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INTRODUCTION
Recent attempts to elucidate just exactly what motivates me to write found me once again dwelling on a throwaway remark, left by some long-forgotten headmistress, on a tattered old school report of mine.
‘A little unexpected but welcome nevertheless.’
There it was, innocently scrawled across the comments box of the English section of my 1969 school report. Beside it was printed: No. of pupils in year – 137, Position in year – 1.
It has played on my mind all these years
Why had it been so unexpected, that little blip on an ancient school report? To me, the seemingly innocuous comment seemed like some thinly veiled insult. Had I somehow risen above my station? Had the ‘powers that be’ detected an aberration to be swiftly smoothed over? Or am I simply being paranoid?
Perhaps. But I don’t recall any similar remarks appearing on any subsequent school reports.
Now, when I look wistfully back across the years, that comment stands out for me as one of the earliest tokens of my love of the English language.
Below, I have written a little background information regarding each of the stories in this collection - concepts I wanted to convey, behind-the-scenes snippets, inspiration, that kind of thing. What follows, I hope, will give you a little insight into how my writing mind ticks.
Long before Oceanic Flight 815 ever crashed on a remote Pacific Island to expel its cargo of maverick passengers, I came up with a little story entitled What Katie Wouldn’t Do. With its dark deeds and malevolent forces, my tale shares a number of aspects with Lost. For the record, though, I would just like to say that I got there first.
I simply had to write a story set within the damp confines of a gloomy lighthouse. Imagine a man finding himself ensconced away there at the mercy of a seemingly sentient sea and increasingly at loggerheads with his fellow keepers. The Dead Which Were in it is, I believe, the perfect setting for someone’s untimely end.
For me, there’s something about the warm reassurance that reaches out from glowing objects in the dead of night. Glow in the Dark started out with this premise. For the protagonist’s wife, at least, it swiftly took an unexpected turn.
Eldora’s is the kind of ‘traditional’ corner toyshop that I remember from my childhood, long before the rise of our nation’s sterile shopping malls. Now, there’s a Burger King lurking at the site of my original inspiration. Really, there is.
We all know about the supposed telepathy that exists between twins. But what if one of those twins is essentially good and the other one inherently evil? I give you Mirror Image.
In the Rivermen’s Lair is a tale of Bedlam and of the violations of men - and beyond men - that have chosen to secrete themselves within its walls.
Closer. A simple story of revenge. Because sometimes that’s all you require.
I wrote a story for the Yuletide 2007 edition of Estronomicon magazine. I had fallen in love with the idea of a man staying at a remote farmhouse with a family that he no longer cared for. Well, perhaps that family no longer cared for him either. Christmas at Yew Tree Farm is the result.
I created Smiling Sarah for a competition in which each tale had to be 66 words long, no more and no less.
The concept for The Boy at the Gate came from an old recurring dream I experienced as a child. There were no repressed memories for me, like there are for the main character here, merely a succession of poignant images demanding that the story be written.
Encounter With the Dead was written for Halloween 2007. The protagonist is insane; there are no vindicating factors whatsoever. Tonight, he is destined for hell and we can only pray that he undertakes the journey alone.
The Old Horse Chestnut of Stoneleigh Pastures has a loose connection with my recently completed novella, Song for a Haunted Choir. Both tales take place within the environs of the secluded North Stoneleigh country church. Curiously, however, the gnarled old tree has stood there for aeons longer than the ancient building nearby.
At least two magazine editors accused me of being ‘a bit preachy’ with Rite of Passage, the story of an anthropologist’s ill-fated visit to a remote jungle village. It was never my intention to make an environmental statement but perhaps you should read the tale and judge it for yourself.
Well, that’s it. I hope you enjoy reading the thirteen tales in this collection.
Barry J House
April 2010
CHRISTMAS AT YEW TREE FARM
A lone Mitsubishi SUV left the country lane at a signpost marked, ‘Yew Tree Farm’. Hanging at an odd angle, the sign’s arrow pointed at the ground as if it were directing traffic straight to the netherworld. The road, hedges, trees, everything, was so white with snow that the driver almost missed the turning.
After rolling down a frozen dirt track for a quarter of a mile, the SUV arrived outside an old farmhouse. It shuddered to a halt next to a circular mass that carried more than a passing resemblance to a burial mound. The stone cottage, the mound, the faint outlines of the dirt track and a few wind-gnarled trees, were the only objects discernable on the snowy landscape.
A swing of the driver’s door and Clive Sanders stepped out of the vehicle. Snow crunched softly underfoot as, hugging himself against the cold, he walked over to investigate the mound: his enquiring mind wouldn’t rest unless he knew what it was. Scraping away some snow with the heel of his shoe, he discovered only a pile of gravel. His wife, Lauren, got out of the car and joined him at the rear, ready to start unpacking their luggage.
The man had always dreamed of spending just one Christmas on the moor, away from the commercial nightmare that the festive season had become. But there had always been other commitments. Family commitments. And Clive Sanders had never been one for family. Now, however, not only was his father seven years in his grave but his mother had joined the man earlier in the year. He hadn’t spoken to his brother for a decade. Now, there was only his wife to worry about; and maybe his sister, Libby. Oh, and Sam, his son.
Not that Sam was of any real concern to Sanders. The boy had no mechanical aptitude whatsoever; there was virtually no hope of him joining his father in the family business. No, Sanders would have to soldier on alone, in the heady field of manufacturing fuel filters for the automotive industry. Why, the child was never happy unless his head was buried in a book; fiction, at that.
Today, it was Christmas Eve, no less, and Sanders was there with Lauren and Sam, ready to spend a week on Dartmoor. He intended to sit around for the entire break, stuffing himself with food and drink while watching the TV. If he felt up to it, he might even convince Lauren and Sam to go for a little walk, or two. And perhaps, for once, they might even pretend to be a ‘happy’ family. But that was likely to be the hardest part.
As Sanders continued to stare at his son through the SUV’s rear window, the boy pushed the door open and started to get out. Sam slipped the moment that both of his feet were on the ground. He would have fallen, too, if he hadn’t been able to brace himself against the door at the last moment.
“Watch it,” Sanders cried. Look at him, he thought. The boy’s a gangling nerd. He can’t even get out of a bloody car without falling over.
Sam simply turned and smiled at his father. “Whatever,” he said. After reaching back inside the car for his Gameboy, the boy proceeded cautiously down the little path leading to the front door.
“Hey, what about a hand with the boxes?” Sanders yelled after his son.
“Oh, don’t worry, Clive, we’ll manage,” his wife said, placing a hand on his shoulder.
“Yes,” he muttered, shrugging her hand free. “Like we always do.”
As the couple trudged down the path to join their son, the first flakes of the coming storm began to fall. It had been forecast to hit at around midday but a glance at his watch showed that it was 4:00pm. Despite the darkest of grey skies, Sanders had begun to think that it wasn’t coming after all. Now, he welcomed the sight.
It would be a bonus if we were snowbound here for the entire week, he thought.
Lauren had the key. She unlocked the door and went on inside with Sam. Sanders deposited his suitcase on the doorstep and then returned to the SUV to collect the last box. After securing the car (as if anyone was planning to steal it out in the middle of nowhere, during a blizzard) he staggered back to the cottage, grabbed his suitcase and stumbled inside.
The instant that he stepped into the hall he was struck by the atmosphere of the place. And its simple beauty. The ceilings were low and beamed; the walls rough, irregular. Although rustic, the furniture was clearly antique. He followed disembodied voices across the hall and through an arched doorway, into a sizeable kitchen dominated at one end by an enormous inglenook fireplace. His wife and son stood at a beautiful old dining table. Sam was examining a bottle, while Lauren was studying a sheet of paper that she had scooped up from the tabletop.
“Take a look at this,” she said, handing the paper to her husband.
Sanders frowned as he snatched the sheet from her grip. “Merry Christmas and welcome to Yew Tree Farm,” he read aloud. “Please accept this bottle of cider as a welcoming gift from us. Perhaps you can enjoy it after sampling one of our beautiful local walks.”
After providing brief details of the accommodation and facilities at the farmhouse, the text went on to give directions to the village pub. Below that, a number of scenic walks were listed, together with a little map of the area. Further down the paper, however, something else caught Sanders’ eye. This is what he read:
Yew Tree Farm Cottage is steeped in history. Parts of the building date back to the 15th century: primarily the cellar and the stone-built kitchen fireplace and chimney. The house even has its own ghost. Read on if you dare!
The story goes that, hundreds of years ago, a young boy was murdered here by his own father (although nobody seems to know where the information came from—there are no records). The child is known only as John and it is said he had the face of an angel. Nevertheless, he was a wayward lad, careless with the cows and sheep, idle with the crops and never willing to do his household chores.
After being defied by his son once too often, John’s father staved in the boy’s head with an axe. The man supposedly told the authorities the child had run away but legend has it the boy is buried somewhere on the property. However, no remains have ever been found...
...yet!
John is said to haunt the cottage and grounds to this day, seeking to avenge his brutal killing.
We hope you enjoy your stay! :-)
The Tregowans.
“What a load of absolute bollocks,” Sanders said. He was a respected businessman. A man of reason. “This type of credulous sentimentality makes me want to vomit.”
Lauren sighed deeply. “I know it does,” she said. “But lighten up, Clive, it’s supposed to be a bit of fun, that’s all.”
Sanders grimaced. “Yes, well, superstitious claptrap like this just isn’t my bag.” He dropped the welcome message back on the table. The paper floated like a forlorn spirit, clear across the polished tabletop, coming to rest at the far edge, close to the old stone fireplace.
The other two had already turned their attention to the inglenook. Lauren was scrutinizing a carved love spoon that hung from the wall there, its lime handle winding in a series of intricate Celtic knots. An array of corn dollies dangled beside it, a couple of which had been fashioned to represent human figures; another had been shaped into a bell-ended shaft—clearly a fertility symbol.
Sam spotted an earthenware bowl next to the grate. He picked it up to find that it contained dried berries and nuts.
“An offering to the little folk,” Lauren explained.
“Oh, for God’s sake!” Sanders darted forward. “Give it to me,” he said, yanking the bowl away from his son.
“No,” cried Lauren, “it would be bad luck to remove an offering without leaving something to replace it!”
“And how do you know that? The moment you walk in to an old farmhouse you suddenly inherit the petty delusions of your ancestors and become a bloody witch!”
Lauren stared blankly back.
“Right, that’s it,” he said, “I’ve seen enough of this goddamned kitchen!” He shoved the bowl back into Sam’s hands, twisted, and marched out to search for a room with a TV set.
Sanders refused to help with the unpacking, and the subsequent making of beds, choosing to remain both taciturn and aloof for the next few hours. After some prompting from his wife, however, he did get the fire going in the living room, leaving her to deal with the larger one in the kitchen.
He had expected the going to be tough with his wife and child over Christmas; they hadn’t been getting on well with him, lately. In fact, he was surprised that they had even agreed to come. In spite of that, he still hadn’t imagined they would kick things off so poorly. He stayed out of the way while Lauren prepared the evening meal, preferring to watch the TV, instead. Where Sam had hidden himself, the man neither knew nor cared.
This is their last chance, he said to himself. Their last chance.
After an uneventful meal, Sanders returned to the living room while Sam helped his mother with the dishes. At 7:30pm, Lauren entered the room and announced that she wanted to visit the pub.
Sanders scowled and pointed towards the window. “In case you haven’t already noticed, it’s snowing.”
“I’ve checked and it’s hardly any deeper than when we arrived. The latest forecast says it’s not likely to get heavy until around midnight.”
“Why do you want to go to the pub on Christmas Eve? It’ll be bloody packed.”
“Look, I think we should go,” Lauren asserted. “It’s only half a mile away.”
“Okay, then, you two go and I’ll stay here.” He used the remote to flick over to the BBC—he didn’t want to miss the repeat of the classic Morecambe and Wise Christmas special. “That way we’ll all be happy.”
“Well, that’s fine with us.”
Sanders’ gaze never left the screen. “Goodbye, then,” he said.
Later, he went out to the kitchen to put the kettle on. The Morecambe and Wise show had lifted his spirits a little. He hadn’t left his comfortable armchair for the duration of the show and now he was dying for a cup of tea and a piss. Hopping repeatedly from one foot to the other, he began to fill the kettle. He hadn’t bothered to switch on the light; the moon had battled its way through a minor gap in the clouds to bathe the sink and part of the worktop in pale, silvery light.
The kettle had boiled by the time that Sanders got back from the toilet. Still not bothering with the light, he fumbled at the shadowy end of the worktop for a cup, finally locating the mug tree and pulling one free. He dropped a teabag inside and reached for the kettle.
At that precise moment, something caught his eye from over at the fireplace. Nothing tangible. Just a tiny movement. Not something that you could hear—like a furtive scurrying, or something you could catch sight of—like the motion of determined limbs. No, it was more of a sensation; a feeling.
Sanders twisted his head, and, now that his attention was wholly focussed on the fireplace, he fancied that he could perceive a little figure, almost hidden within the interplay of light and shadow in the inglenook. By the amber glow from the dying flames of the fire, he thought that he discerned the outline of a child.
The figure’s body was facing Sanders. It looked about the same height and build as Sam. The head was tilted downwards and slightly to one side
Sanders took a few hesitant steps towards the fireplace and the shape became clearer. A boy, dressed in ragged hand-me-down clothes: knees poking out of frayed breeches, an elbow peeping from a linen shirt with a dark stain across one shoulder.
And then he glimpsed the child’s face and recoiled.
The skin of the left cheek was torn by a ragged fissure, widening near the base to expose a section of the lower jaw. Even from that distance, Sanders caught the glint of teeth.
The head turned a little and the boy’s face appeared whole again—nothing but a child’s soft features revealed by the flickering embers. The face of an angel.
With a burst of understanding, Sanders saw through the ruse.
His wife and son had crept back to the house and now they were making him pay for his earlier transgressions. It was all a trick. Just a silly trick. A mask.
He hastened towards the child. “Come on out, Sam, the game’s up.”
But the boy in the inglenook was not Sam. Sanders could see that now. This child was shorter. Younger. The tip of his nose was more rounded, the chin more pointed, the ears smaller and without lobes...
Sanders had got so close to the figure, now, that he could see a tear glistening darkly on the smooth cheek. The boy continued to stare ahead, his gaze seemingly fixed on thin air—on something that existed in some other time and place.
Struck by an overwhelming urge to reassure the child, Sanders reached out to touch him.
“John...?”
His hand was a centimetre from the bony shoulder when the boy flinched and spun his head. And Sanders noticed that there was, indeed, an injury there. Now, he saw the full extent of it—saw the gaping wound down the left hand side of the cranium. The scalp had been peeled back to reveal a split in the plates of the skull, fragments of which were embedded in the bloated flesh that surrounded it.
“J–John?”
The hair thereabouts was matted with blood, and a pale, jelly-like, almost clear fluid. And that fluid somehow made the wound seem all the worse—stamped it with finality. A little blood also oozed from the boy’s otherwise-perfect left ear and from one of his nostrils.
Sanders barely had the time to emit a short gurgling cry before John started to diminish before his eyes. But the spectre wasn’t shrinking. It was sinking slowly into the floor, through one of the heavy flagstones of the hearth.
Seconds later, Sanders was left gaping at the bare flagstone, every little ridge and blemish of its surface forever scorched into his memory.
Under that flagstone, Sanders thought. That’s where he is.
His heart fluttered against his ribs like a caged bird as he slowly backed away from the fireplace and out of the kitchen. His hands were like twin chunks of ice. Oh, where are Lauren and Sam? Where are they, now, when I need them the most?
In the fucking pub, that’s where.
He suddenly bumped up against something hard. In his eagerness to escape the spectre he had backed himself all the way out to the front door.
Sanders leaned against the solid wood for perhaps two minutes, breathing heavily. He rubbed his hands together, attempting to get some warmth back into them. The sight of the ghostly boy kept replaying in his mind as he fought to understand the recent events.
So, they buried him inside the house. Is that what they did?
Sanders twisted around and flung open the door, staggering out into the frigid night air. He faintly recalled having seen a shed at the side of the house; he hoped to find some suitable tools there.
“I have to know,” he muttered. “I have to know.”
Yet again, the weather forecast had been wrong. It was still a couple of hours before midnight but the snowstorm was well underway, now. For a few glorious seconds, Sanders thought that he spotted the comforting shape of the SUV looming out of the blizzard, but then he decided it was only the gravel mound.
He carried on, stumbling along the front of the house, regretting that he hadn’t lingered to put on a coat. The instant he turned the corner of the house, he was pummelled by a ferocious wind. Stinging flakes assailed the exposed skin of his face and hands, making it difficult for him to find his way. He soon spied the shed, however, and struck out towards it.
The door was secured with a formidable looking padlock but, luckily, the hasp was rusty and loose in the old wood. The hasp flew off on the third kick, taking the padlock with it.
Sanders arrived back at the front door barely a minute later, carrying a masonry chisel, a lump hammer and a crowbar. There was a determined set to his features as he raced across the hall. Nevertheless, he paused at the kitchen threshold when he reached it, suddenly unsure of whether or not to continue.
“I have to know,” he said, evenly.
With that, he launched himself into the kitchen, switched on the light and paced towards the waiting inglenook. As he passed the dining table, his wake finally sent the welcome note fluttering to the cold stone floor.
And then Sanders was there, in the inglenook, hammering away at the flagstone: the one that he already seemed to know so intimately. After loosening the heavy slab, he used the crowbar to lift it up and out of the way. He started digging with the chisel at the stony soil beneath, but quickly realised that he could do a better job with his bare hands.
It didn’t take long to uncover a child-sized skeleton with a split skull.
The story’s all true. It’s all true.
Sanders sprinted up to one of the bedrooms and returned with a coarse grey blanket. He laid it out on the flagstones, next to the grate.
“I’ll help you find your peace, John, I swear it.”
His eyes were brimming with tears when he lifted a rib from the hole and reverently folded it into the blanket. After doing likewise with a fibula, he raised the sorrowful skull, cradling it to his chest. Tears spattered the damaged cranium as he considered the futility of the dead boy’s life—considered the futility of his own life.
What if my son was to end up like this? How would I feel?
An epiphany pulsed through his thoughts like a laser beam slicing through a foggy night.
From this moment on, I am a changed man.
Sanders started to get back to his feet, his gaze fixed on the skull.
I shall strive to be a better father, a better hus–
Something slammed into the man’s head with such force that he was dead an instant after his nose smashed into the floor (into the flagstone, incidentally, that he had so recently removed). Was it just a remarkable coincidence that the wound in his skull was identical to that of the murdered child?
A boy stood over Sanders’ body, holding a poker, his lips parted in an ugly smile. His mother stood nearby. The Christmas break on the moor was a sham, calculated to achieve just one thing. And now it was almost complete.
“Such a shame about the child,” said Lauren. “Such a terrible shame.”
Sam turned to his mother and asked her a question. “Did you say it would be bad luck to remove something from the inglenook without leaving something else in its place?”
Lauren nodded. “Yes, son, I did.”
Sam hefted the hammer and chisel. “In that case,” he said, “I’ll need to take up another flagstone.”
CLOSER
The first time that Watkins actually met her she had just bought a cocktail and was sitting alone at the bar, in the lounge of the Crown and Sceptre pub. He knew that the woman would be there, of course, because he had just followed her. For a time, he lurked in the shadows by the door, watching her, wondering if he should proceed with the plan after all. But, in truth, it was a forgone conclusion. There was no other way.
“Get closer to her, get closer to him,” Watkins muttered, before making his way over to the bar. He perched on the mustard-cushioned stool next to hers, brushed an imaginary piece of fluff from his trousers and ordered a cold lager.
“Ooh, that looks interesting,” he said, nodding toward her drink, struggling to achieve a credible level of curiosity.
“Acapulco Gold,” the woman replied, without looking up. She was rooting around in her cocktail with a fluorescent green swizzle stick: hunting for buried treasure, perhaps.
The barman finished pouring the pint and then plonked the glass in front of Watkins. “Anything else?” he asked.
Watkins shook his head. The barman took the proffered cash and wandered off.
“It’s non-alcoholic,” the woman said, suddenly. “I don’t drink any more. Not since–” She hesitated, looking up at the new arrival for the first time. “Well, I just don’t drink any more.”
“Hey, no problem,” said Watkins, smiling. In reality, he really didn’t give a toss whether she drank alcohol or not. “Look...um...is it okay to talk?”
A flourish of her hand highlighted the near-empty room. “Do I look like I’m out on a hen night, or something?” But she was smiling, too. “Yeah, it’s okay to talk. What’s your name?”
“Niall. Niall Henderson. What’s yours?”
“Amy.”
But, of course, he already knew that. He knew her surname, too: Churcher. Even though she hadn’t volunteered it yet.
“Amy, eh? That’s a lovely name.”
Watkins managed to talk with the woman for over an hour, covering a range of what he thought were mind numbingly boring subjects. A witty answer, here, a smile or simple nod, there: all carefully designed, he hoped, to win her over. Finally, he drained his pint and announced that he ought to be getting along. “My father,” he explained. “I promised I’d visit him sometime today and that time is running out pretty fast.”
Her frown seemed to indicate a certain level of disappointment.
Watkins decided to chance it, there and then. “Amy,” he said, “how about meeting me for dinner tomorrow evening?”
The frown deepened. “I’m married, Niall,” she said. “My husband is working abroad at present.” She was gazing down at her feet, hoping to conceal the lies. “I love him very much.”
Shit, thought Watkins, I’ve lost her already.
I loved my wife, Laura, as well,” he told her. “I loved her dearly. She’s gone, now. She...stepped out in front of a train...” Watkins, too, dropped his gaze; hoping to conceal the pain.
“I’m sorry.”
“Me, too.”
He slipped down from the stool and turned to leave.
“Wait,” she cried, “I truly am sorry. I’d be only too happy to have dinner with you tomorrow.”
He turned back with a grin. “How about we meet here at 7:00?”
“That’s fine.”
“Where would you like to eat? Any preferences?”
“Surprise me.”
That night, Watkins lay on his bed, his gaze fixed on a naked light bulb. It hung on its flex from a ceiling covered with cracks like fissures in some vast Lilliputian ice field. After a while, the bulb started to swing to and fro. Slowly, at first, and then more violently. A little demonstration of the esoteric powers that he had inherited from his mother, and, in turn, his daughter had inherited from him. The poor girl hadn’t been able to use those powers at the end, though. No, she hadn’t been able to use them at the end.
For a time, Watkins had trudged the sorry wasteland of his life, playing a most deadly game—one in which, although unnatural highs were often scored, only impossible lows were achieved. But now the man’s nights of screaming at the walls were done. Now, he had regained his focus. It was time for some real action.
As always, Watkins started with the visualization of his beautiful daughter’s face. After a while, he also began to picture his wife’s face—the two girls together. He tried to imagine them smiling, happy, but it wasn’t always possible. Sometimes he didn’t get his concentration exactly right and the other images would slip through the cracks—those of the violated bodies he had been dragged in to identify. First one; and then all too soon afterwards, the other.
Eventually, he slipped his hand up the wall to turn off the light and then lay back in the darkness. His breathing was deep and deliberate, as, with well practised care, he began the routine that would ease his consciousness away from the pain of Laura’s untimely death. And the death that had brought it about: the loss of their beautiful child, Rebecca. A few minutes later, in a deep meditative state, he brought his will into sharp focus.
In his mind’s eye, Watkins pictured certain formidable aspects of his spirit, flowing out through the top of his head. His scalp tickled with the electricity. Vague, milky tendrils and brilliantly coloured points of light accumulated above him, coalescing into a sphere of potent energy no larger than his clenched fist.
“Get closer to her, get closer to him,” he whispered repeatedly into the night. It was his mantra, now.
When he opened his eyes, the spirit ball was there, fully formed, six inches above his brow: darker patches erupted across its surface like miniature sunspots. Watkins blinked and the orb charged out through the bedroom wall, carrying his being into the night, leaving the supine body behind. The sphere bobbed and swayed through the subtly shifting hues of the ether, unheeding of—and unappraised by—the countless other glowing entities that travelled the void (some pale and languid; others vivid, purposeful), all intent upon fathomless missions of their own.
After a while, something tangible began to emerge from the formless shapes in the middle(?) distance. The energy ball decelerated and then shivered to a halt, before popping into existence back in the real world. It hovered before a hulking Victorian edifice that was surrounded by a seemingly impenetrable red-brick wall. The sphere began to mutate; swelling, stretching, gradually taking on a human shape. And then Watkins—or at least a vague, washed-out version of his corporeal self—was revealed standing at the barrier.
A flicker of movement later and the man was leant against the brickwork, his arms stretched upwards and outwards. He had repeated this procedure each and every night for the past seven months, always unable to progress beyond the wall.
But this time he knew that it would be different.
Sure enough, moments later, his hands started to sink into the wall. Watkins, in actual fact lying comfortably back on his bed, felt as if he were really standing there, felt the sensation of brick molecules slipping around his fingers like grease. And then his arms were through. Thrusting his head into the wall, the ethereal figure stepped forward. Within moments, he had emerged, victorious, on the other side of the brickwork.
Get closer to her, get closer to him. He had gleaned that nugget of arcane knowledge from a period of intense research into etheric projection. Now, it seemed to be proving correct.
Watkins stood in the shadow of the wall, staring up at the edifice that was Kersey Moor prison. With its steeply-pitched slate grey roof and stunted, Gothic, twin towers, the bleak building seemed to resemble a squatter, more sinister, poor-cousin of one of King Ludwig’s Bavarian castles. Fixing his gaze on the darker, arched recess that marked the structure’s main entrance, Watkins started across the surprisingly well-kept lawn.
Some fifty paces later, however, and within easy sight of the recessed door, the traveller was jerked back into the shifting ether.
Soon after that, Watkins again lay on his bed in the darkness, covered with sweat. His breathing was decidedly ragged. It was the same bed that he had lain on, alone, every night for the past several months—lain on but scarcely ever slept on.
“The British judicial system; it’s one of my pet hates,” Watkins said, gathering up the last poppadom and snapping it over the remains of his curry. The shards that sprayed in every direction somehow served to highlight his point. He grabbed the largest piece, smeared it with mango chutney and shoved it in his mouth.
“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Amy agreed, around a mouthful of chicken biriani. “Did you see that article in the newspaper yesterday?” Watkins shook his head and she continued. “A man was walking down the road with his young son, who was playing with a toy gun. A policeman suddenly appeared and said the plastic toy was illegal. He made the father destroy the gun, right then and there, in front of his little boy. The poor kid was bawling his eyes out. The world’s gone stark raving mad, I tell you!”
“Some of those toy guns can be pretty lifelike, you know.”
“This one was pale grey with a bright red muzzle! They had a picture in the paper. An obvious toy.”
“Sounds like the copper was having a bad day.”
“Do they have any good ones?”
Watkins laughed. “Well, I’m more concerned with some of the basic concepts upon which our laws are based,” he said. “Society, for example, places far too much value on material possession. What about the sanctity of life?”
Amy raised her eyebrows.
“It seems to me,” Watkins continued, “that, these days, people who, say, embezzle a paltry sum from their employers; they often find themselves receiving convictions far in excess of people pronounced guilty of violent crimes.” He raised a final forkful of beef madras to his lips and paused there, looking Amy squarely in the eyes. “Murderers, even.”
Amy dabbed her lips with a corner of her napkin. “You’re right,” she said. “They should bring back the death sentence for people like him.”
“Pardon?”
“Uh, murderers. They should bring back the death sentence for them. Especially if they’re caught red-handed.”
Watkins was taken aback. The man had surreptitiously steered the conversation around to this subject so that he might garner her thoughts. He had half expected the woman to agree with his own opinion as a means of keeping up her pretence. But had he just detected a Freudian slip? Could it be that her views weren’t so very different from his own? He simply hadn’t allowed for that.
Fearing that he might have been wrong in his assumptions about Amy, Watkins cautiously guided the conversation back to safer territory. By the time that they were ready to head on home, he even found himself having to admit that he had somewhat enjoyed her company.
Later, when they parted, he gave her a peck on the cheek and immediately felt a pang of guilt.
Focus on the job in hand, he told himself again and again on the long walk home. Get closer to her, get closer to him.
Watkins lay on his bed in his cluttered bedroom, staring at a framed print hanging on the opposite wall: one of M. C. Escher’s wholly paradoxical structures. The picture started to swing. The glowing spirit ball began to form above his head. Moments later, the picture crashed to the floor as his will was catapulted into the ether.
This time, the etheric traveller crossed the manicured lawn of Kersey Moor prison without hindrance. Stepping clean through the heavy wooden door, Watkins found himself face to face with a stocky warder. The guard strode towards the new arrival, opened his mouth as if about to speak, and then passed through him as if he weren’t there. The warder’s expression had remained impassive throughout.
When Watkins negotiated the first interior gate, the immovable iron bars sliced through his body like cheese wire, yet he remained unharmed. After silently ascending a flight of stairs and coursing through another gate on the landing, he found himself in an inspection corridor that receded in both directions. Somehow, the man knew where he was heading: knew without knowing.
He turned left and walked past one cramped cell after another, getting closer to his prize with each and every step. And then he was suddenly there, standing outside a cell seemingly identical to every other.
Yes, thought Watkins, this is the one.
He stooped to peer through a tiny ‘porthole’ window in the door. Sure enough, Churcher was there. Solitary. Tossing and turning on a flimsy mattress. Dirty-white sheets, grey blankets. At that precise moment, the prisoner was undergoing a nightmare that featured pain, suffering and sure retribution. But Watkins wouldn’t have known that.
The traveller placed his hands hopefully against the cell door. The steel was cold and damp to the touch; unyielding.
Churcher was so close. Almost within reach, now.
A sudden warping and the building began to collapse like a house of cards. Watkins found his form shrinking and mutating once more. Within seconds, the little bubble of consciousness was again riding the ether home.
The unlikely pair were back in the lounge of the Crown and Sceptre pub. This time, they had ensconced themselves in a mustard coloured booth over by the window, almost as far away from the bar as one could get. Watkins had phoned Amy the morning after their trip to the Indian restaurant and they had arranged to meet again that very evening.
“Tell me about yourself,” he had said to her, some fifteen minutes earlier.
And then the floodgates had opened.
Now, Amy was leaning across the table, her Acapulco Gold pushed to one side and forgotten, as she recounted the years of physical and mental abuse endured during her loveless marriage to Gregory Churcher. Watkins had cupped one of her pale hands in both of his own. Every so often, he stroked her soft palm and delicate fingers, as if he were trying to smooth away the darkest peaks of her pain.
“I was afraid to leave him,” she explained. “I knew that Greg would hunt me down and claim me back, and then my life would be even worse than before.”
Watkins squeezed her hand. He suddenly felt the urge to tell her everything but he only bit his lip and remained silent.
“And he had his extra-marital relations, too. Oh, yes, there were plenty of those. He always came back, though. He always...fucking...came back.” Her voice broke, then, and Watkins was left waiting patiently for her to continue. “He used to tell me it was because the others meant nothing and he only really loved me...and I used to believe him. Well, at first, anyway.”
Watkins stroked her hand again, wishing that he could soak up the hurting. This wasn’t how it was meant to turn out. He hadn’t expected to like Amy in the least. But now he had to admit that he cared about this woman. He wanted to bring about a positive resolution for her. And that made it a little easier to do what he had to do.
“If only I’d known more about the darker side of his sexual nature,” she continued. “If I’d so much as suspected that he could...it never occurred to me, you see. Of course, it all seems so obvious, now...now that he’s...”
“Your husband’s not working abroad, Amy, is he?” Watkins asked, gently.
“No,” she said, “unfortunately, he’s much closer to home than that.”
“Amy, my name isn’t Henderson. It’s Watkins.”
“I know that, Niall, I worked it out.”
“He killed my daughter...” A single, bright tear dripped from his chin to the varnished tabletop.
“I know.”
“...and my wife.”
“Niall.” She eased her hand from his grip and gently rubbed his arm. “I’m so sorry.” A tear slipped down her cheek to drip on the table, joining the one already there.
“To lose Rebecca that way. And then for Laura to commit...ss...sss...” but his tongue seemed to freeze in his mouth and his lips refused to shape the word. “...just a few months later,” he managed to finish.
Amy was nodding. “I hate him with a vengeance,” she whispered.
“I loved them both so much...so much...and then he came and took them away.”
Their eyes were red-rimmed, their faces only inches apart. So close.
“I’ve filed for divorce,” she said. “But you and I still have to endure the coming trial. I wish he would just drop dead and solve all our problems.”
Tiny droplets dotted the tabletop between them, now: a scattergram of their misery and hatred.
“Me, too,” Watkins agreed. “Me, too.”
A little later, after he had walked her home, Watkins pecked her on the cheek again. He didn’t feel guilty any more. When he turned to leave, she threw her arms around him and didn’t seem to want to let go anytime soon.
“This is the lowest point, isn’t it?” she asked. “Things can only get better from now on, right?”
“Things can only get better,” he agreed. “And they will, too, you’ll see.” He walked away, then, praying that his parting smile had been convincing enough.
“Get closer to her, get closer to him,” he mumbled into the night, “get closer to her, get closer to him.”
Watkins stepped clean though the cell door and stood near the bed. He silently watched Churcher, endeavouring to ignore the stench of shit that emanated from a toilet bowl in the corner. The man was sleeping fitfully, again. The single driving force in Watkins’s life for more months than he cared to remember had been the anticipation of that day. Now he was finally there, however, he began to have misgivings.
Maybe I should just walk away from this, he thought. Who am I to judge this man? He’s evidently very sick.
He stepped closer to the bed, only inches from Churcher’s head. Can he yet be cured and placed back in society to fulfil some worthwhile purpose? The prisoner groaned in his sleep. Watkins thought of the way that they had found Rebecca and of the unspeakable things the man had done to her. She was only seventeen. And there had been so much blood. So much blood. He thought of Laura’s woe and of the only way that she had been able to end it. And he thought of the long and protracted trial that was to come and of his own suffering—and Amy’s, too. What was it that Amy had said earlier? ‘I wish he would just drop dead and solve all our problems.’
“No,” he muttered. “You cannot cure a monster.”
Churcher’s eyes fluttered open. The man was clearly awake, and he clearly saw Watkins; saw the intent in the man’s eyes. Flat on his back, held there by the force of Watkins’s will, the prisoner couldn’t move, couldn’t utter a single sound—a perfect contrast to the sleep gymnastics of only moments before.
“Gregory Churcher?” Watkins demanded. Merely a formality.
Churcher could only blink the affirmative.
Watkins dropped to the side of the bed. “Do you know who I am?”
Churcher blinked again. His face was a ghastly white.
Watkins narrowed his eyes and concentrated, harder than he had ever concentrated before. He thrust out his hands like a policeman ordering a driver to stop. A stylized eye had been drawn on each palm.
Churcher’s body began to ache as if a heavy panel had been dropped on it, only to be slowly and relentlessly piled with rocks. His gasps for air—the only sounds in the tiny room—became more and more desperate as the pressure increased.
Watkins had complete control.
“I loved them both so much...so much...”
The prisoner’s head was buried in the pillow; his eyes were bulging.
“...and then you came and took them away.”
Churcher’s face had turned blue.
“Oh,” Watkins said, getting back to his feet. “Just one more thing: your wife and I have gotten very close.”
He crossed the cell—his form already shrinking and wavering—followed only by Churcher’s stricken gaze. He paused at the door and turned, thrusting out his hands toward the prisoner, again.
“Goodbye,” he said.
But he needn’t have bothered: Gregory Churcher wasn’t listening. He had already exhaled his final, tainted breath and solved all of their problems.
ELDORAS
David Coulson’s nightmare began on a wet November evening back in 1970; a time when, some would say, Britain was just starting to teeter on the edge of the precipice of doom, yet still had the undisputed right to call itself Great.
David was sitting behind the driver’s cab on a near empty double-decker bus, and pointedly ignoring his younger brother, Steven. He was fed up with always having to chaperone the boy around for their parents. He gripped the rail on top of the seat in front and gazed out of the dirty, rain-streaked window, wondering, for the umpteenth time, how his life could be so boring.
It was then that the vehicle ground to a halt, and David spied the toyshop for the first time. The boy was mystified, because he was certain that when they had passed by that very morning, it had been an empty, boarded-up property, encrusted with flaking brown paint, nestled between an equally dull flower shop and a newsagent. Now, barely eight hours later, the store stood right out from its neighbours, as conspicuous as a fine jeweller in a fish market.
The newly painted shopfront gleamed deep blue in the twilight. An ornate sign had been fitted above the window; all kinds of toy vehicles and figures were depicted on it, speeding away from the elaborately painted word in the middle (almost as if they were trying to escape it). The letters were so heavily curlicued that, close up, they resembled characters from some ancient, long forgotten script; from where David was sitting on the bus, however, the name of the shop was unmistakeable: ELDORA’S.
David gaped at the toyshop, spellbound; the bus had halted right outside the place. The boy experienced a sudden, strong desire to sprint inside the newly discovered Aladdin’s cave, to feast his eyes on the treasures, within. But, if he did venture in there, he would be sure to get home late, and that would get him into trouble with his mother. She worried at the best of times but, in the light of recent events, she would more than likely be distressed. And that would surely turn into anger. So David gritted his teeth and tried his utmost to wrench his eyes away.
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