moggins as her only healthcare professional.

			She turned the kitchen light on. Two sides of the room were lined with cupboards and appliances. An oven, a washing machine, a dishwasher, a sink. Nothing too fancy. The rest of the room was a small dining area, where she kept her ironing board, and a small kitchen table by the window with two chairs. It wasn’t much at all, but it was home, and it may’ve been her old ways, but she felt most comfortable in the kitchen. 

			She always liked doing something, and although she had succumbed of late to the allures of daytime television and the very British act of ‘putting your feet up’, she still felt most alive when ‘doing’. That was why she had so many activities on her weekly schedule – hospital radio, embroidery, and volunteering at the local RSPCA shop, punctuated with social lunches and sometimes babysitting the grandchildren. It was as though she were screaming at the man upstairs that she wasn’t quite done yet. And although she was a pensioner, and she may not do anything else vital enough to write in a history book, she could still do some good.

			Shirley nodded to herself as she went into the cupboard and got out one of Moggins’ favourite sachets of food. Salmon and beef. An awful concoction in theory, but even she had to admit it smelled quite good. 

			Moggins jumped up on the counter as she squeezed the sachet into his bowl. 

			‘There you go, sir. Don’t eat it all at once.’ 

			Although it looked as though Moggins had set about doing just that.

			She turned the kettle on and adjusted the thermostat. Getting old could just as well be called getting cold. She heard the heating flame come on in the quiet bungalow.

			Peace.

			‘Hello, Shirley.’ 

			Behind her. In the room. She didn’t jump. Not anymore. In fact, she did the opposite – she froze. Her heart leapt. That familiar voice. The voice she knew best in the world. The voice she heard in her dreams.

			She turned around. He was there, sitting at the table – a picture of how he would’ve looked now. Shaved head. Stubble. Wrinkles showing how much he smiled when he was alive. ‘Hello, Gabe.’ And she couldn’t help but smile herself as her eyes filled with tears. 

			She quickly got ahold of herself and turned back to the kettle, taking another mug out of the cupboard – Gabe’s Doctor Who mug in the shape of the TARDIS – and making a fresh tea. She took both of the mugs to the kitchen table and placed one in front of him.

			Moggins ran out of the room, no doubt not understanding what was happening, not understanding who Shirley was talking to. Shirley didn’t know if she understood either. All she knew was that about a year ago, Gabe had started to come and . . . ‘visit’ as she liked to call it. Sometimes she would be pottering around the bungalow, and all of a sudden he would be there. And she knew . . . she knew it wasn’t . . . real . . . but that didn’t mean it wasn’t . . . It was complicated.

			She sat down. ‘You’re here.’

			Gabe looked at her – not smiling, but not frowning. He looked into her. ‘Why do you do this?’ He sounded exactly like . . . well, like himself.

			‘What?’ she said.

			‘Make me a cup of tea? Every time.’ The only thing was that he sometimes hesitated when he spoke, as if Shirley’s subconscious was working out how her son would say the things he would say.

			‘I’m old now, son,’ Shirley replied. ‘Isn’t that what old people do? They make their guests a cup of tea.’ It was true. Her life was measured in hot beverages.

			‘I suppose it is,’ Gabe said, almost dreamlike. ‘But you know I don’t drink it. I can’t.’

			Shirley sobbed. She reached in her pocket for a hanky but couldn’t find one. There were fresh ones in the drawer beside the kitchen sink, but she didn’t want to turn away in case he left. Sometimes he did that – she went out of the room and when she came back, he had disappeared. She didn’t know the rules of what was happening, but, to be safe, she kept him in her sights. ‘Just habit, I suppose.’

			‘How have you been, Shirley?’ Gabe asked.

			‘Can you call me Mum?’

			‘Do you want me to call you Mum?’

			‘Not unless you want to.’

			‘Shirley,’ Gabe said, pausing, as though he’d been through this a thousand times. He had. ‘I can only do what you think me to do. You know how this works. I will call you Mum if you think I should.’

			Shirley thought for a second. As she always did. This was well-worn territory. But she thought that she might feel differently, but she found that her answer was the same. ‘No. Don’t.’

			‘Why?’ His voice serene, calm. Maybe even at peace.

			Shirley smiled through the tears. ‘I didn’t earn it.’

			Gabe didn’t react, merely regarding his steaming cup of tea. ‘OK then. So how are you, Shirley?’

			‘Something did happen today, at the radio station. I’ve told you that I do hospital radio, haven’t I?’

			Gabe nodded.

			‘Well, I was playing with an old radio after I had finished preparing for my requests show. And I found this very odd, but very impressive, pirate radio station. Mallet AM, it was called. And this computery voice was presenting shows. Just a lot of music, I think. But I happened to tune into it when the news was coming on. And, in retrospect, it was rather odd. The presenter got the date wrong, so it was almost comical. As though it was reading news from tomorrow. Although obviously it was just a mistake. A simple mistake – which was odd because the rest was so professional. It was almost like I was listening to a real radio station.’

			‘Fascinating,’ Gabe said, monotone.

			‘You don’t think so.’

			‘I think what you think. If this is important to you, it’s important to me.’

			‘It’s just a queer little thing is all,’ Shirley said. And she wished, not for the first time, that she was talking to the real Gabe. Not this . . . shell. ‘I’m impressed more than anything. I do hope it is live again the next time I go to the station. I wish I knew who ran it – it must be close, as pirate stations can’t have much reach. I just wish I could contact them, and let them know how much I enjoyed it.’

			‘But you didn’t recognise the voice?’

			‘I said, it was disguised in some way.’

			‘But you didn’t recognise any mannerisms? A dialect maybe?’

			That was an odd thing for him to say. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’ Shirley asked.

			Gabe blinked. ‘What are you trying to tell yourself ?’

			‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Shirley said, throwing her hands up and chortling. ‘I’m at a loss.’

			Gabe chortled too. ‘Then I am as well.’

			They both laughed, and Shirley sipped her tea, and Gabe looked at his. Until finally she calmed down and she decided to address the elephant in the room. ‘What is happening here?’

			Gabe remained silent.

			‘You aren’t here. You can’t be here.’

			Nothing.

			Shirley felt emotional again, and suddenly very tired. It had been a long day, and she decided that, when talking with oneself, over a table with two mugs of tea, one shouldn’t mince words. ‘Am I going mad? Has my brain finally given up the ghost?’

			Gabe just stared. ‘Do you think you’re going mad?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then maybe you’re not.’

			‘Maybe?’

			‘Maybe you have just conjured me because you need someone to talk to.’

			‘Oh, I am perfectly happy with the amount of social interaction I have right now, thank you very much. I have Deena calling me every other day, trying to convince me that it’s for her benefit. I have the girls at embroidery who drive me up the wall. And I also have Moggins with me.’

			‘Where is he now?’ Gabe asked – he had never liked cats, or rather cats had never liked him. That was why they had never had one when he and Deena were growing up. Cats were allergic to him, even when he was a baby. She would take him for a walk in the stroller, and any they came across would arch their backs and hiss. When he grew older, he would try to touch them and stroke them, but they would have none of it, darting away before he could get to them. He was too heavy-handed, and daunting. And as he became a teenager, the cats’ hatred for him became shared.

			‘He doesn’t like it when I talk to someone who’s not there,’ Shirley said.

			Gabe nodded. ‘Fair enough.’

			Shirley took a sip of tea. ‘Can I get you anything? I can make you a bacon and banana sandwich. I keep buying bacon and bananas even though I don’t eat them. Just in case I ever need to make one. I probably shouldn’t even be having bread with my cholesterol. Deena would have a fit. But I buy them. Because that is what I’ve always done. And that’s what I’ll do until I drop. Just you see.’ She trailed off and then added, ‘Just you see’ again for some reason. 

			Gabe was offering nothing, doing much the same as he had when he was really here. If he had just offered her more, let her know what was happening, maybe he would still be alive. She could have helped him.

			It was so bizarre. It was as if he were actually in the room sitting across from her. She had tried to touch him a few times, put her hand on his, but he always moved away. Her mind protecting itself. She couldn’t believe her imagination was so vivid that it was able to conjure up a perfect image of her son. Every tiny detail was accounted for. If she stared enough, she could see the small risen scar on his forehead that he got leaning on a tabletop that wasn’t screwed down at school. She could see his beard dandruff that he had never been able to get rid of, no matter how many treatments he put on it. She could see the abnormal ridges of his upper ears that made him look vaguely elf-like – and made him an easy target at school for ridicule.

			And there was more – his smell was there. His musty aftershave that he always seemed to bathe in, that never failed to succumb to a slight scent of body odour. Gabe always ran hot, so always seemed to be a little sweaty. Glistening. And that smell was there – now.

			And his clothing – dressed up in the old Metallica T-shirt and ripped jeans he used to wear every single day just to spite his clean-freak father. 

			It was such a perfect vision of Gabe Steadman that it felt decidedly eerie. What was that phrase? Ah yes, the ‘uncanny valley’. This version of her son was awfully uncanny.

			‘What?’ he said. His voice – exactly as she remembered it, if a little deeper, older.

			She was staring. She was seeing, hearing, smelling her son as he would be now, today, in 2021. A year he would never see.

			The first time Gabe had appeared at the kitchen table, Shirley had spent most of the time screaming and crumpled in the corner of the room. Gabe had just sat there – looking at her with nothing in his eyes. Her mind had not fully rendered him yet. She screamed so much that her neighbour came around to see what was happening – even though her bungalow was detached and his house was almost 100 metres away. She kept him on the front porch, and when she had returned to the kitchen, Gabe had disappeared. She chalked it up to getting old, and something happening in her body that was not optimal. 

			But then he came back, again and again and again. And eventually she stopped screaming and crying, and she began to talk.

			That was a year ago. And here they were.

			‘What?’ Gabe said again.

			‘It’s nothing,’ Shirley replied. But she didn’t know if it really was.

			‘You said you were wondering why I was here?’ Gabe said. ‘Maybe you have something to say.’

			Shirley thought for a moment. What could she say? But the more she thought, the more she realised that was the wrong question. She had so much to say that she couldn’t even begin to put it into coherent sentences. But she had to try. Shirley found her eyes filling up with tears again. ‘Maybe it’s because I want to say sorry. I’m so sorry, Gabe. If I had known . . . If I had even thought for a second . . . I should never have let him send you away. I knew you hated that place, but I never knew how much. And I’m just so desperately sorry. And I have to live with that every single day. That is my penance. To bury an empty box where my son’s body should be. I’m paying for it. I’m paying for my silence. But that will never change the fact that you should be here right now, you should really be sitting across from me. You should be able to pick up that mug and drink your tea, and I should be able to make you a bacon and banana sandwich that you can eat. But you can’t. I can’t. And I’ll always have to live with that.’

			Gabe didn’t react as she poured her heart out – in fact, he slightly tilted his head like a dog getting distracted by a noise. He let her wear herself out, and watched as she spluttered into the last of her tea. It was cold – what she deserved. When she finally got ahold of herself, Gabe cleared his throat. ‘You know that you say that speech every single time I appear? Almost to the word.’

			This jostled her. ‘I . . . I do?’ She had no recollection of ever saying that before – in fact, it was hard to remember anything that happened when she saw Gabe. All she could focus on was him.

			‘I wasn’t talking about me, when I said you needed to say something.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ Shirley said.

			Gabe appeared to be thinking about something – looking like he was choosing whether to bring something, or someone, up. What was he trying to tell her? What was she trying to tell herself ? ‘I’m talking about Callie.’

			And there it was. Callie. 

			‘I don’t – I can’t . . .’ Shirley was stammering. ‘You don’t know . . .’

			‘Yes I do,’ Gabe said.

			Shirley got up. She had to get a hanky. She was a mess. And, in some way, she didn’t want to sit there anymore. She didn’t want to talk to a ghost, even if it was her son. She didn’t need her mind to try to heal her right now. She wrenched herself over to the kitchen drawers, turning her back on Gabe. She got a hanky – a pink polka-dotted square of fabric – and blew her nose. ‘That’s better,’ she said and turned back to the table.

			Gabe was gone.

			She stood there for a moment. And then, wiping her nose again, gathered up the mugs, pouring Gabe’s tea down the sink and turning the dishwasher on.

			A miaow from the doorway made her look down. Moggins was there, staring up at her. 

			‘Don’t say a word,’ Shirley said. ‘I know.’

			It’s stupid, Shirley thought.

			‘Come on, let’s go to bed.’ And as she went out of the room, she turned off the light because Moggins wouldn’t.
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			Chester-Le-Street

			Wednesday 10 February 2021

			4.40 p.m.

			The next day, Shirley’s bungalow was abuzz with activity, much unlike the night before. Deena and her family had dropped in (unannounced as always), and the kids were tearing around the place participating in some kind of never-ending race. Shirley and Deena were sitting at the kitchen table – her daughter in the exact same place where the spectre of her son had been. They seemed to be sitting at the lap line – as every time Maisie and Kenneth went past, they gave a whoop.

			Maisie, their oldest at ten, was shaping into a formidable young woman. She was arrogant, headstrong, reminding Shirley intensely of Deena. It was clear that instead of this racing game she would prefer to be sitting in the corner playing on her phone, which Shirley had harshly disapproved of. So instead she was entertaining her brother, Kenneth. Kenneth was six years old and very much still a child. He was grinning as he lapped his sister, putting his full energy into this race as though his life depended on it.

			Deena had attempted to stop the event, incredibly unsuccessfully, and Shirley had merely allowed them to do whatever they wanted. Back in her day, she would have shouted at them, as she had at Deena. Children needed a healthy amount of discipline, as well as the occasional leeway. This would have been a discipline moment, but it wasn’t her place.

			Deena and Shirley were having a cup of tea. Again, here were cups of tea ruling a life. But maybe that didn’t matter – tea was good, and something to do.

			‘So I told them that if I didn’t get a similar pay rise that I would have to find somewhere else to work,’ Deena said. Like her mother, she hadn’t taken the Geordie accent. She had been nine years old when they moved up to the North East and her accent was already embedded in her. It was slightly odd as Gabe, thirteen in the move, actually did pick up words, but Deena had always been more introverted as a child, and didn’t have as much exposure. Deena spoke as Shirley did – a Southern twang that was more akin to a BBC newsreader than the people of their home. ‘I have a young family. I have mouths to feed and I just can’t deal with that kind of gender bias. I can’t believe we’re still dealing with that kind of misogyny! You know?’

			Shirley was still thinking about what Gabe had said the night before. Could she be telling herself that she had to build bridges with Callie? How would she even start going about that? They hadn’t talked since Gabe was sent away. That was 2009. What? Twelve years ago. That was a hell of a wall she had to climb, a wall she’d built up herself.

			‘Mum.’

			Shirley realised Deena was staring. ‘I’m sorry, what? Oh, pay and men being better. I mean, not better, but . . . You know you can’t change the world all the time, Dee. Sometimes you have to just deal with what you get.’

			‘Wow,’ Deena said, flatly. ‘My mother, ladies and gentleman. A real strong woman.’

			‘I didn’t mean that quite so . . . I’m sorry, I’m distracted,’ Shirley stuttered.

			‘No kidding,’ Deena said, ‘what’s wrong?’

			Shirley looked down at her hands. They were still gently throbbing with pain. They had kept her up half the night and, in the morning, she had had to soak them in a bowl of warm water to loosen them up so she could do even the most menial of tasks. But she couldn’t tell Deena about that. She would make her go to the doctor and, no doubt, she would just get some more medication to add to the menagerie of pills of all different colours and sizes that she already took. ‘I just had trouble sleeping last night,’ she settled on.

			This seemed to be OK for Deena, who picked up their empty teacups and went to the sink. 

			Shirley pulled herself up from her chair, and almost collided with Maisie, who came careening around the corner. 

			Shirley braced for a bump, but none came, as her granddaughter stopped just in time. ‘Sorry, Gramma,’ Maisie cooed.

			‘It’s OK,’ Shirley said, patting her on the head, ‘but slow down, you’re doing so many laps you’re going to burn a track in my carpet.’

			Maisie laughed and sidestepped her, launching off again just as fast as before.

			Shirley sighed and joined Deena, who was opening the dishwasher. It was still full from the night before. ‘I can do that!’ she protested.

			‘It’s OK, Mum,’ Deena said, already starting to unload it. ‘Really it is. I don’t like the idea of you constantly having to bend down anyway.’

			Shirley scoffed. ‘Well, if you’d just let me wash the dishes in the sink like everyone else, there wouldn’t be an issue. I didn’t want a dishwasher, remember.’

			Deena straightened up, regarded her with judgemental eyes. She put the plates she had retrieved down on the counter. When had the balance of power shifted so much? Once upon a time, those eyes were Shirley’s, and Deena was the one feeling like a naughty girl. ‘Leaning over a sink isn’t good either. Remember what Doctor Illyah said?’

			‘I should never have let you come with me to that.’

			‘There’s no shame in wanting . . .’ Deena stopped mid-sentence. She reached into the dishwasher tray, and pulled out a mug. Gabe’s TARDIS mug. ‘Mum.’

			Shirley couldn’t help looking away. ‘What?’

			‘You never use his mug,’ said Deena, ‘unless . . .’

			Shirley said nothing. Why was this happening? She didn’t need this many visits – this many intrusions. She was perfectly fine on her own. Her and Moggins, against the world.

			‘Mum.’

			‘What?’ she said defiantly.

			Now Deena’s tone softened. No, not just softened. It was a tone of genuine concern. ‘Did you see him again?’

			Shirley met her eyes. ‘Why is this so—’

			‘Did you see him again?’

			Shirley shrugged, and went back to the table, sitting down in as much of a flump as her aching bones could manage. ‘I may have seen him when I came home from the radio.’

			Deena came and sat down too. One sweeping, fluid motion that oozed youth. ‘Did you talk to him?’

			‘Of course I did.’

			‘Mother!’ Like many people, Deena only called her Mother when she was really angry. She called her Mother with startling regularity these days. ‘We talked about this. You agreed that you weren’t going to engage. You said you would—’

			‘Shut my eyes, count to ten, and repeat until he goes away, I know,’ Shirley said, ‘but I can’t, Deena. When he’s here, I feel better. I feel a little more whole. I have someone to talk to . . . who’s not a fluffy cat. I can’t close my eyes on him. He is my son.’

			‘No,’ Deena said, definitively. This was so effortless for her that it made Shirley’s stomach turn. ‘No, it’s not. It is just your mind playing tricks because you are living in this place alone. It’s just because you’re . . . well . . .’

			Shirley laughed. ‘You can say it, daughter. I’m old. Yes, the cat is out the bag. I’m seventy years old and you think I’m losing it.’

			Deena seemed to switch gears. ‘I mean, what are the alternatives, Mum? That this thing is a ghost.’

			‘That thing is your brother. And no, I know what he is, and yes, it is my issue, but I don’t understand why it has to be a bad thing.’

			‘It’s a bad thing because it’s not real. Do you want me to call Doctor Illyah?’

			‘Don’t you fucking dare,’ Shirley said. ‘Illyah’s not a failsafe for you to use every time I say something that fractures your fucking world view.’

			Deena was taken aback. ‘We’re dropping f-bombs now in front of my kids? That was two in ten seconds. That something my ghost brother taught you?’ Deena never liked her swearing. 

			‘He doesn’t teach me things. We talk. I talk.’

			‘About what?’

			Shirley realised that she didn’t really know. ‘Things,’ she mused, ‘my day. Like last night at the radio.’ She had had to talk to someone about Mallet AM. And Moggins wouldn’t have been very receptive. So she’d told Gabe. Simple as that.

			‘Why don’t you talk to me?’ Deena said, sadly. ‘Because I’ve been here an hour now, and you haven’t told me anything about your day or the radio or anything. Why not communicate with the child who is still alive?’

			Shirley opened her mouth to do just that. She could tell Deena about yesterday, about the requests she took, all about the show, and, most importantly, all about Mallet AM. She could discuss in-depth what she thought of the station, how she wished to find the man or woman and compliment her, how they could have a good career in radio. She could tell her about the bizarre mix-up with the dates – and did she know that Chester Baths might be closing down? But she didn’t. Because Deena would do what she always did – she would overanalyse, she would talk over her, and she would take all the fun out of it. So instead Shirley just said, ‘I didn’t ask you to come.’

			Deena just looked at her and sighed. ‘Fucking nice, Mum.’

			As she was about to say something else, Deena’s husband, Tom, barrelled into the room, in his overalls, carrying his unreasonably large toolbox. He put it down on the kitchen counter a little too hard, making Shirley worry for the marble beneath.

			Deena’s husband was a giant, standing at 6 foot 7, and having the mass to go along with it. He was half muscular, half fat, working in construction and having equal amounts of time sitting around and carrying large quantities of nondescript ‘things’. Of course, like everyone, he had gained a little weight during the dark year. 

			‘Not sure about that attic ’atch, Shirl. Seems wedged shut some’ow. Nothin’ I did could shift it.’ Her loft hatch had been stuck shut for years now – maybe longer. She never used the loft, and hadn’t had any reason to go up there. But recently she had been hearing birds up in the loft and she wanted to make sure that they could get out and any young were safe. ‘I could ger some of me lads to come and jimmy it open for you?’

			‘No,’ Shirley said, equally not wanting a fuss and not wanting to meet Tom’s hulking construction friends. ‘The birds have found a way in – no doubt they’ll find their way out. And whatever else is up there should stay up there. Just Bob’s stuff and some of Gabe’s. His clothes and records and such. Nothing I need.’

			‘OK,’ Tom nodded, eyeing a fresh cup of tea and immediately assuming it was his without asking. Shirley supposed that tenacity was what Deena was attracted to at the outset. Personally, she felt he was a gigantic pain in the derriere. He slurped his – or rather her - tea. ‘But if you change ya mind, I can get me guys ova ’ere asap.’

			‘Thank you, Tom,’ Shirley replied, knowing she would never take up the offer. ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ Although keeping things in mind was hardly her strong suit anymore. Things kept slipping away, whether she intended to keep them or not. Her life was trying to remember what that actor had been in before.

			Deena ran a hand down her blouse, straightening the creases. She was obviously going to the office after this. ‘Gather up the kids, Tom. We’re going.’

			‘But I’m hungry,’ Tom said.

			‘Then we’ll stop somewhere,’ Deena said, catching Maisie as she came flying into the kitchen. 

			The girl protested, saying she wanted to stay at Gramma’s, but eventually conceded. Deena was a force to be reckoned with after all. Shirley had brought her up a little too well – of course, Bob had had nothing to do with it – and now she was on the receiving end too.

			Tom didn’t bother to say anything else, just catching Kenneth when the little boy came toddling in. 

			‘Awwww,’ Kenneth said, as Tom picked him up – his little chunky legs pedalling through the air. 

			Tom picked up his toolbox again, and shared a little look with Shirley that showed he was thinking much the same.

			Deena definitely noticed but let it go, offering one final sad look at Shirley, before leading Maisie out into the hall. Tom followed and Shirley stopped in the kitchen doorway, noticing Moggins watching from the table where she put her keys and bag. The family went down the hall, and were almost leaving when—

			‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ Tom called, pausing in the hallway, with Kenneth in his arms. ‘Shirley, you migh’ gerra kick outta this. I was on lunch break going down Front Street, and I pass the bakery, Starith’s place. Seb’s up on a big ol’ ladda trying to put this massive sign up. Anyways, two seconds later, there’s a strong wind, and he gaas arse ova’ elbow. Hit the ground preddy hard.’

			‘What?’ Shirley said, a sinking feeling in her chest. Starith fell off a ladder. The radio station. 

			‘Saw him waddlin’ up to the ’ospital like he’d broke his buttocks,’ Tom said, chuckling.

			‘Tom!’ Deena hissed. ‘Why would Mum get a kick out of that?’

			Tom looked guilty, an image offset by Kenneth’s chubby face grinning from ear to ear beside him. ‘I jus’ though’ cos Shirley’s workin’ up there.’

			Mallet AM.

			‘And that means she’d find it funny?’

			How could it have predicted something like that?

			‘I divant knaa, do I? It were just hospital related.’

			Deena shook her head.

			‘Tom,’ Shirley projected, over her daughter’s head. ‘What time was this?’ What had the radio station said? The voice? Seb Starith fell off a ladder while trying to put up a sign. But what time had it said. Twelve something . . . 

			‘Errr . . . well, I was on lunch, so ’bout 12.15 something like that.’

			That was exactly when it had said it would happen.

			‘Are you OK, Mum?’ Deena said. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

			Shirley saw Deena’s concern, and put all thoughts of Starith and the radio station out of her mind. ‘No, no ghost. Not this time,’ Shirley smiled, an expression that now seemed foreign on her face.

			And she ushered them out and conceded that of course she would take Deena’s calls with slightly more gusto, and of course she would try not to open a dialogue with Gabe – and of course she was lying about all of that. But she was thinking about something else now. As the Steadman-Wrights bundled into their car and pulled away, there was only one thing on her mind.

			Mallet AM. And just how the presenter knew about what would happen a day in advance. She needed to know for sure.
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			Chester-Le-Street

			Thursday 11 February 2021

			12.01 p.m.

			Starith’s Bakery still had its old sign up when she walked past it, going down to the bank. It was a cliché that old people always had to go to the bank, but she was a little surprised to find that it was true. What was the alternative? Put her trust in these new-fangled applications on smartphones? It seemed every day that there was something in the news about a hack or a fraud or a theft. No thank you – all she needed was good old in-person banking. 

			And, of course, there was also another aspect to the old cliché, one which Shirley would never have thought of before becoming one of the aforementioned old people herself. When you were young, and working, or starting a family, or just enjoying life, you had a reason to get up in the morning. When you were old, firstly, it was harder to get up. Your bones had got used to lying down and resting, and they didn’t appreciate a rude awakening. But when you were up, finally and resolutely, you had to find something to do. Otherwise what was the point in going through all the rigmarole of getting up?

			The bank was halfway down Front Street, so Shirley had made her way there after Morning Coffee finished. 

			She had barely been able to sleep a solid hour. Sleep was usually a little more of a luxury in old age, but now even more so. For the first time in a long time, her brain was too noisy. She ran over and over what Mallet AM had reported – Starith’s Bakery, Seb Starith had fallen around lunchtime. The voice had said a specific time – why hadn’t she written it down? Well . . . that was simple. Because she had thought it had happened on the actual day it was mentioned and she would never need such useless information.
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