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Chapter 01:
Homecoming

 


“We have
a genetic fear of the unknown from being prey in

Africa.
Facing that fear is but the first step upon the Path


Transcendent” - Brother Vigil: Teachings p110 verse ix.

 


There was a
flickering of lightning in the skies above his head but Thomas
Lewis was content, walking alone along the shores of the Black
Mountains reservoir, watching streamers of mist forming amongst the
hillside trees and rising up into the dark-bellied clouds. He could
have stayed there for hours, hidden from the world by woods and
veils of rain but his father had just died and his mother awaited
him so he had no choice but to abandon this silence; this blissful,
wonderful silence.

As he gazed
down into the clear, rain-dappled water, a familiar, sinister
shadow formed beneath the surface. “Why do you keep watching
me?” he cried out. “For Christ’s sake, leave me alone!” He
grasped a nearby stone and hurled it at the centre of the darkness
with all his strength. The water fountained upward and the darkness
dissolved into fragments, dissipating like a shoal of vile black
fish but the sense of brooding evil lingered. “Damn you!” he sighed
as he massaged his red-rimmed eyes. Even here he could not
find peace…

Wearily, he
climbed back into his car and drove on down into Bwlch, the first
of the valley towns composed of endless tiers of drab, terraced
houses. He swerved and braked to a shuddering halt, narrowly
missing a lorry that was travelling far too fast for such wet and
narrow roads. As the horn-blasts and obscenities faded he realised
that the murmuring was back and the precious respite he had
found at the reservoir was lost. He pulled into a small lay-by to
rest his forehead upon the steering wheel in complete despair.
“Jesus, no!” he sighed.

He knew all too
well that the loathsome sound existed only inside his mind.
It was as if the town was privately revealing all its ugly little
secrets to him in a voice reeking of boarded-up buildings, choked
gutters and broken slates. It was more than just sounds: he
could feel the rain striking the heads of the passing
grim-faced pedestrians as they splashed through the puddles on
their sodden errands. Three old men paused by the car to glare
suspiciously in at him, their eyes resentful but strangely empty.
“Why are they staring at me?” he said savagely. “You’re nothing but
living ghosts!”

A hearse swept
slowly past at the head of a mourning convoy. He saw the faces of
two sad children gazing through the rear windscreen of the last car
- their misery distracted him and the defences he’d built to keep
the murmuring at bay, abruptly crumbled. He pressed his hands to
his temples, screwed his eyes shut and concentrated frantically but
it was too late: words had taken shape within his brain
again.

‘Daddy!
Where are you?’ the little girl in the car cried inside his
head, as clear as a bloody bell and her grief choked him.
‘Bloody rain, the baby’s wet again’, cursed the young mother
in silent frustration on the opposite pavement. Worse still,
stirring beneath these bright ‘voices’, he could sense the primeval
animus of the entire valley permeating
everything.

He drove his
fingernails hard into the palms of his hand and stared in
desperation at the bottle of sedative tablets on the passenger
seat. With the patience born of a long and private hell, he
carefully rebuilt the mental barriers that muted these unwelcome
‘voices’ to a bearable level. It was getting harder every time and
he was terrified of the day when he would fail and finally fall for
ever into utter madness and darkness.

“I am
not insane! I am not hearing their thoughts!” he said
over and over again, thumping the steering wheel rhythmically with
the palms of his hands, keeping time to the deep breathing exercise
his psychiatrist had taught him. The high-strength sedative was his
addictive fail-safe; the last chance which he feared almost as much
as the ‘voices’ that constantly tormented him.

He looked up
through his passenger window to see the three old men slowly
climbing the steep steps leading to the streets above. Despite his
efforts to block out their sour and ignorant thoughts, they seeped
into his consciousness and he ‘saw’ their bitterness and anger
ascend each step beside them as a faint but poisonous shadow he
knew all too well. “You’ve poisoned them body and soul, haven’t
you?” he whispered.

He imagined
that they were decrepit Incan priests climbing the terraced steps
of their temple for one last human sacrifice as their lands clogged
with those dying of imported diseases. Muskets and
Catholics, came the unbidden connection, lungblack and
chapels - the shadow feeds. Taking a pencil off the dashboard,
he scribbled the words down into a small note-book his psychiatrist
had given him. He added the date and time and a terse description
of the thoughts and sensations he had just experienced. “Peddern’s
going to have field day with this,” he muttered with a wry
smile.

As he headed
south, the straggling terraces of Bwlch merged seamlessly into
those of Cwm Crwys and then Pontybrenin - the transitions marked
only by vandalised road-signs - until his heart leapt at the sight
of the dead pit-heads of the Black Cat mines. He was
home.

He parked his
car in front of his parents’ house in Ayr Street and gazed fondly
at the blue peeling paint of the front door and the wilting,
battered flowers in the single window box. He recalled his earliest
childhood memory: curled up on the sofa in the back room, watching
the dancing flames of the fire; drifting down the rivers of infant
sleep to the drone of adult voices.

“Home,” he
muttered aloud as he held his raincoat lapels tightly together with
one fist and rapped the door sharply with the knuckles of the
other. “Be it ever so humbling,” he added as the rain plastered the
hair to his head and trickled down his face.

The door was
wrenched opened by his mother, Carol Lewis, a stocky grey-haired
woman whose more-than-weather-beaten face was softened by a
welcoming smile.

The chimes in the
hall-way made a brittle alien sound that was swiftly lost to the
windswept street. “Thomas, your Dad would have liked to have seen
you before the emphysema did for him,” she said bluntly. “So don’t
stand there like a drowning rat! Come in, cariad; get that wet coat
off you!”

She hung his
dripping raincoat on the hall-stand then hustled him into the front
room without another word before going into the kitchen to make a
pot of tea. He lowered himself luxuriously into one of the two
armchairs and resisted the temptation to put his feet up on his
mother’s cherished coffee-table. The armchairs had been much loved
and lived-in for decades by his family; they reeked of old leather
and tobacco smoke but they were still incredibly
comfortable.

He gazed slowly
with great affection around the room, remembering how seldom he had
been allowed into it as a child. The lace curtains hung limply,
drawing a dull white pastel film across the grey houses and skies
outside. The small drop-leaf dining table stood by the bay window
bearing an ornate lace table-cloth on which rested an ugly vase
filled with a riot of flowers whose colours clashed with the
subdued hues of a room decorated by conservative taste and dulled
by nicotine.

A plain walnut
sideboard stood primly against the wall opposite the fire with a
dining chair precisely positioned on each side like sentries on
guard duty. He was concerned to see unopened letters scattered
amongst the photographs and ornaments - it was obvious that his
mother was not coping well.

A few moments
later, she returned carrying a tray bearing two bone-china cups,
her best tea-pot and a pyramid of assorted biscuits on a large
bone-china plate. She carefully set the tray down, poured them both
a cup of tea and settled herself down into the other armchair. She
studied her eldest son as they drank their tea in silence
punctuated by the ticking of the mantle-clock: his wet black hair
was uncombed; his shirt and tie were in need of ironing; he
obviously hadn’t shaved that morning; his face was pale and
unhealthy-looking and he had lost a lot of weight since
Christmas.

“Thomas, you
don’t look well, cariad,” she began directly but she could not
resist airing her grievances once more: “You could have kept in
touch a bit more often, you know! I’ve been worried sick about you
and you were not at the flat when I phoned about your Dad and I’ve
lost your mobile number: that’s why I got Hannah to ring you at
work.”

“Sorry, Mam,
I’m installation manager so Colex has been sending me all over
North Wales and Merseyside so I haven’t been home to the flat for
weeks. To be honest, it suits me down to the ground - the
pay is good and it keeps my mind occupied.”

“Are you
still seeing that psychiatrist?” she asked carefully. “You said you
were still hearing all those voices in your head when I rang you
last.”

Thomas began to
feel a little angry at the lack of empathy in his mother’s eyes.
“I’ve tried explaining it to you so many times, Mam,” he said
testily. “But you’ve never listened to me even as a child.”

“But hearing
voices in your head all the time is not healthy,” she
protested.

“Look, it’s
my problem, Mam. Peddern has told me that you discussed me
with Young Doctor Ferris two months ago. I wish you wouldn’t - the
Ferrises think the family is stark raving mad enough as it is.”

She looked both
guilty and angry as a deep red flush crept across her broad cheeks.
“Yes, I have talked to him and his father,” she said
defensively. “If I’m going to end up having to look after you, I
need to know exactly what your problem is.”

Thomas ground
his teeth before replying and straightened up in the chair. This
situation was surreal: his father was lying dead upstairs and all
his mother could focus on was the ‘failure’ of his damned
treatment. In the past, he would have stormed out at this
point and slammed the door but she was clearly deep in shock and
mourning so he suppressed his usual irritation and continued in a
gentler tone: “Look, Mam. The last five years have been hard. I’ve
been through a messy divorce that’s cost me my house and most of my
salary.”

“Yes, I
understand that, cariad…”

“Kathryn is
making access to the kids impossible which means I have to
go back to court again to see Amy and the twins. I can’t keep a
girlfriend for more than a week and I know I drink too much
in the hotels! But don’t worry, Mam, I am not about to go
twp because I can’t afford the luxury of becoming a
basket-case. My problems are stress-related so stop fretting about
having to look after me - it’s not helping.”

“But the
voices!” she persisted.

Thomas lay back
in the chair and massaged his temples before replying even more
calmly: “Jesus! I really wish I’d never mentioned them to
you as a child – it was bad enough with Dad, Claire and Graham
blaming me for all those poltergeists you say you saw
- as if Pontybrenin wasn’t famous enough for its ghosts and
hauntings! Listen, what I have is like having tinnitus - you know:
that ringing you get in your ears from loud noises or infections –
only it’s inside my head, okay? If I concentrate, I can pick
out single ‘voices’ but most of the time I try to block it out.
They’ve run all the tests but there’s nothing physically wrong with
me. All that Peddern and the others tell me to do is reduce my
stress levels and keep these damn happy pills handy.”

He reached into
the pocket of his jacket which he’d placed on the floor by his
armchair. Sweat was already mixing with the dampness of the rain as
the room was stifling. Despite the humidity of the day there
was a small coal fire burning in the grate – almost an act of
rebellion in these days of global warming. He extracted the bottle
of sedative tablets from one of the pockets and rattled the
contents. “If I have one of my ‘turns’ I’m supposed to take one of
these,” he said gloomily. “But once I start on this stuff
there’s no turning back: they’re incredibly addictive.”

He was staring
at the fire as he said this and noticed a slate ash-tray on the
hearth. There were also two empty cigarette boxes placed together
with one standing as the headstone to the other’s grave and he
smiled at the unintentional metaphor: “Speaking of addictions, I
thought you’d given up the fags!”

She placed her
cup and saucer on the table and defiantly lit up a cigarette and
exhaled a cloud of smoke towards the fire. “I’ve been smoking for
forty years, Thomas,” she said pointedly. “And I’m not going to
stop but maybe when I move into Edith’s, I’ll have to give them up
– now what’s the matter with you?”

A complex
mixture of emotion and acute weariness had overwhelmed him and he
slumped in the chair, exhausted, with his eyes screwed shut and his
fingertips pressed to his temples. “I feel a bit hung over, Mam,”
he lied easily. “There was a bit of a do last night as we’d
finished the installation early and the boss said thanks with a few
rounds. That’s why I couldn’t drive straight down last night when
Hannah rang. I set out first thing this morning with a thumping
headache and it’s taken me ages to get here because of the flooding
on the link roads. I think I’ve got a bit of a migraine coming on
as well. You wouldn’t have any aspirin, would you?”

“Even better -
I’ve got some migraine tablets in the kitchen. I’ll get them for
you!”

Whilst she was
out of the room, Thomas closed his eyes and sank quickly into a
deep and formless slumber, drawing his arms in about his chest as
he did so.

She returned
with the tablets and stood crestfallen by his armchair, looking
down at her sleeping son. She put the tablets on the coffee table
before snatching up her newspaper and returning to her own
armchair. She noted his rapid irregular breathing and the
perspiration forming on his forehead and she became deeply worried
- she’d seen him like this too many times before.

“That’s typical
of you, Thomas,” she said aloud as she lit up another cigarette.
“Bloody typical!”

 



Chapter 02:
Leather and Fire

 


He stared
incredulously at his hands upon the steering wheel and almost lost
control of the car he was driving. Automatically, he corrected his
course, thankful that the road appeared empty of traffic. He
glanced up at the sky which, through the tinted windscreen, was a
steely blue with a peculiar purple hue close to the horizon.
Through the tinted windows he saw rural scenery pass by -
well-manicured fields glowing an intense, lysergic green and dotted
with large, well-ordered farms. Giving himself up to the logic of
the dream, he turned the car into a tree-tunnelled drive that led
to the large Georgian mansion he knew so well.

Intrigued by
the incredible detail he was experiencing, he parked the car,
picked up a set of keys and a package of documents from the
passenger seat and got out. The car was cobalt blue and sleek,
sporting two stylised letters ‘HF’ as a radiator badge. It reeked
of opulence and he could smell the expensive leather
upholstery. He ran his hand along the roof, noting how the heat of
the metal made a sharp contrast to the deliciously cool and
air-conditioned interior.

“Leather and
fire!” he murmured approvingly but pulled his hand sharply away as
the metal had grown uncomfortably hot beneath the broiling sun. He
bent down to look inside the interior of the car and noticed two
bottles of ultra-violet blocking cream on the rear seat. He shaded
his eyes to look up at the sun which pricked at his forehead.
“Perhaps the ozone layer has gone to hell here… wherever in my
subconscious this world is supposed to be,” he reasoned aloud.

He touched the
palm of his scorched right hand, acutely conscious of the fading
heat and closed his eyes. He became faintly aware of lying slumped
in the armchair but his sleeping body was somehow super-imposed on
this intense imagery. He inhaled deeply and marvelled at the sound
of his own voice when he tried a sharp yell which echoed
convincingly off the mansion walls.

He closed the
car door and bent down slightly to study his dream-self in the
tinted windows. His thick moustache made him laugh contemptuously
as did the wide lapels of his expensive old-fashioned suit.

“Why,
hello, dear boy!” he mocked at his reflection. “This was
what the old father-in-law wanted you to be, wasn’t it? A family
lackey with no dress-sense and no backbone! But why has my
subconscious brought me here? What the hell does it all
mean?”

His reflected
alter-ego did not reply but merely cocked an inquisitive eyebrow
back at him. The mansion was surrounded by well-groomed gardens and
shallow, enclosed terraces sweeping gently down to the manicured
lawns. There were a few subtle differences to the place he
remembered but the eastern edge of this estate contained the same
ancient woods that he loved to explore with his small children when
the in-laws became unbearable. The tops of several trees looked
scorched and stunted and there were no birds in the air but he
could hear them calling to each other from the shadows of the lower
branches.

A bitter-sweet
memory of his eldest daughter, Amy, diving into mounds of autumn
leaves, welled up within him with such force that tears sprang into
his eyes. He paused in puzzlement for he could physically
hear the boughs whispering thirstily in the breeze. The sun
was sweltering and as he shaded his eyes to look up the mansion
again, he felt a bead of sweat trickling between his
shoulder blades. He placed a hand under his jacket and clearly
detected a heartbeat beneath the ribs.

He looked down
at his left hand and was surprised to see that his third finger
sported a thick gold ring which had belonged to his grandfather
with his grandfather’s initials ‘JD’ ornately engraved upon it.
This was the very ring that he’d lost at the burglary at his flat
on City Road and he was now exquisitely aware of its shape and
weight against his flesh.

Intrigued, he
flexed his shoulders and experimented with the complex interplay of
muscles, skin and costly jacket material of his dream-self. He
began to feel apprehensive and looked quickly about while breathing
in deeply through his nose as part of the calming exercises Peddern
had taught him. He saw no obvious signs of danger but the filling
of his lungs with the sharp odours of the arid, new-mown lawns did
little to reassure him and a fluttering of panic quickly formed
within his chest.

There was no
sign of life behind the windows of the impassive Georgian facade
and he held up the documents and keys in his left hand. “This is no
dream!” he shouted and shook his head and shoulders violently in an
effort to awaken. “You can’t feel a dream! You can’t
smell a dream! Not like this! Not in this much detail! It’s
impossible!”

His sleep was
regularly disturbed but he forced himself to admit that the
dreaming and the nightmares grew more disturbing, more
intense during peaks which followed a five year cycle and
the last peak was exactly five years ago. “Oh, God, no! Not
again! Not now!” he groaned, rubbing at his forehead
frantically. Fighting down his mounting terror, he decided to open
the front door and enter the house in the hope that the mansion
itself could provide some form of rationality or escape.

The ornate oak
door opened easily with the first key he tried and with a sigh of
relief he closed it behind him and leant against it to steady
himself. The interior was blissfully cool and when he had recovered
sufficiently he examined the documents he’d brought in with him.
The mansion still bore the name he knew so well: Fomault Hall. It
was inscribed in gold leaf on the cover of one of the documents but
as he read through the papers he felt his unease grow again.

He found a
letter explaining that his father-in-law had died insane and that
the entire estate was now on the market with Kathryn and himself as
the main beneficiaries from the sale. The thought of still being
married to Kathryn and his over-bearing father-in-law being so
generous made him smile ironically.

This was
definitely Fomault Hall but the interior defied common sense.
Brilliant sunlight streamed through the tall windows, none of which
had any blinds or curtains, into what should have been a large
entrance hall set with a chandelier and grand sweeping staircases
leading to the upper stories. He recalled that his father-in-law
had always fancied himself as an avant-garde artist and for years
he had wanted to redesign the ancestral home to ‘make a statement
about the redundancy of modern architecture’. In this dream-world
the old man had carried out his plans and there was now just a
plain and unfurnished corridor that ran around the entire ground
floor of the mansion.

There were a
row of doors opening into the corridor and every door was propped
opened at a precise right-angle to the frames. Curious, he placed
the documents upon the floor and walked warily down the
corridor.

“This is
definitely the house of a madman!” he said aloud, his voice
sounding dead in the dusty stillness of that bizarre mansion. “Or
the mind of a madman asleep in a chair,” he added nervously.

Each room was
narrow and clinical, as empty as a pledge, uncarpeted with no
visible light fittings and painted a featureless white. Every room
had an open door at the far end through which he could see the
windows on the opposite side of the house. Each one he inspected
was identical and there were thirty-two of them. More disquieting
still, there was no sign of any stairway or access to the floors
above.

The only sound
he could hear was the muffled thud of his patent leather shoes
striking the polished flooring. Heady resinous scents rose from
beneath his feet as the sunlight raked through the curtainless
glass and baked the boards. He looked around carefully but he could
not detect any air conditioning vents and so failed to understand
how the floor could be so hot while the air remained so cool and
fresh. He decided that it had to be another quirk of his
subconscious that Peddern would have to sort out later.

He concluded
that there was little point in remaining in the empty mansion and
began to walk back to the front door, the sunlit dust motes
swirling in his wake. He stopped, deciding impetuously to test the
limits of this dream-world and deliberately punched a door frame.
To his horror, he clearly heard the impact of bone on wood and
discovered that the pain in his knuckles was excruciatingly
real. Dumbfounded, he stared at the dented frame and
massaged his damaged hand.

He recalled
that in previous bouts of intense dreaming he had always struggled
against an unseen enemy, thrown from one frightening scene to
another until he thought he would go insane. Here, it was
different: for the first time he felt solid and real,
inhabiting an alternative body that still registered waves of pain
as a result of the bruising to its knuckles.


Self-consciously, he danced a little jig in the corridor, revelling
in the new experience and laughed out loud. A small part of his
mind was still calmly aware that he lay asleep in his mother’s
armchair but here he had conscious control of a body that was
obviously an alternative version of himself and he knew
instinctively that he was not insane.

Somehow, he
also knew that this was a transition and some
important connection had finally been made. Instead of a nightmare
roller-coaster through hundreds of places, people, wars and endless
horrors he was now fixed in one place. The curse that had
tormented him and frightened his family and friends all his life
had suddenly been transformed into a wonder. He stretched out his
arms and laughed again, filled with an invigorating mix of relief
and astonishment - now if only he could wake up and then return at
will, this could become very interesting indeed.

His laugh was
cut short as the air in the corridor grew intensely cold and he
shivered as his breath misted about him. A tingling sensation
crawled across his skin as if somebody had set a gigantic Van der
Graff generator in motion causing an immense and dangerous
electro-static charge to build up about him.

He was startled
to see through the two open doorways of a room, a sphere of intense
white light hovering in the corridor that ran along the opposite
side of the house. As he stared, a wave of insensate malice
suddenly radiated from it, knotting his stomach, raising the hairs
on the back of his neck and sucking the strength from his limbs. It
wasn’t a physical blow but something that attacked the psyche
itself and he staggered back several paces as if struck by a huge
fist.

His heart
laboured as he dragged his eyes away from that dreadful hypnotic
glow with an immense effort of will. He forced his leaden legs into
motion and shuffled awkwardly towards the front door. Out of the
corner of his eye he could see through the pairs of open doors,
that the burning malignancy was also moving along the opposite
corridor, keeping parallel to him. The damn thing is stalking
me, he realised in horror, evoking the memories of so many
childhood nightmares. A word for this nemesis bubbled up from his
subconscious: Seeker.

Determined not
to panic, he reached the front door which, in true dream-world
fashion, he was unable to open. Not illogically, not in the typical
suspense of reason in true dreaming but because it was a modern,
solid dead-bolt system and he had snapped the key in the lock in
his haste, driving the broken end into his index-finger, drawing
blood and a gasp of red, real pain. If he could be hurt in
this dream-world, he realised suddenly, perhaps he could also be
killed.

Hurling the
bunch of keys aside, he immediately bolted along the corridor but,
through those pairs of pointless doorways, he saw that the deadly
sphere was easily keeping pace. Setting his sights on the end of
the corridor he ran and ran through what seemed to be an eternity
of adrenaline-stretched time, hoping to gain enough momentum to
take him through the window and to safety.

He reached the
corner and, just as he had expected, the sphere was lying in wait
at the turn in the corridor and it darted forward at an incredible
speed, expanding to intercept him. He leapt into the blossoming
arc-light, throwing an arm up to protect his face but space itself
twisted about him and consumed his body. The agony was unbearable
and as his consciousness flared into black nothingness he beheld
within that dreadful light a familiar face corrupted by an
unspeakable evil. The features were contorted by an eternity of
ceaseless hatred and the eyes burned with dark inhuman pleasure as
they watched him being destroyed. He screamed in utter child-like
terror: “Father! No!”


~~~~~

His eyes
snapped open and he stared wildly for a few moments at his mother
as she quietly sipped her tea in the chair opposite with the
newspaper folded upon her lap. “He’s upstairs, love,” she said in a
still, soft voice. “You’ve been asleep for about twenty minutes but
I don’t think the nap did you much good. You look dreadful! I made
you a fresh cup of tea. Drink it first, then I’ll take you upstairs
to see him.”

His hands
trembled violently and he had to concentrate hard for several
seconds to bring them under control. He closed his eyes and
perceived faint blue sparks which quickly faded. He breathed in
deeply and drew upon all his meagre knowledge of meditation
techniques in order to calm himself down. ‘The jewel in the
lotus. The jewel in the Ferrari’ he intoned silently with a wry
smile. ‘Be it ever so mumbled: there’s no chant like
‘Om’.

It was no good.
He could never take all that mantra nonsense seriously and
Peddern’s techniques were of little use either. He took comfort
instead from the time-frayed fabrics of the old armchair and the
familiar smells of the house he was born and grew up in. He rubbed
his hands across the fading leather oblivious to his mother and the
pain and concern playing across her heavy features as she watched
him intently.

He cradled his
teacup gratefully, missing the faint clink of metal on the bone
china as he raised it to his lips and drained the fresh brew
gratefully. His mother’s eyes and ears, however, missed nothing, as
he knew to his cost as a boy. He’d quickly learnt not to lie to her
even though he had never understood the reason for her sharpness
with him as a child.

“You lost
father’s ring when it was stolen from your flat on City Road!” she
accused, her Valleys accent harsh with fear. Placing the cup
gingerly back onto the saucer he held up his hand to inspect the
ring which was indeed his grandfather’s with John Dawes’ initials
clearly etched upon it. The colour drained from his face and he
pulled it off his finger quickly and placed it on the coffee table.
The metal had suddenly become unpleasant to the touch, writhing and
squirming against his skin.

His mother was
both puzzled and annoyed and she reached across to pick up the ring
only to replace it hastily upon the table and rubbing her fingers
together in distaste.

“When I’d heard
the ring had been stolen in the first place,” she explained slowly,
glaring at him as she pulled out a small paper package from her
cardigan pocket. “I checked with the local police every month for
the last two years, which is more than you ever bothered to
do!”

After an
awkward silence, she continued: “They were sick of me, I can tell
you, so when they raided the Sheppards two weeks ago they
recognised father’s ring on Dan’s hand. It was Geraint who’d turned
your place over. He admitted a lot of other burglaries as well but
he’s already doing three years for assault. I’m surprised that the
police haven’t got in touch with you to check if anything else of
yours was found in the raid.”

“The point is,”
she added, unwrapping the package. “I didn’t expect you to get a
copy made so you’ve spoilt the whole surprise of
this.” With a little flourish she placed an identical golden
ring next to the one already on the table.

He swallowed
hard before speaking: “The police didn’t contact me about Geraint
or the ring because they don’t have my current address. Geraint
only took some cash and a few discs anyway so I didn’t bother
chasing it up,” he apologised quickly. “I should have done but I’ve
had my hands full with Kathryn, the kids and the job. But I
didn’t make another copy of the ring, I swear to God!”

He reached
forward to tip the biscuits onto the tray and place the alien ring
in the centre if the plate.

“When I came
into the house, this,” he assured her, indicating the ring.
“Was not on my hand! I can’t explain it!”

She could see
clearly that he was telling the truth and she began to get a little
frightened. This had happened so many times before and she knew she
could never face it again - she no longer had the strength.

“Look, Thomas,”
she begged nervously. “Don’t do this to me again. Please! Not
now of all times! I’m just not in the mood for any more
incidents. I…”

A sharp
explosive crack cut her pleading short. Her eyes widened as she saw
that the ring had vanished and the plate had splintered into
several pieces upon the tray. There was a faint smell of ozone.

“What the hell
did you have to do that for!” she wailed. “That was my best bloody
china!”

 


 



Chapter 03: Deep
Scything

 


Carol waited
impatiently on the landing as Thomas paused on the stairs,
reflecting on how certain smells, sounds and textures could trigger
powerful childhood memories and how potent they remained after all
these years. He felt that his childhood had somehow been woven into
the threadbare fibres of the stair and landing carpets. During
their brief freedoms while their father was at work or at the Club,
he had played happily on those stairs with his brother and sister,
often sending avalanches of toys, balls and young bodies down into
the hallway below.

“Let’s get this
over with,” she grumbled down at him, still deeply annoyed about
her smashed plate. “Graham and Claire will be here soon and I don’t
want his room cluttered with people saying goodbye.”

She wriggled
her fingers in a small gesture of irritation at the inadequacy of
the word then turned to lead the way into the small back bedroom
that had once been his own. His father had used it for several
years because there had been no room for the oxygen bottles and
nebuliser in the main bedroom. For the last two months, Gregory
Lewis had lain helpless and bedridden as the minute blades of coal
dust finished their deep scything within his lungs.

The bedroom had
been redecorated in dark pastels and filled with his father’s solid
oak furniture, much of which had belonged to his parents before him
who had carved astrological symbols into the panels. The thick
velvet curtains were drawn and the small ceiling bulb only served
to emphasise the sombre effect of the decor. The only splash of
colour was a rugby poster which his father, for some unknown
reason, had mounted in a heavy oak frame over a portrait of his
parents.

In the shadow
of the oxygen cylinders, masks and medicines which had sustained
him for so long, lay the body of Gregory Lewis one week away from
his official retirement. His once-powerful frame lay beneath a
single sheet of clean linen with his arms above the sheet and
neatly laid at his sides. His face was flour-white and waxen,
awaiting the attention of the undertaker’s art but, chillingly, his
bleached and rheumy eyes were wide open and staring defiantly at
the ceiling.

“The daft
bugger said he wanted to look Death in the face,” his mother
explained sadly. “I heard him cough as he usually did about nine
yesterday evening after some supper. I thought he was okay as he
had the radio on and he had stopped coughing only I didn’t know
that he hadn’t used the medication or the gas. He knew it was his
time, I suppose.”

Distractedly,
as she was speaking, she was smoothing out some imaginary creases
and wrinkles in the sheet but as she straightened up again, her
back audibly cracked and she winced.

“So I found him
like this about a quarter to eleven when I went to take him his
cocoa and empty his catheter bag. I phoned Ferris and Bridewell
first thing,” she continued sadly, rubbing at the small of her
back. “There was no point in ringing the ambulance as he was as
cold as a block of ice - just look at him! Lying there as calm as
you please! After Ferris left, Bridewell helped me wash him, put
his best shirt and trousers on and change the sheets and blankets
as they were all soiled… you know...”

Her words hung
in the shrouded air, letting the organic traces of her husband’s
final moments pass by unspoken and sterilised. The room was
drenched with scented aerosol sprays but they failed to mask the
lingering odours of faeces and urine.

The unseeing
eyes unnerved Thomas and the constant murmuring in his head took on
an ugly, gloating tone which was difficult to ignore. “Why have you
left his eyes open?” he demanded with a bitter edge to his voice,
pointing at his father’s unmoving face.

She sighed
deeply but her own eyes were unfocused, as each word had fallen
like a fist or callused hand pressed urgently upon her soft breast.
She smiled faintly as she recalled the pit-prop groanings of
Gregory’s lust and cherished what little warmth he had shown her
over the years.

“He forbid me,
Thomas, he forbid me!” she said painfully after a few
moments of silence. “He actually boasted of this down at the
Club only a few months ago...oh, naturally George the steward was
good to us. He always rushed him home when the coughing destroyed
his evening. Not surprised, mind! That damn club was founded on
your father’s drinking! So he said to his cronies that he wanted to
go out the same way as he went through life: boots on and his eyes
wide open!”

He deliberately
removed the unlaced working boots and put a pair of black slip-on
shoes on his father’s feet. He replaced the sheet then reached
across and gently closed his father’s eyelids before touching his
father’s cold, waxen face with the only show of affection he had
ever made since reaching thirteen, having learnt to keep well out
of the old man’s way. He placed a hand on his father’s chest and
kissed his forehead. “Safe journey, Dad,” he said finally.

“I loved him,
Mam, despite all he did to us,” he whispered softly as he guided
his mother out of the room. “But I… don’t feel any grief for him...
maybe after the funeral I will but not right now.”

At the door he
turned to look back at his father and silently cursed the old
miner’s coarse and brutal manner. Even though his mother had
cleaned his corpse and washed his sheets and dressed him in his
best; even though she’d already made the funeral arrangements,
cancelled the home care and phoned round the family; there he had
lain, refusing to let her go, even when he was dead. His presence
still filled the house - a bloody-minded barrier to her
mourning.

They descended
the stairs and went into the kitchen together to make a fresh pot
of tea in a heavy, graveside silence and he carried it through to
the front room. As he carefully wrapped the shards of the shattered
plate in pieces of newspaper, she outlined the funeral details in a
tired, almost robotic voice. She described how Young Doctor Ferris
had already dripped off the death certificate and all the other
forms she would need to register the death, and pamphlets on how to
register the probate and deal with the estate, such as it was.
Given the well-defined nature of his lengthy illness he had told
her there would not be a post-mortem.


“Bridewell was going to take your Dad away this morning but
he couldn’t!” she said angrily. “Can you believe some
people? The only two undertakers in town had their hearses and cars
all vandalised yesterday. Tyres slashed, fuel tanks filled with
sugar, windows smashed. Not only here but up in Cwm Crwys as well.
Bridewell offered to use a hired vehicle but I told him I didn’t
want your Dad shoved into the back of some van on a stretcher. I
said your Dad was to go out of this house in a coffin and a hearse
or not at all. Bridewell wasn’t happy about it but he agreed to it
in the end. He’ll be back as soon as the hearse is
fixed.”

“Anyway, Graham
and Claire should be here soon,” she informed him, absently ticking
off the items on her short, thick fingers. “They’ve both booked
rooms at the Brenin and the Chapel of Rest should be open at three
on Friday for a viewing with the funeral service booked for
Saturday morning. I’ve already put a notice in the evening
paper.”

She paused to
look at him keenly with one eyebrow expectantly raised. “And just
where will you be sleeping tonight, then?” she asked
archly.

He was taken
aback for a moment by the odd, insistent tone in her voice. “No, I
won’t be sleeping here, Mam,” he replied, quickly grasping the
situation. “I’ve booked a room at the Brenin as well.”

His mother
relaxed visibly and he laughed wryly before continuing: “To be
honest, Mam, my boss was glad to see the back of me for a few days.
None of my networks have ever gone down - touch wood - so
I’m okay to stay here for at least a week on compassionate leave.
Would you believe he actually wanted me to stay on call but I told
him to get stuffed.”

“Good, I’m
glad,” she answered, relieved. “I’m going to spend the night down
at Edith’s. There’s absolutely no way I could sleep in this house
tonight. Last night was dreadful. The place was so full of
scratchings and creakings I hardly slept at all in the armchair and
my back is killing me. No way could I sleep upstairs with him laid
out like that. Oh, you’ll have to help me get some food and drink
in for Saturday... afterwards... you know... for when we come back
to the house. I’ve yet to phone the Club or his so-called friends
but I’m damned why I should…”

Her voice broke
and her eyes swiftly filled with tears. He rose from his armchair
and awkwardly tried to comfort her but the doorbell rang
insistently. Above the dull pattering of the rain against the
window panes, he could hear the bright, high voices of two very
impatient children.

“Later, cariad,
later,” his mother said hastily, drying her eyes with the hem of
her cardigan. “I must go and see to the little ones. Oh, we
must make sure they don’t wander upstairs.” She brushed his
outstretched hand aside and bustled past him to answer the
door.

“Family,
family, family!” he grumbled, letting his arm drop to his
side. He subsided back into his armchair, frustrated at losing a
rare chance to be a source of comfort to his mother.

He carefully
removed the annoyance from his face as Graham and Hannah and their
two young daughters, Tamsin and Gemma, entered with a flurry of
colouring books and chairs swiftly brought clattering and scraping
along the passageway from the kitchen. The girls smiled sweetly at
their ‘Grammy’ and gave her and their Uncle Thomas several
enthusiastic and unsolicited hugs and kisses before they seated
themselves imperiously at the table by the window.

The eldest,
Gemma, had already filched a plate of chocolate biscuits from the
kitchen and within seconds the two sisters were happily munching
through them while playing with their books and crayons and
wrinkling up their noses at each other around the hideous vase.
Thomas smiled fondly at his nieces, imagining the dire paternal
warnings that must have preceded such demure behaviour from those
two.

Gemma grinned
suddenly at him. “You’re so right, Uncle Thomas!” she
giggled, spraying biscuit crumbs from her mouth and leaving him
completely mystified.

Before he had
chance to speak to her, he was distracted by his brother who sat
himself down carefully on a kitchen chair next to him. Graham was a
large thick-set man, nearly two metres tall with very short black
hair and a neatly trimmed beard which bristled whenever he thrust
his lower jaw forward aggressively, punctuating his arguments like
an exclamation mark. He had Gregory’s large strong hands and ever
since the age of twelve he had consistently beaten his older but
smaller brother in their numerous and sometimes protracted
fights.

Thomas himself
was not a small man, being one metre eighty-five, weighing
ninety-five kilos and fairly athletic in build but his younger
brother was much faster and stronger than him. He also made Thomas
feel very guilty because, despite all his mounting business
problems and family commitments, he had somehow found the time to
visit their ailing father over the last two months. He had also
helped their sister, Claire, Carol and Hannah to wash and feed the
irascible old invalid who had fretted and chivvied at them
mercilessly and constantly drove the home carers away in floods of
tears. It was as if Gregory had blamed them all personally for the
indignities of being bed-ridden.

Graham was
genuinely pleased to see his older brother and some of the
care-lines lifted from his brow as he impulsively grabbed Thomas’s
hand in a bone-crackling grip and pumped it energetically.

“God, it’s good
to see you again, Thomas!” he beamed. “It’s been ages since
we saw you last and the girls have been missing their favourite
uncle, haven’t you girls?” he added loudly to attract his
daughters’ attention.

“And we
miss our cousins!” piped up Gemma cheekily, reminding Thomas
painfully of his own inaccessible children.

Graham smiled
indulgently and went over to Gemma to playfully tousle her hair,
forcing his daughter to try and bat his great paw away. “Gerroff
Dad - or Mum’ll tell you off like she did in the car!” she warned
him in a deliberately squeaky voice that made him laugh.

“It’s not been
a good year for us, has it?” Graham observed dryly, after seating
himself back on the kitchen chair which creaked ominously. He
accepted a huge mug of tea from Carol and gulped from it greedily.
“Ahh, thanks Mam,” he said gratefully. “I really needed that.”

Hannah was
dressed in her usual comfortable T-shirt and jeans and she had
already levered the trainers off her feet to relax luxuriously in
the other armchair, stretching her small frame out before snuggling
down as deeply as she could. “Carol, these have to be the
most comfortable chairs on the planet!” she purred contentedly.

Carol passed
her a cup of tea and, as always, found great pleasure in her
daughter-in-law’s company. “They’re like me, Hannah,” she laughed,
patting her ample waist. “Built for comfort!”

The physical
contrast between the two women could not have been greater.
Graham’s wife was fit and slim with a delicate bone-structure, an
elfin face and straight shoulder-length auburn hair. Carol believed
Hannah could have graced any magazine cover whereas she felt like
some cold-war Russian peasant by comparison, fit only for sweeping
clear the icy streets of Moscow. Even though she wore her best grey
blouse and skirt, a new white cardigan and had her long grey hair
swept back into an immaculate pony-tail, she could not help feeling
coarse and rustic next to her elegant and graceful
daughter-in-law.

The little
exchange between the two women drew a faint wry smile from Thomas
that Graham, still intently observing his brother’s face, could not
help noticing. A frown clouded his broad forehead briefly because
he was acutely aware of the strong unrequited attraction that
existed between Hannah and his brother. His jealousy was tempered
by trust and a deep affection for them both but he still directed a
warning glance down at Thomas who grinned impudently back up at him
- it had become a little ritual between them at family
gatherings.

“Excuse me for
a moment, you three. I haven’t seen my two little granddaughters
for months!” Carol declared suddenly and carried a kitchen chair
over to the table to indulge herself in watching her two
grand-daughters scribbling bright colours across the outlines of
the clowns and windmills in their colouring books.

She smiled
broadly as the sisters made faces at each other. “I see you two
found my spare biscuits quickly enough,” she laughed, pointing at
the crumbs scattered across the table.

Hannah sipped
her tea appreciatively in the depths of her armchair and turned
briefly to watch Carol quietly chatting to the children.

“That’s what
she needs, Thomas,” she observed quietly, breaking the
uncomfortable silence that had descended. “Because when Graham says
it’s not been a good time for us lately, he’s not kidding! Do you
know we had our first real row last week and damn near wrecked the
kitchen?”

“Oh, come off
it!” Graham hissed, rising instantly to the bait. His beard
bristled as he jabbed an index finger towards Hannah. “You mean
you nearly wrecked the kitchen. You were the one
throwing the plates at me, remember?”

“I’m not
going to argue, Graham,” she sniffed disdainfully but in a softer
tone she explained to Thomas: “The court cases have badly affected
the business. There’s no tenders coming in after all that stuff in
the press. Graham laid off ten men last week and there’s not enough
work left for the other six. He’s been working all the hours God
sends before coming home to bite our heads off. If that wasn’t
enough, we’ve got another court case due next month!”

Graham passed a
hand wearily across his eyes, grateful that the girls were
distracting Carol with their animated stories about school and
nursery life. “With the business starting to fail and Dad
dying, it’s all got too much for me,” he conceded. “I know it’s
been hard on Hannah and the kids and I have been out of
order at home. What more can I say except sorry?”

He leant
forward dejectedly to rest his elbows on his thighs. “You know
what, Tom?” he demanded bleakly of his brother. “I haven’t been
able to relax for months. No, tell a lie. It feels like bloody
years!”

He paused to
flex and straighten his powerful shoulders but it failed to ease
the stiffness in his great muscles. The dull pain from his injuries
was wearying him and he slumped forward again with a grimace. “My
shoulder’s giving me serious gyp,” he sighed heavily. He
interlocked his fingers and pressed his thumbs together before
staring at his hands, deep in thought and weaving another awkward
silence. “Have you heard any more from Kathryn or the kids?” he
asked bluntly.

“Very little,”
Thomas admitted, bitterly resenting having to talk about his
children. “Amy got her birthday present and card a day late, thanks
to Kathryn who ‘forgot’ to pass them on as usual so now Amy refuses
to speak to me on the phone. The twins were fine and we talked for
ages on Sunday until Kathryn snatched the phone from them and
slammed it down. Christ, I miss them all like hell,” he added
sadly.

“Since I lost
the house to her lawyers, she’s been buggering about with the
access so I’ve got to go back to court again - just to see
my kids once a month! I’m losing touch with them, especially
Amy.”

“I like the way
the Fomaults got her all those expensive lawyers,” Graham chuckled
mirthlessly. “When they hadn’t been speaking to her for years just
because she married you. I never liked her damned family and
they sure as hell never liked us.”

“Now you’re
back on the receiving end of lawyers,” Thomas reminded him
unsubtly, anxious to steer the subject away from Kathryn and the
kids. “Hannah didn’t say much about the court case when she rang
last night, so I don’t know how it’s going,” he said, acutely aware
of his brother’s need to talk about it. Hannah shot him an angry
warning glance over the rim of her cup but he ignored her.

Graham exhaled
noisily. “The main case finished last week back apart from some
minor details - but it’s the old good news, bad news scenario,” he
grumbled despairingly.

“I don’t know
whether Hannah told you, but my lawyers got some of the other
sub-contractors to testify in court that the site manager was
encouraging bad practice because of the unrealistic deadlines
Jawlings had used to win the main contract. Because I pressed for
compensation for Dave’s family instead of my company, we turned the
jury and we got a six-figure sum out of Jawlings who finally
admitted liability. That’s cleared my name in the courts at
least.”

“But the bad
news is...” he continued slowly, pausing to look meaningfully at
Hannah. “The day we got Jawlings to pay up, I took the senior
lawyer, Derek Slee, into the pub near the court. He’d got such a
good result, I reckoned I owed him a few drinks.”

“Unfortunately
for you, some of Dave’s family didn’t appreciate your efforts, did
they?” interrupted Thomas, nodding at Hannah. “Hannah mentioned
they caused a lot of trouble for you.”

“Well, now you
know as much as I do,” Graham acknowledged. “You can imagine how I
felt having got that settlement for Dave’s family and not a penny
for my lost business. As soon as we walked through the door, there
they were, waiting for us. They refused to accept that Dave died
because he’d been fooling about on dodgy scaffolding when he should
have been inside plastering the walls. Dave was such a sensible
bloke that even I couldn’t believe he would do that on my
time.”

“So instead of
leaving the pub like we should have done, we went up to the bar and
had a beer anyway. You know me, Tom: I had to make the point that
nobody tells me where I can have a pint! We just had
the one and when we tries to leave the bar, Dave’s brother, Peter,
gets in the way, doesn’t he? Then up gets two of his cousins who
are a bit on the large side to back him up. Like I said, Dave was a
good man and I miss him but his family are a complete and utter
waste of space.”

“Anyway, there
was this little twat standing there poking me in the chest and
calling me every name under the sun when Derek tries to explain
that we’d got all this compensation for the family. Appealing to
reason is a total waste of time with people like that because as
soon as he’d finished: bang! one of the cousins sends him
arse-over-tit into the barstools.”

He
enthusiastically demonstrated the unfortunate lawyer’s trajectory
with his hands and his eyes were alight with that excitement that
told Thomas that his brother was on all-too-familiar territory.
Thomas glanced surreptitiously at Hannah but her expression was
unreadable as she stared at her husband.

Graham smiled
grimly, picked up the mug of tea and drained it before continuing:
“Well, I lost my temper then, didn’t I? The little sod had been
poking me in the chest so I bent his finger back so that he sank
down to his knees. Should’ve broken it, thinking back on it. Then
one cousin grabs me by the neck and the other tries to kick me in
the nuts. Then Derek gets up and gets stuck in. Amazing! You’d
never believe a lawyer could scrap like that!” he laughed.

“Oh, come off
it, Graham!” Hannah snapped, her face clouded with anger and her
patience exhausted. “This wasn’t just another silly little pub
brawl, and you know it! You got yourself straight back into the
press and landed us with another court case!”

Graham’s beard
bristled alarmingly and anger smouldered in his dark brown eyes but
after a moment he subsided and raised a hand in acknowledgement
that, once again, his wife had a point.

“Okay, okay, so
it wasn’t a smart thing to do,” he conceded grudgingly. “Because
one thing led to another. Derek got punched back onto the floor so
I head-butted the one that did it and broke his nose. He was out of
the sports but the other cousin jumps on my back and I puts him
over my shoulder.” He glanced guiltily across at Hannah. “I’m sure
I didn’t think about it but I made sure he landed on the edge of
the pool table - just to loosen his ribs up a little.”

“Then Derek
yells something and I takes a blow to my shoulder and another
across my chest and I starts bleeding like a pig. I turns round and
there’s Peter waving this knife in my face and laughing at me. The
cheeky little bastard had stabbed me from behind!”

Thomas raised
an eyebrow. “Hannah didn’t tell me about that! Christ, Graham, you
could’ve been killed! How do you always manage to get into
these situations?” he demanded angrily.

“Oh, it gets
better,” Hannah interceded sarcastically. “One man down with a
broken nose and another down with broken ribs would have been
enough for most people but Graham decides to beat the living
daylights out of Peter and stuck the knife into his backside for
good measure. Then, with Slee propping him up, he staggered out of
the pub and straight into the arms of police who were just
arriving.”

“He ended up
with deep shoulder and chest wounds and, even then, Derek had to
stop him from picking a fight with the police. I was going to bring
you the press cuttings, Thomas,” she added acidly. “I know you
would have appreciated the headlines: ‘Employer Beats Up Family of
Dead Employee’, ‘Knife Fight in the Local’. You know how the local
press simply loves this sort of thing.”

Graham looked
at his brother helplessly and shrugged. “Derek’s bringing
counter-charges for assault using the pub CCTV footage but whatever
the outcome is, I’m losing tenders,” he admitted gloomily. “I don’t
know what to do any more.” He refused to look Hannah in the eye and
returned to the silent contemplation of his hands.

“I know you
didn’t expect Dad to be here but I think you should go up,” Thomas
said gently, breaking Graham’s bleak reverie by placing a hand on
his arm “He’s not laid out for viewing but I think you should see
him anyway. It’s why we’re here after all.”

Graham nodded
agreement and straightened up to stare thoughtfully across at his
daughters. Tamsin, who had just turned four, returned his gaze
calmly. “We don’t mind if you go up and see Gramps, Daddy. Got to
ask God if it’s okay though!” she said brightly.

“What
nonsense have you been filling her head, Graham?” Thomas
demanded, a little shocked.

“Nothing,”
Graham replied and swallowed nervously. “We’ve simply told her that
Grandpa’s gone to heaven. That’s what worries me most of all:
she’ll only remember her grandfather as an old man who coughed up
blood and swore a lot!”

Gemma smiled
and looked around her grandmother at them. “I won’t Dad,
‘cause I remember the big fair he took me to when I was
four! I remember the old Victorian carousel. We went on that twice
and it was him that wanted to go on the second time not me,
Grammy, honest!” she insisted sweetly.

Carol’s eyes
brimmed with tears again and she leant forward to place her hand on
her granddaughter’s cheek. “Bless you, little cariad, bless you,”
she whispered gratefully.

Coughing to
mask his feelings, Graham heaved himself to his feet. “If you don’t
mind, Mam, I’ll just pop up and see Dad - just for a few moments.
Hannah?” he inquired but Hannah pursed her lips and shook her head
firmly, rejecting the unspoken invitation.

“I’d
rather see him at the viewing,” she promised. “My last memories of
him were not pleasant, Graham: ‘this bloody tea’s cold, woman’ and
‘call this bloody cooking, woman?’” she said, mimicking
Gregory’s peevish tone of voice perfectly.

“I know he was
in pain but some of the things he said to me when I was alone with
him were much worse than that.” She looked across at her
mother-in-law for support, and added: “Much worse. No wonder
the carers quit - your father had some serious issues with
women.”

Graham nodded
understandingly and left the room as Tamsin wriggled about in her
chair by the window. She pushed her crayons away from her
impatiently. “Grammy! I’m bored,” she complained, ignoring
the warning glares from her older sister.

Hannah put down
her cup of tea and extracted a small, thoroughly
disreputable-looking teddy bear from her shoulder-bag.

“Oh, you
did remember Snuffles Mum! You were just teasing in the
car!” Tamsin exclaimed as she launched herself gleefully into her
mother’s lap and curled herself into a ball around her precious
teddy bear.

Hannah nuzzled
at her daughter affectionately. “They’re never too old to
cwtch, are they, Carol?” she murmured.

Carol chuckled
and ruffled Gemma’s hair again. “Ger-rorf!” Gemma shrieked
playfully, ducking away from her grandmother’s hand.

“Who broke the
plate in the kitchen, Carol?” Hannah asked innocently a few minutes
later while Thomas was reading the local morning paper. She had
noticed the shards poking through the newspaper wrappings on the
kitchen table. “Wasn’t that part of the Dresden china tea set we
bought you two years ago? Graham took ages to find it! I
don’t think we’ll be able to get you another plate like that.”

Hannah turned
to her youngest daughter angrily: “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Tamsin!
You’ll have to get down if you can’t keep still!”

Tamsin, who had
been squirming about like a puppy settling into a basket, looked up
sleepily at her mother. “Sor-ree!” she mumbled.

“Thomas was
sleeping and dreaming again,” Carol complained
archly, stressing the two words. Gemma, still pretending to crayon,
perked up and listened intently.

Hannah frowned
then regarded Thomas with deep concern. “Ah, I see. So
you’ve started having those dreams again.”

“Yes,” he
replied dejectedly but with a sarcastic edge to his voice. “I had
one just now while I was napping in the chair before you came.
Probably set off by the strain of my job, Kathryn and now Dad all
coming together, I expect. But if you don’t mind, Hannah, I’d
rather not discuss my medical problems in front of the kids!
It was you who persuaded me to go and see that quack, Smith, and
I’ve not had a decent night’s sleep since.”

Hannah looked
at him sceptically. “Doctor Smith is genuine and you know
it,” she persisted. “I would never have recommended him if he
wasn’t. When I first met your brother, he would always talk about
you and how these series of weird dreams would last several weeks
then at the end something always happened. He wouldn’t talk
about the details and that’s what made me curious because he was
the first person I’d met who’d been traumatised by somebody
else’s nightmares. As Doctor Smith was an expert in the
neurochemistry of sleep, I thought he could help.”

“I’ll admit he
did help me the first time I went to see him but after the session
five years ago, I’ve not been able to sleep more than a few hours a
night,” Thomas said angrily. “There’s nothing that unusual
about my dreaming other than a bit of sleep-walking, that’s all.
The five yearly peaks have to be a co-incidence. They seem to
happen during periods of intense stress like losing my Dad now or
those debts and financial problems we had five years ago.”

Hannah was
clearly unconvinced and she returned his gaze coolly until he was
the one forced to avert his eyes. She had a formidable will and
intellect, gaining a good degree in psychology at the city
university where Doctor Smith had been one of her tutors. He was
finding it hard to concentrate as the murmuring in his head was
growing louder and he could once again hear distinct voices phasing
in and out like a badly tuned radio picking up dozens of stations
at once.

“I’m serious. I
really don’t want to talk about it any more,” he said forcefully,
rubbing at his forehead.

Carol and
Hannah simply exchanged glances and said nothing, their silence
eloquently expressing their concern.

To his
astonishment, Gemma leant around her grandmother again to look at
him with a strange, enigmatic smile on her face. He felt a strange
pressure pierce the murmuring in his mind, almost like a
faint electric current, coalescing into a childish, mocking chant:
‘They don’t believe you! They don’t believe you! They don’t
believe you!’.

He blinked
several times to relieve himself of the peculiar tingling sensation
behind his eyes as his inner-ear rang with the faint echo of
playground noises and children’s laughter. He looked sharply at
Gemma, who smiled innocently at him before turning back to her
colouring book. Stunned, it was nearly a minute before he could
concentrate on what Carol and Hannah were saying about him:

“… he was
asleep again in that chair,” his mother was explaining to Hannah.
“I thought he was just having a nap after the drive, but I could
see he was having one of those dreams again. Now, of all
times! See that ring on his finger? That was my father’s ring.
Well, he woke up with another one just like it on his hand!
He put it on the plate only it vanished suddenly and smashed the
plate to pieces!”

She jerked a
thumb accusingly at Thomas. “So you can blame him for destroying
your present; his party tricks and his voices!”

Hannah studied
him closely, chewing her lower lip thoughtfully. “Still hearing
those voices as well?” she inquired. “Now, that is
serious.”

“Look,” he
sighed in desperation. “I’ve already apologised to Mam about the
plate and I said I would do my best to replace it. It was just a
daft trick that went wrong and I’m sorry about it,
okay?”

He was furious
with his mother for mentioning the voices and with Hannah for
bringing up the subject but he knew full well that he could never
intimidate either of them even if he’d wanted to. It was plain
Hannah did not believe a word he had said but before she could say
anything further she was interrupted by Tamsin squirming about on
her lap.

The little girl
finally secured a more comfortable position, muttered something
drowsily and patted her mother affectionately on the cheek. Hannah
was about to nuzzle her daughter again but she paused to look
closely at Thomas’s hand and frowned.

“You should’ve
put a plaster on that finger,” she pointed out. “That’s quite a
nasty cut you’ve got there.”

A bead of blood
had formed at the tip of his index finger and was about to drip
onto the carpet where a small blood stain had already formed
unnoticed. “Damn!” he cursed, sucking at the injury.

His mother
quickly swabbed up the drops on the carpet with a damp cloth from
the kitchen and insisted on swathing his injured digit with
sticking plasters.

“Thanks Mam!”
he said with some amusement, finding it impossible to flex the
finger after his mother had finished. Unseen by the two women,
Gemma smiled and curled her own index finger at him, as if it was
some secret sign that only the two of them knew, before returning
innocently to her colouring books and drawings.

Hannah began to
discuss the funeral arrangements with Carol as he studied his
plastered finger thoughtfully. He knew that he hadn’t injured
himself in the house so this cut must have happened sympathetically
to his real body when he had injured his dream-self. He had no idea
why it had only started to bleed now, but if he could be hurt in a
dream like this, he reasoned, then that thing, that seeker,
could easily have killed him. His heart raced as he relived that
final moment when that hellish light had exploded in front of his
face.

He looked up
sharply at the sound of a crayon snapping to find Gemma had gone
deathly pale and was staring rigidly at the vase, refusing to make
eye-contact with him.

 


 



Chapter 04: No
Fat Adonis

 


Thomas
discretely removed several pieces of sticking plaster so that he
could once again flex his injured finger but he was painfully aware
that Hannah was watching him closely, her soft, brown eyes filled
with a deep suspicion. He knew that she was about to pursue matters
now that Carol had reseated herself at the window table to offer
the distracted Gemma yet another chocolate biscuit.

“No more
biscuits please Carol!” Hannah pleaded irritably. “They’ve already
stuffed themselves with crisps on the way here. I want them to have
a proper dinner later.”

“But we’re
hungry!” Tamsin protested sleepily and roused sufficiently
to take another chocolate biscuit from her grandmother.
Exasperated, Hannah muttered a curse under her breath and fished
out a tissue from her handbag to deal with the resulting smug and
sticky mess.

While she was
wiping Tamsin’s face and fingers, she tried several times to steer
the conversation back to the broken plate and the vanishing ring.
Thomas, beginning to get angry, pointedly avoided the subject until
they were finally interrupted by the squeal of badly-maintained car
brakes in the street outside.

Thomas knew,
from the impatient, heavy clattering on the front door knocker,
that it could only be his younger sister, Claire, as she had always
hated the sound of the doorbell chimes. From the silence outside,
he also deduced that she must have come without one or both of her
children and he fervently prayed that her obnoxious husband,
Michael Andrews, was also absent. Carol went to the front door and
he felt a great sense of relief when only Claire and her eldest
child, Alicia, entered the room.

Grateful for
the excuse to avoid Hannah’s incisive questioning, he went into the
kitchen to fetch two more chairs, returning to refill the kettle
and place it once more upon the gas ring. He heard Graham moving
about in the bedroom above the kitchen and remembered how their
father always had time for Graham and he suspected that, deep down,
they really did respect each other despite the sporadic rows and
violence that plagued the family. He had always known that Gregory
saw more of himself in Graham and far too much of their mother in
him.

Waiting for the
kettle to boil, he stared up at the ceiling and thought deeply
about their childhood. He vividly recalled how a colleague had
suffered a nervous breakdown because of abuse she had suffered as a
child but she had never spoken to anyone about it until it was too
late. He began to wonder if the continuous babble in his mind was
the result of physical and psychological traumas he’d suffered as a
child. The beatings weren’t frequent or savage and many of their
friends had suffered worse as the Black Cat miners languished in
frustration on the dole, but it was the constant fear of Gregory’s
sudden explosions of rage that had been so difficult for his
children to deal with.

He felt
incomplete because he could feel no real remorse at his father’s
death but then he’d always kept his emotions locked away as a
defence against his father’s unpredictable behaviour - which in
turn had helped him to cope with his bouts of peculiarly tortured
dreaming as a child. Peddern had identified the tension in the
family as the source of his graphic sleep disturbances and had
suggested that the odd happenings that occurred were due to
sleep-walking. The nightmares had taken him to the brink of madness
on more than one occasion and had made personal commitment a luxury
he could ill afford - which was why, with the exception of Kathryn,
his relationships were so turbulent and short-lived.

Since the last
peak five years ago, he noticed he’d become unusually sensitive to
other people’s moods but he had managed to convince himself that he
wasn’t actually hearing their thoughts. Peddern was
beginning to persuade him that he was externalising suppressed
thoughts from his own subconscious as ‘voices’ within his mind.
Yet, despite the analysis, there was a strength within him, a
certainty that he really was reading the minds of others and
that Peddern and his asinine theories could go to hell.

As the kettle
began to boil, a cold thrill ran down his spine as he realised that
his niece had just spoken to him directly and as clear as crystal,
inside his head and she had reacted to his memory of the
dream!

His pragmatic
side immediately dismissed this revelation as impossible. A high
degree of empathy was one thing but clear communication by
telepathy was just not feasible. The only possible explanation was
that he had imagined her voice and her reaction at the table
just as he had imagined all the others voices and signs. He
breathed deeply and massaged his neck muscles to fend off a sudden
wave of maudlin self-pity: a trait he utterly despised in
himself.

Furthermore, he
had no rational explanation for the duplicate ring other than a
hallucination shared with his mother - which was patently absurd.
He also had no explanation for the cut on his finger other than a
self-induced injury while he was ‘asleep’. His hero, Nietzsche, may
have flirted with insanity in search of insight but he had no
intention of spending the rest of his days wandering witless in an
institution. He suspected Hannah would have gladly taken on the
role of Nietzsche’s sister, charging the curious to see the great
man shambling around the gardens and courtyards unaware that his
brains were irreversibly scrambled.

As he poured
the boiling water into the teapot he wondered what other
psychosomatic time-bombs were lying dormant in his subconscious
just waiting to explode. The memory of his father’s twisted face in
the dream made him shudder and he decided that now was not the time
for such speculation. Peddern would have to sort it all out later.
Right now, his family needed him, preferably with all his marbles
in the same canvas bag.

After taking
the tea tray into the front room he returned purposefully to the
kitchen and busied himself with making sandwiches. He noted, with a
deep respect, that his mother had somehow found the time this
morning to buy extra bread, cheese and ham.

He paused to
look around the kitchen, recently redecorated but unchanged in
style and layout since his childhood and he indulged himself in a
shameless bout of nostalgia, searching his memory for the positive
things in his upbringing. He drew comfort from the oak Welsh
dresser with its peculiar ‘green man’ carvings that dominated the
end wall and from the Edwardian sink beneath the single kitchen
window, full of dirty dishes. His mother still cooked her meals on
an ancient gas cooker that belonged in a museum but it was still
serviceable and spotlessly clean.

The rain
spattered noisily against the panes and he went across to look out
of the kitchen window. The small paved back yard was bare except
for a few bedraggled tubs of flowers and, through the rain
streaming down the glass, he gazed up at the backs of the dreary
houses of Cairn Terrace: the last tier of housing before the
farmland, woods and ridges above.

As a child he
used to sit by the sink on rainy days like this and imagine that
the monstrous foot of some mountain giant would suddenly come
plunging down out of the low clouds hanging over the valley and
reduce all the houses in the town to pulverised brick, slates and
mortar. Unless of course, he was ready with his spells and magic
sword…

“Oh, do stop
day-dreaming, Uncle Thomas!” Gemma interrupted in a
mischievous voice that shattered his reverie. “Grammy sent me in
here to find out why you were taking so long making the
sandwiches.”

Slightly
embarrassed, he turned to look down and study his little niece only
she was not so little now he soon realised. Nearly nine years old,
she regarded him with a steady frank look and he could clearly see
that she had inherited her mother’s gentle, brown eyes. She had an
expressive round face with a small button nose and a small mobile
mouth. She also had her mother’s rich auburn hair although it was a
shade lighter, tied back into a pony tail with a deep red ribbon.
She was dressed in a pink sweatshirt and slacks and red shoes which
matched the ribbon. The pinks and reds didn’t really suit her but
he knew they were Hannah’s choice, not Gemma’s.

He recalled how
quickly Gemma had matured. From the age of two she could use adult
sentence construction and quickly cultivated the annoying habit of
finishing other people’s sentences that was deeply irritating until
she had learnt to add a devastating smile to her little game. She
had read newspapers and books from cover to cover at the age of
four and it was her, more than her mother, who was teaching Tamsin
to read.

“I’ll tell you
what, Uncle,” she suggested cheekily. “If you’re going to do your
‘fart in a trance’ routine, as Mum calls it, shall I carry the
sandwiches through for you? We all happen to be a little hungry at
the moment, don’t you know.”

“I don’t care
where you got it from, young lady, but I don’t think you should you
use that language in Grammy’s house, understand?” he scolded
absently.

Gemma wrinkled
her nose up at him and stuck her chin out at him in a miniature
imitation of her father. “When Dad’s on the phone, he
always says things like that,” she countered haughtily.

Her smile faded
suddenly and she became incredibly miserable, staring down at the
floor and scuffing her feet. “But he’s been using the ‘F’ word and
the ‘B’ word a lot lately,” she confessed in a dejected voice.
“He’s shouting at me and Tamsin all the time and makes Mum
cry a lot too. She threw all the plates at him last week and we hid
under the stairs and put our fingers in our ears,” she added and
started to cry.

Instinctively,
he knelt down and comforted her, making soothing noises until her
sobbing subsided. Then he took hold of her shoulders and looked
straight into those brimming, fathomless eyes.

“Shh, listen,
can you hear your Dad? He’s crying too,” he said, pointing up at
the ceiling through which a muffled lamentation could be faintly
heard. She nodded mutely, wiping at her tears and looking up
anxiously at the ceiling.

“You must
understand that Grampy was in terrible, awful pain before he died,”
he explained gently. “That and all the business problems are what’s
upsetting your Dad, not you guys. He’ll be much better once this is
out of his system and the funeral and the court stuff is all over,
I promise. You’re going to have to be patient and grown-up for him
until then. Okay?”

He stood up and
handed her a tissue from a box on the fridge and she blew her nose
noisily. He handed her a plate of sandwiches and a packet of
digestive biscuits. “Here, you take these into the front room and
I’ll carry the rest through. Try to leave some of the chocolate
ones for Alicia.”

She curled her
lip in faint disgust at the mention of her cousin’s name. “I like
Alicia, I really do, Uncle Thomas. But she’s such a bubble
head!” she confided in an urgent whisper. “She makes Tamsin
look like a genius and she always wants to play with those
stupid, stupid dolls!”

He bent down
and in a quiet conspiratorial voice reassured her: “Gemma, whatever
difficulties your Dad is going through, he and your mother are both
well-educated. Your Dad’s got a degree in Engineering and
your mother has two degrees. Auntie Claire only managed one
O-level and she ended up as a hairdresser. Alicia’s dad is always
out working so she has no-one outside school to help her study.
That’s why she has not progressed as fast as you have. It’s not her
fault, understand?”

Gemma nodded
and sighed. “I know all that, Uncle Thomas,” she replied
testily. “I’m not entirely dim myself, you know! But when
she takes out her dolls and puts on that stupid baby voice,
I want to pull her hair out or throw up or…”

“Or both!” he
interrupted and laughed and, much to his relief, Gemma did too and
so snatching up his own tray he herded her along the corridor and
back into the front room.

Alicia wore her
finest clothes and sat quietly, clutching a large exquisitely-made
doll, at the table by the window. She was nervous and clearly
subdued by the large number of people in the small room. Gemma
ignored her cousin completely and pointedly moved her colouring
book to the other side of the table and listlessly began to colour
in a picture with her chin resting on a little fist.

Thomas set the
tray down on the coffee table as his mother was repeating all the
funeral details to Claire and berating the hapless Bridewell. After
pouring out several cups of tea, he handed one to Hannah who was
beginning to feel a little stir-crazy, pinned down by her softly
snoring daughter curled up cat-tight and comfortable in her
lap.

Claire was
explaining in her flat Valleys accent that she had just booked into
the same hotel on the Kingsway as the rest of the family.

“I know we only
lives half an hour away, Mam, but to be honest I’ll be glad of the
break from Michael and Derek. Derek’s being a right little
sod at the moment and Michael’s not much better. He’s finally
admitted that his business is in trouble which explains why he’s
been as miserable as hell lately. Sometimes, I don’t know what I
saw in him in the first place!” she concluded bitterly.

Alicia stirred
restlessly and her face was such a picture of misery that Gemma
stopped colouring and looked at her cousin with a worried frown on
her face. Settled back into the depths of his comfortable armchair,
Thomas could not resist teasing his younger sister: “Perhaps it was
because you couldn’t see around him!”

Claire was a
small, well-boned woman of thirty-two and the youngest of the three
Lewises. She had a large round face like her mother but had
immaculately cut short fair hair instead of her mother’s original
brown colouring and possessed intense blue eyes with which she
regarded her two older brothers with a curious mixture of warmth
and jealousy. She was intelligent and read voraciously but
she could never concentrate while in school. She went to college at
sixteen to train as a hairdresser and she had drifted aimlessly
from job to job until she met Michael Andrews. They produced two
children and her once-athletic husband had responded to his fading
prospects and parenthood by putting on at least six stone.

She gave her
eldest brother a withering look. “Michael’s not fat!” she
protested automatically. “And he’s not coming to the
funeral, either. He’s working from home all week, which suits me
just fine. He’s arranged for his mother to look after Derek if he
has to go out on business. I expect she’s already spring-cleaned
the entire house by now.”

“Not fat!”
Thomas snorted, recklessly pressing his luck. “Not fat? If he
dropped dead they wouldn’t bury him, they’d just paint a white line
round him and use him as a roundabout!”

“Stop it,
Thomas!” Hannah rebuked him sharply. “Here we are, getting ready
for a funeral and you’re picking a fight with your sister!”

“Oh, don’t
worry Hannah. I’ve had a lifetime of this from my brothers. I’m
used to it,” Claire assured her with a pained expression on her
face. “The sad thing is, they still think it’s funny.”

Claire turned
to gaze at Alicia, who was still fidgeting morosely in her
expensive dress, cradling her doll and looking sadly out of the
window. She put her cup down on the table and sucked at her lower
lip. It was obvious that she was conducting an internal debate for
a few seconds before she heaved herself to her feet and finally
announced: “I’ll just go up and see him for a few moments, Mam.
Won’t be long.”

Carol raised a
hand to stop her. “Graham’s up there, cariad,” she said quietly.
“Give him a few minutes more. He’s taken it really hard.”

Claire looked
surprised and slightly hurt. “So have I, Mam. He was my
father too, you know, for all his faults. And since you rang last
night, I’ve had to scream the house down just to get here! Michael
wouldn’t come after that row he had with Dad the last time he was
here!”

“But that was
three years ago!” Hannah protested, outraged. “He wasn’t
seriously trying to stop you coming to your own father’s
funeral?”

“Oh yes he was.
Three years is nothing to a Greek or so Michael claims,” Claire
explained angrily. “Even though he’s more Welsh and English than
Greek. Anyway,” she added defiantly. “I’m going up now
whether Graham damn well likes it or not.”

After Claire
had gone, Hannah stood up carefully and carried Tamsin, still fast
asleep, into the small dimly-lit living room which was cluttered
but cosy and contained the old sofa which was the match of the two
armchairs in the front room. Filled with an ancient colour TV,
sewing machines, cabinets, overflowing book cases, framed family
photographs, coffee table and a tiled Victorian mantelpiece, there
was that intimate familiarity that many rooms acquire as they age
with their occupants with family histories and tragedies weaving
into the very fabric of the place.

She laid Tamsin
gently down upon the sofa. A small domed clock on the mantelpiece
chimed the half-hour as Carol unearthed a small, warm woollen
blanket from the cabinet under the television and tucked it gently
around the sleeping child. Hannah fetched her handbag from the
front room, sat down on a small stool by the fireplace and lit a
cigarette while Carol tenderly looked down at Tamsin, drawing some
badly needed strength and encouragement from the sight.

In Carol,
Hannah could see Claire thirty years on. ‘Poor cows!’ she
thought then reproached herself for such snobbery. She herself was
the product of a very privileged middle-class background in the
suburbs, so who was she to judge. But then again, if it hadn’t been
for Graham and the children, she may have eventually finished her
doctorate and heaven only knew where that may have led her.

Her thoughts
soon came back to Thomas. She could hear him in the front room
playing with the two girls and trying to coax Alicia out of her
shell with some success. He intrigued her on many levels and she
was convinced that he really was extraordinary in some strange
way.

Her old tutor,
Doctor Smith had developed an obsessive interest in Thomas and had
frequently phoned requesting that if anything unusual happened
again, she was to let him know immediately. As Carol lit a
cigarette and sat on a stool by the grate, Hannah wondered briefly
what Doctor Smith was doing and whether she should call him now.
Tamsin coughed and grumbled in her sleep and both women guiltily
stubbed out their cigarettes.

“Carol?” Hannah
began, speaking quietly. “Do you think Thomas is really having one
of his ‘episodes’ again? Should I ask Doctor Smith to come up and
help him? You remember Jimmy: he popped in to ask you a few
questions several years ago.”

She leant
forward in a conspiratorial way and glanced over her shoulder at
the door before continuing: “Doctor Smith was a bit cagey about
what happened five years ago but, according to my old friends at
the University, the whole team begged Thomas for weeks to come back
but they just couldn’t persuade him.”

“Let’s see
now,” Hannah mused, half to herself, counting off the years on her
fingers. “He would’ve been sixteen when Graham was scared out of
his mind, twenty-one when he had that turn at university,
twenty-six and thirty-one when Doctor Smith and Kathryn were with
him and this now makes thirty-six. In other words, we know these
episodes occur at five year intervals. I don’t care what he says:
it’s too much of a co-incidence to be put down to simple
stress.”

“I’ve always
loved Thomas dearly,” Carol ventured tentatively. “But I’ve been so
worried for him all his life. The boys had a rough upbringing, as
you know. Gregory was always teaching them how to fight but, thank
God, he didn’t manage to destroy their interest in education. At
least I was able to see to that. I’m proud of them all, even Claire
in her own way.”

“He loved
Kathryn to bits but I just couldn’t stomach her airs and graces and
I can’t stand Claire’s husband. Michael gives me the creeps and I
do sometimes worry that he may raise his hand to Claire and the
children but, no, I don’t think Claire would ever let that
happen!” She laughed briefly, amused at the prospect but drifted
off into a speculative silence as she absently re-lit her
cigarette.

“Carol?” Hannah
persisted urgently. “Are you sure there’s nothing else about Thomas
that you haven’t told me or Doctor Smith? That business with the
ring is similar to the things that happened in the lab at the
University five and ten years ago.”

“What? Oh,
sorry love!” her mother-in-law apologised, startled out of her
reverie. “I was miles away. I was thinking of Claire as a little
girl standing up to her father and the amazement on his face. He
never smacked her again after that! Well, I haven’t discussed
everything with you or that Doctor Smith, who, if you ask
me, was a bit rude. When Thomas was six, I remember he had a bad
few weeks and we didn’t think anything of it then but when he was
eleven it was very bad indeed.”

“I’ve never
really thought about it but, you’re right, it does fit into a
five-year pattern. Well, when he was eleven, I remember his dreams
got worse and worse and he’d come running down here and cling to me
all night. He was so frightened that I got the doctor to him in the
end. Old Doctor Ferris was here with me, on a Friday night I think
it was, and I could hear Thomas moaning and Graham telling him to
shut up from the back bedroom where Gregory is now.”

“Claire was out
like a light in the middle bedroom while their Dad was down the
Club as usual. The doctor was about to say something, then
something odd happened.” She stopped to tap some of the
cigarette ash carefully into the grate and waved some of the smoke
away from Tamsin.

Hannah almost
burst with impatience as her mother-in-law sat staring thoughtfully
at the smoke rising from her cigarette for a few moments. “Well?
What happened?” she demanded, her patience exhausted. “Did he break
a few plates or what?”

Her
mother-in-law regarded her with a strange, haunted look in her eyes
before replying: “I don’t know exactly. I remember Graham suddenly
screaming then it was as if a small bomb went off in the house. We
felt light...then...very heavy. I felt that this room was
twisted about somehow. I’m sorry I’ll never be able
to describe it properly but me and Old Doctor Ferris - we froze to
the spot! When it was over we rushed upstairs to find Graham
huddled in the corner completely hysterical while Thomas was back
in his own bed, fast asleep and smiling, would you believe?”

“Ferris shook
Thomas awake, a little roughly as I remember. Thomas grinned up at
him, half-asleep like, and told him not to worry because he’d
managed to ‘shut the door on the Devil’ or something like
that and told us that we were all safe then he went to sleep for
two days solid. Poor Graham wouldn’t sleep in his own bed for weeks
on end until Gregory took his hand to him for waking him up all the
time. I think Old Ferris went away convinced we were all mad and
there’d been some kind of earthquake.”

“What happened
when he was sixteen?” Hannah asked excitedly. “I know something
strange happened again but Graham refuses point blank to talk about
it.”

“I don’t blame
him either!” Carol said sharply. “This time it went on for two
weeks or so and nearly drove us all round the twist. It came
to a head one night and there was that same twisty feeling -
only much stronger. These lights floated through the room and it
went really cold. Poor Old Doctor Ferris was here again and he must
have thought I’d spiked his coffee with drugs or something. He
checked on Thomas who was fast asleep and fine but he never came to
visit us after that and always sent his partner or a locum. As for
Graham, he was white as a sheet and wouldn’t speak a word for
weeks. He’d lost control of his bowels and couldn’t bear to be in
the same room alone with Thomas.”

Carol got up
from her chair and rummaged purposefully in a small box by the side
of the sofa. “I’d like you to look at these,” she said, gingerly
handing Hannah a small pair of metal photograph frames. “I found
them while I was sorting through the documents this morning. You
see, I kept a souvenir from that night that I have never showed you
or that Doctor Smith before. When all the strange lights and
shaking was over, I discovered these two photographs of Gregory’s
parents, which had been on the mantelpiece at the time, had been
ruined. See?”

“Good God!”
Hannah exclaimed as she examined them closely. The frames were
mostly made of brass but only fragments of the glass remained.
There were traces of a lighter metal infused into the brass which
looked as though it had melted several times and reformed. More
disturbing still were the photographs which were of a man and a
woman dressed in a severe Edwardian style. The paper was crumpled
and blistered in places but several fainter images could be seen
overlaid on the main photographs. Most of these were of the same
two people in various poses and styles of dress but she could
discern other ominous outlines and shapes, especially in the
backgrounds.

Hannah handed
back one of the photographs and studied the other intently while
making up her mind. “This is amazing, Carol!” she exclaimed.
“We should’ve known about these because this distortion effect ties
in with what they say happened at the lab and what happened earlier
with the plate. If you don’t mind, Carol, I need to make a quick
call. This is amazing!” she repeated enthusiastically, tapping the
frame. “I wouldn’t worry about Thomas,” she assured her
mother-in-law quickly, recognising the concern on her face. “I’m
sure he’ll be all right.”

“Hmm, if you
say so,” Carol murmured unconvinced but, not wanting to pursue the
matter further, she placed the second photograph frame on the
mantelpiece and stubbed out her cigarette in an ash-tray. She
pursed her lips thoughtfully but, before she could comment further,
the phone in the hallway started to ring and she left the room to
answer it.

Hannah checked
that Tamsin was still fast asleep and quietly closed the door. She
took out a tiny mobile phone from her handbag and furtively entered
a speed-dial number. It seemed an eternity before her call was
finally answered.

“Hello Doctor
Smith?” she said hurriedly. “Hi. It’s me. Hannah. Hannah Lewis.
Yes, I know its been over two years… No, I’m still very busy with
the kids but yes, I still do a little free-lance work editing
articles and proof-reading papers for the university. Yes, it’s
good to hear from you too. I haven’t got long, so listen! It’s
Thomas. Whatever it was, it’s starting up again and I’ve just found
some more physical evidence that confirms the phenomena is linked
to a five year cycle. Ah, I thought you might be interested!
When can you come up?”

 


 



Chapter 05:
Changing Frames

 


Bored by the
conversation of the adult voices about her, Gemma closed her eyes
and rested her chin upon her hand, pretending to be half-asleep. As
if it was the most natural thing in the world to do, she stepped
out of her body and passed through the window frame into the
street. Concentrating, she rose above the house and drifted over
several streets to land gently upon the ancient stone bridge at the
bottom of the hill.

The ‘colours’
she could ‘see’ were truly bizarre, having no comparison to the
optical spectrum and no words in any language to describe them, but
she was used to that. She could ‘see’ faint ‘green’ stars shining
down through the garish ‘orange’ sky which was flecked with the
faint ‘purple’ of translucent clouds. ‘Black’ water from the
swollen river flowed several inches deep across the road at both
ends of the ancient bridge as the heavy rain drained quickly off
the hills.

She could ‘see’
a car plough into the swirling waters sending up a plume of spray
which caused the engine to fail. Angry psychic ‘colours’ radiated
from the driver’s body as his impotent rage splashed and flared
across the blackness behind her eyelids. Whorls of venomous hues
eddied behind him as he circled his stalled car cursing it and
kicking it. She hated those vile ‘colours’ and the wordless bestial
roaring of frustrated violence emanating from the man and so,
focusing once more, she soared high above the valley and swooped
playfully amongst a flock of racing pigeons merging briefly with
the thrill and wing beat of their massed bodies.

She left them
and drifted, spinning slowly above one of the old mines and was
wondering where to go next when a ‘blue-white’ light suddenly
engulfed her. Frightened, she tried to flee but a firm pressure,
like hands upon her physical shoulders, restrained her and fixed
her in place like a butterfly pinned to a board. Just as she was
about to panic, a ‘voice’ sang a pure note that resonated within
her like a bell. The light entered her and shimmered inside every
part of her being, filling her to the brim as if she were made of
crystal glass. It was beautiful.

‘Who are
you?’ she cried silently into that surreal light.

‘I am who I
am,’ the gentle voice responded enigmatically then its tone
became commanding, almost threatening: ‘I have always watched
over you. You must not do this again! Not here of all the places! I
must return you to your body quickly - before they come for
you!’

At an
incredible speed, she was dragged back across the valley and
straight through several houses, glimpsing their interiors. She was
brought wheeling above Cairn Terrace and ‘saw’ the lace curtains of
her Grammy’s house and her own body as a dark shape rushing towards
her. She started awake in astonishment at the table, convinced that
she had not been dreaming because she felt a warm, peculiar tingle
within every cell of her body. Her cousin glanced up at her briefly
before tugging at one of the bows in her long fair hair and going
back to listlessly playing with her doll clothes and
accessories.

Gemma had done
this ‘flying’ trick of hers many times before but knew from her
extensive reading that nobody else in the world could do it. She
knew it was called astral projection but just because it had a name
it didn’t mean anybody knew what it was. Now she had met somebody
who could do what she did and what’s more, that somebody had
dumped her back inside her own body as easily as her father carried
her up to bed at night.

Deep in
thought, Gemma watched the sunlight strengthen as the last tatters
of clouds vanished over the hills and slated rooftops. She was
confused: she was no longer unique but at the same time it meant
she was no longer alone and a freak: a word which absolutely
terrified her.

She had once
sneaked downstairs to watch a science-fiction movie thinking it was
a documentary about people like her but after seeing the violent
reactions of people in the film to the telepathic mutants she
resolved never to tell anyone, not even her parents, about her
‘tricks’. Since then, she had read dozens of articles on bigotry
and racism and knew she had made the right decision.

But now the
terrible loneliness was over. She decided that the woman -
she was certain it was a female - was not evil and wanted to
protect her unlike that bad-tempered man she’d ‘seen’ on the
bridge. She wondered what the danger could be but the warning had
been unmistakably clear and she made up her mind to heed it for a
while. She yearned to meet that wonderful creature again for she
had so many questions that nobody else could answer but for now,
she realised with mounting excitement, she had her own guardian
angel!

Placing her
elbow on the table and resting her chin on her hand again, she
decided that she would have to wait for her angel to speak to her
again even though she might burst with impatience. Seeking a
distraction from her racing thoughts, she watched with morbid
fascination as Alicia placed another doll at a little toy table and
was pretending to spoon-feed it. “Come on Babsie - it’s good for
you,” she crooned happily, completely absorbed in her make-believe
world.

Gemma idly
considered teasing her cousin but concluded that watching Alicia
dissolve into hysterical sobbing and collecting a slap from Claire
was not worth the trouble. She knew that Alicia was ten years of
age and far too old to be playing like this and there had to be
something wrong in the family somewhere. She studied her formidable
Aunt Claire as she discussed funeral details with her Grammy and
Uncle Thomas. She hated her aunt for smoking in the same room as
children and disliked her aunt’s sarcastic and volatile temper.
Despite her revulsion, she began to feel concerned for her
strangely introverted cousin.

She hopped off
her chair and went to find her father who was in the kitchen
drinking a beer at the table wrapped in a cloud of gloomy thoughts.
He smiled distractedly and gave her a cuddle but she knew
immediately that he didn’t feel like talking to her just yet.

She opened the
back room door to discover her mother drinking coffee and talking
excitedly to somebody on her mobile. Her mother shooed her
irritably from the room and closed the door on her. Annoyed, Gemma
wondered whether she should ‘eavesdrop’ but instead she flounced
back to the window table in the front room to sulk instead. As
Claire and her Grammy were still talking about the funeral she
thought about her Grampy being dead and a tear trickled down her
right cheek.

It was three
o’clock and the mantelpiece clock started to chime the hour. She
listened to the little metallic notes and clicks of the striking
mechanism which sounded unusually loud in the room. She looked
across at her mysterious Uncle Thomas. She was convinced he’d
actually ‘taken’ her thoughts earlier and wanted desperately to
talk to him about it but he had slumped back in his armchair and
closed his eyes and, just as the clock finished its little melody,
his chin dropped onto his chest.

Gemma realised
he was deeply asleep and counted the striking hours as she watched
him. One. Two. She caught her breath as the third chime changed in
tone completely: it became a grating and thoroughly evil sound that
made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.

She shuddered
and glanced quickly around the room but Alicia, Grammy and Claire
had not noticed anything. Alicia was still dressing and undressing
her dolls while Aunt Claire and Grammy were going through the
letters on the sideboard, standing with their backs to her
uncle.

A bitter
unearthly ‘cold’ radiated from Thomas as a shadow took shape within
the room. Gemma rubbed her temples and sensed rather than heard a
growling hubbub in her head which was difficult to ignore. It was
if a million angry snarls and wails of anguish were seeping around
the edges of that shadow and reaching out to devour her. She
realised instinctively that this was what her new friend had warned
her about and knew that she would have been no match for this evil
thing had she been ‘flying’. But why was it taking shape
around her uncle? What did it want with him?

As it was, it
was almost too much for her: she took an enormous breath and with a
great effort pushed those threatening noises out of her mind and
away from her. There was still an unwholesome ‘pressure’ against
her skin she could not dispel and she knew she had no choice but to
leave the room even if it meant abandoning her poor uncle to - to
whatever it was. She had never met anything like it before
and felt vulnerable and scared.

She got off the
chair and went back into the middle room where her mother was still
on the phone but Hannah didn’t seem to mind her entering the room
this time. She was clutching a framed photograph in her hand and
describing it in detail. Tamsin was still asleep on the sofa curled
up under her blanket but there was just enough space for Gemma to
snuggle up next to her mother for comfort.

She felt much
safer but she dearly wished she could talk to her mother about her
‘angel’ and the shadow in the front room. She craned her neck to
look at the photograph but couldn’t see why her mother was so
fixated about it. The frame looked as though it had been melted in
a fire and the photograph was fuzzy and burnt and most of the glass
was missing.

“Yes, Jimmy,”
her mother was saying. “I didn’t mention the disturbances at the
house to you earlier because Carol didn’t mention them to me before
today and Graham has never talked openly about it, even to me. What
was that? You’ll be here at about five? Okay, we’ll be taking the
children back to the Bed and Breakfast on the Kingsway. It’s the
‘Ffordd-y-Brenin’ but everybody around here just calls it the
‘Brenin’. You can’t miss it: there’s a huge Celtic cross set by the
front door.”

“I think Thomas
and Graham are planning to go out somewhere before coming back to
the lounge bar at the Brenin. What’s that you said? I can’t hear
you... you’re breaking up again... No, no, I don’t think Thomas
will be pleased to see you but that’s your look-out, not
mine. Yes, I won’t forget to bring the photograph frame for you to
examine... Oh my GOD!” she gasped and dropped the phone onto
the sofa and gripped the frame tightly with both hands.

Gemma looked up
at her mother’s face as all the colour drained from it. Hannah was
staring open-mouthed at the photograph and Gemma followed her
mother’s gaze. With her own jaw dropping and her eyes widening, she
watched as, with small bizarre tinkling and popping sounds, the
broken glass in the frame slowly reformed itself.

Underneath the
shifting glass, the photograph itself was changing: faces rapidly
formed and vanished like an ancient and flickering newsreel.
Occasional scenes etched in colour appeared amongst the black and
white images which altered faster and faster as the glass covered
more and more of the photograph beneath. They saw several images
which were clearly of people in mortal terror and agony.

The instant the
glass was whole once more there was a sharp little crack and the
frame jumped in her mother’s hands. The photograph had returned to
it’s original charred and blurred condition with only a few shards
of glass remaining in the frame. Gemma glanced up at her mother who
was trembling slightly and staring transfixed at the photograph and
had to tap her arm hard several times to get her attention. “Uncle
Thomas is asleep and dreaming again, Mum,” she said urgently.
“That’s what I came in to tell you!”

Hannah placed
the frame on the floor gingerly as if it was going to explode and
picked up her phone. “Don’t you touch it Gemma!” she commanded
curtly before giving a description of what had happened to the man
on the other end of the line.

Gemma nudged
the frame with her foot but nothing happened. She hugged herself as
a new tingling feeling, one of excitement this time, coursed up and
down her spine and she grinned. What a day! An angel, a
shadow-spirit-thing, her Uncle Thomas and now this. Perhaps
Grampy’s funeral was going to be a lot more interesting than she
had thought. “Wic-ked!” she breathed happily.

~~~~~

Thomas
inspected the back of his right hand. The flesh was puffy and
blotched and the hairs were the wrong colour, a mixture of grey and
ginger, and there was a thick gold wedding ring. He was sitting in
an expensive leather chair and he looked down at an impressive
paunch to see he was wearing an expensive pin-striped suit. There
was a pulsing ache under his ribs that he recognised immediately as
angina and his joints creaked and ached with arthritis. As in his
previous dream, the texture of the suit cloth, the chair, even the
socks and shoes he could feel with his toes were intensely
real. The room was pleasantly air-conditioned and he could
hear the muted roar of city traffic through the double-glazing.

“How are you
feeling, George?” said a voice to his left.

He turned to
recognise the tall, elegant man in a loose-fitting white cotton
suit standing near the window of the office and peering through the
blinds at something outside in the street. Thomas was not surprised
to find himself in the office of his psychiatrist, Julian Peddern,
but as before, the incredible detail unnerved him and he struggled
to control the panic blossoming in his chest and straining his
damaged heart.

He made a fist
and then flexed his fingers in front of his face. The joints
crackled and hurt because of the arthritis but it made sense: here
he was, terrified of losing his mind, so where better to have a
nightmare but in the office of his psychiatrist? Was this ‘George’
yet another alternative ego manifesting itself in his final moments
of sanity?

After what
seemed like an eternity, the psychiatrist seated himself
comfortably in the armchair opposite Thomas and crossed his legs.
He consulted a pad briefly and placed it on the mahogany desk next
to him. Thomas could ‘see’ a shadow intensifying around Peddern and
the incoherent growling within his mind grew in power and menace.
He knew this malevolent presence that had haunted him
throughout his life was now staring at him through Peddern’s eyes.
Peddern had once told him that this recurring threat, this ‘shadow’
that only he could see, merely embodied his own insecurities and
fears but now, in the twisted logic of this dream, his fears were
now possessing his psychiatrist.

Even though he
was terrified and helpless, Thomas could not resist being
melodramatic. “Are you the Devil?” he asked.

Peddern’s mouth
opened wide in surprise but no sound came from his lips and he
carefully composed his features into a look of polite inquiry.

“How
disappointing, George,” he admonished with a small
professional chuckle, pressing the tips of his fingers together. “I
expect better of you by now. I thought we’d established that
we’re both humanists. No God. No Buddha. No Satan. No such
thing as soul. We agreed that we are rather alone in this
huge universe for a little while and then we cease. I’m afraid we
really do need to focus on your paranoia about your office staff,
George.”

“Listen,
Julian,” Thomas insisted desperately. “I am not George -
whoever he is. I am Thomas Lewis of Pontybrenin! My mother’s
name is Carol. My father’s name is Gregory. I have an appointment
to see you at nine-thirty next Tuesday. You must believe me.”

Peddern’s face
registered no surprise as he reached for his pad and jotted down
the time and some comments. “Ah, I see you’ve met another patient
of mine,” he smiled. “He has a similar condition.”

“No, I haven’t,
you idiot! I am Thomas Lewis. My parents’ address is
thirty-two Ayr Street. I have had eight sessions with you this year
and you recently prescribed me Albutryptoprovine, ATPP, 100
capsules, only last week. How would George know that? Come on,
Julian, you must believe me. I need your help!”

It was obvious
that Peddern remained sceptical despite his affected air of
professional sympathy. He came over and stood behind Thomas and
placed his hands reassuringly upon his shoulders, making him
shudder involuntarily at the touch. The pain in his chest was
growing and a small voice within his mind begged him to place a
small pill beneath the tongue before it was too late. Suddenly,
Thomas realised that the intense pressure on his shoulders was
preventing him from doing just this.

Peddern stared
down at him as if from a great height. The whites of his eyes
glowed a faint green and his pupils glittered an intense blood red.
A corrupt, sensuous smile hovered upon his lips, transforming his
face into something grotesque and inhuman. The murmuring grew to a
hate-filled crescendo within his mind and Thomas clutched at his
chest in horror: he was suffering a massive heart attack and
fighting vainly for his life. The agony was unbearable and he knew
that his own heart could be damaged by the stress. Unnoticed, he
was dying in his mother’s lounge.

Thomas thrashed
desperately at the ties that bound him to that chair in Peddern’s
office. Like a drowning diver entangled in weeds he strove for the
blue-white light as that shadow towered above him, gloating. Then,
calling on the last reserves of his inner strength, he burst free
of that deadly embrace and the room folded about him in
inexplicable geometries.

He opened his
eyes again as those nauseating patterns ceased swirling through his
mind. He found himself in another chair only this time his wrists
and arms were shackled to it. There were wires attached to his body
through holes and tears in the prison track-suit and attached to a
battery of monitors. Dimly, he perceived that this body was female
and it was in a bad way. Every bone, every muscle shrieked fatigue
and pain and try as he might he could not escape from it. This was
it, he decided, he had finally become a lunatic, trapped in a
female manifestation of his dementia.

As he struggled
weakly to break free of the torment, he felt a gentle presence grow
beneath him, sifting along his nerves, subduing the vile alien
clamour in his mind and reminding him of the brittle peace he had
found that morning by the reservoir. He became aware of himself,
still asleep in the lounge in Ayr Street with Claire and Carol
sitting by the window looking at photographs with Alicia. The
presence explored his mind, probing into crannies and nooks to find
images, contexts, words and grammar, finally culminating with the
cry of Descartes: cogito ergo sum. If this was insanity, he
decided, then it was fascinating. He marvelled at the
complexity of the human brain - even in the throes of madness.

He almost felt
relieved that his long struggle was over but still he could not
bring himself to surrender to the inevitable. Bitter-sweet
reminders of his responsibilities to his mother, Amy and the twins
wracked him with guilt and he howled silently at the cold injustice
of existence.

Finally the
intruding consciousness had found all it needed. ‘I greet you,
son of violence,’ it said within his mind. ‘My name is Mena.
I am dying - and yet I pity you.’


~~~~~

Gemma had
become bored listening to her mother questioning her Grammy about
Thomas and had come back into the front room to sit back at her
chair by the window to study her uncle intently. The ugly shadow
she had sensed about him had disappeared but his forehead was
creased in concentration despite the deep breathing of apparently
natural sleep. Alicia still toyed with her dolls and coughed
discretely as Claire idly flicked through the old photograph albums
on the sideboard with yet another cigarette in her hand,
occasionally tapping the ash into an ashtray.

Despite a
lingering trace of that threatening shadow, Gemma was determined to
find out more about her mysterious uncle. Oh, she thought, if
only he could be just like her then she would have someone
to really talk to especially as her mysterious ‘angel’ had
reminded her how terribly lonely and apart she was.

“Want to play
with me, Gemma?” Alicia inquired hopefully, waving a doll and a
board game at her.

Instead of the
usual acid retort she said gently: “In a minute, Alicia, I’m not
feeling very well. But I promise I’ll play after a little rest,
honest.”

She sat down in
the armchair opposite her Uncle Thomas, placed her arms on the arm
rests and concentrated on the centre of his forehead and closed her
eyes. She floated out of her body again and drifted past ‘spheres’
of words, thoughts, sensations and images that flowed past her like
bubbles in a cascade of multi-hued and roiling chaos.

A shimmering
voice, weak and faint, reminded her that she wasn’t very good at
listening to advice but it was soon lost as she was whirled along
through wonder after wonder of this new form of ‘flying’.

She passed
through one of these ‘spheres’ and found herself floating above a
once-beautiful city where fires raged and crowds of people screamed
and shook their fists at the vicious-looking helicopters that
hovered above them. Buildings were crumbling into the flames as
bodies were counted and thrown contemptuously into fleets of black
trucks which were guarded by tanks. The helicopters and vehicles
all bore a symbol of a black hourglass set in a white circle on a
red square which frightened her more than the machines
themselves.

Horrified, she
retreated through the ‘sphere’ that still surrounded her. She
reached out desperately for her Uncle Thomas and tumbled through
another ‘sphere’ to find herself in a terrible room where a woman
was strapped to a chair under merciless spotlights, struggling
vainly against her numerous restraints.

The woman’s
hate was a searing ‘red’ aura about her as she desperately tried to
reach her tormentors, physically and mentally. The room was tiled
and filled with computers and flickering screens and there were
wires attached to every part of the woman’s body. One of the men,
who was wearing a white lab coat approached a console and muttered
something condescending to her in a curious, lilting language. The
woman snarled and spat at him but missed.

Smiling
sadistically, the man flicked a switch. The woman screamed and
arched her back in mortal agony as a ghostly form exploded out of
her body and shot straight through Gemma, catapulting her
through the stream of ‘spheres’ and back into her own body.

Shocked and
disoriented, she opened her eyes at exactly the same moment that
her Uncle Thomas opened his.

 


 



Chapter 06: The
New Lab Rat

 


Thomas and
Gemma sat in their chairs motionless, wide-eyed and staring at each
other in an exhilarating mixture of shock and mutual recognition
until Thomas freed himself from the thrall to discover that only
Alicia was left in the room with them. She was still
single-mindedly playing at the table by the window but he could
hear Claire and Graham talking in the kitchen with Carol. The room
was still and quiet but for rustle of dolls’ clothes and the
innocent ticking of the mantelpiece clock.

His hands and
arms felt stiff and weak as if from a long confinement and for a
few moments he experienced the profoundly disturbing sensation of
still being female with a heart full of a fiery red hatred. The
familiar scents and sounds of the house reoriented him but it took
two full minutes of controlled breathing and a supreme effort of
will to bring his pulse rate down. He could lose his grip on
reality later, he decided firmly, but right now he needed to know
how and why his niece had been there with him in that
hellish chamber.

“Did I
miss anything while I was asleep?” he whispered urgently,
leaning towards Gemma to ensure that Alicia couldn’t overhear what
he was saying.

Gemma was still
tingling all over from the strange and wonderful experience and she
shook herself before grinning like the proverbial Cheshire cat.
“When you fell asleep, Mum was looking at an old photo of Grammy’s
and it went really, really weird!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “It
was like watching a TV changing channels! The glass fixed itself
like magic and then broke again and Mum got scared and dropped it
then she told somebody all about it on her mobile.”

“It did… it…
then she did what? Hell and damnation!” he hissed and rubbed
the bridge of his nose, anxiety now adding to the numbing fatigue
that always followed such vivid dreaming. He desperately needed an
undisturbed and natural sleep to sort his this all out but
at least being angry would keep him alert. “I bet I know who she
was talking to! I love your Mum to bits, Gemma, but I wish she’d
keep her nose out of my business.”

“That isn’t
fair, Uncle Thomas! Mum worries about you all the time and so does
Dad,” she pouted. To his complete and utter consternation she
frowned and nervously looked over her shoulder at Alicia. “But it’s
my business too, you know. Why was that woman being hurt like that,
Uncle Thomas?” she demanded quietly. “It wasn’t nice.”

Thomas’s face
turned completely ashen and his mind reeled. There was a profound
series of clicks inside his mind as his past life flashed
before his eyes. The voices. Ayr Street. The dreaming. Doctor
Smith. The band. Kathryn. College. Doctor Ferris. Peddern. Amy. The
twins. The Fomaults. Colex. The change in the dreams today. The
Hall. Peddern’s office, Mena? And now… Gemma.

He was not
insane. He had never been insane. He clamped his mouth shut
and gazed at the rapidly dying fire to collect his badly scattered
wits. He felt reborn - like a drowning man taking his first lungful
of air after miraculously surfacing when all hope was lost. All
those images and voices! All those years of fear and denial!
The ‘voices’ had always been real because he was
telepathic - and so was his niece!

With mounting
excitement, he ‘listened’ to the ever-present murmuring
willingly for the first time in his life. It wasn’t just
words but a mixture of concepts, fractured and incoherent,
with images merged into the flow. It was impossible to describe, he
knew, but it was like a room full of televisions and radios all
picking up different stations and channels and static, lots of
static. Human brains were complex noisy things but if he focussed
hard enough, he could ‘tune in’ and isolate one individual. He
could scarcely believe that all his life he had actually been
‘hearing’ the conscious thoughts of everyone around him. My God:
telepathy!

He stared in
the direction of the kitchen and concentrated: he could almost
‘see’ his brother and mother through the walls and there it was:
rising up from the background ‘noise’ he could ‘hear’ his brother
thinking about the funeral, his mother thinking about
her husband. He could ‘feel’ their emotions and caught flashes of
memory. He was – for want of a better word – ‘taking’ their
thoughts. He turned to look in awe at Gemma who nodded
enthusiastically: she was sitting there calmly ‘taking’
his!

Suddenly, he
got up out of his chair and knelt by her and she wrinkled up her
nose at the smell of his rank, nervous sweat. The desperate,
penetrating look in his eyes frightened her and his thoughts
were now pounding into her brain like boulders in an avalanche. She
didn’t need to reach out and ‘take’ them anymore: they were
crashing into her brain so powerfully that she feared she would
somehow lose herself in them as if they were somehow overlapping
into her mind, becoming part of her.

“This is very,
very important to me, Gemma. What did you see just now?” he
asked gently but firmly.

“Don’t want to!
You’re scaring me, Uncle Thomas,” she whimpered and turned her head
away. “I don’t want to but I can see all your memories! Ow!
Ow! Too many! I can’t shut them out! Please stop thinking so
loud! Please! It’s really hurting me!”

He took a
massive slow breath, mentally counted to ten and massaged his weary
eyes as he calmed himself down. He forced a smile and patted her
hand gently as she relaxed.

“I’m frightened
too, Gem, but we’re both smart cookies, aren’t we?” he assured her,
after glancing at Alicia. “There’s something incredible happening
to us that I can’t explain yet. Your mother may have told you that
I’ve had these horrible nightmares all my life and that things
happen in the house when I’m dreaming but what worries me
now is that I saw you there in that dreadful place, right in
front of me. Tell me the truth, Gem. I really, really need
to know. Was it you?”

Gemma tilted
her chin up bravely and decided to tell her wonderful, strange
uncle everything. It was like a dam breaking. “Yes! Yes! It
was me! I can fly out of my body. I’ve always been
able to do it!” she whispered excitedly. “It’s called astral
projection but I’ve never been where you go. I just explore
the streets around my house but just now I could see - but
that’s not the right word, is it? - a sort of ‘stream’ inside your
head with funny bubble-things I could ‘fly’ through like going
through a ‘door’. I saw this city on fire and lots of dead people
and helicopters. My angel warned me not to go but I wouldn’t
listen. Then I was in the room where they were being nasty to that
woman. I knew you were there but I couldn’t ‘see’ you so you
must have been inside her!” she concluded brightly.

Thomas felt
numbed to the core yet his heart and mind sang with wonder and
sheer relief: he was sane and telepathic! And yet:
“You see why I’ve got a problem, Gemma?” he said slowly. “I’ve
always believed what was happening to me was a result of mental
illness but you’re right: what we did is called astral
projection - the ability to send your mind out of your body.
I’ve never believed it was real - until today.”

“It also means
that this ability of ours must be hereditary. I’m sorry,” he
apologised, seeing the blank look on her face. “I thought you’d
read everything in the library by now. It just means this is
something that must run in our family. It’s called
genetics.”

“By God, Gemma,
you’ve given me something to think about!” he laughed suddenly. “So
you’ve had this gift all your life and kept it a secret?
That’s amazing. When we get time I want a long talk with you,
little lady, especially about this ‘angel’ of yours, promise?” he
urged as Claire entered into the room with a mug of tea for
him.

Gemma nodded
agreement as he clambered to his feet. She was so excited
that, at last, there was someone in the world just like her, even
though he was regarding her with a curious mixture of wonder and
relief on his face. It wasn’t the mysterious ‘angel’ that had
dragged her back this time but her very own uncle who had the same
wonderful talents she had! She found it hard to understand why he
had rejected his abilities for so long. Hers had always been
natural to her and denying them would have been like trying to cut
off an arm or a leg. She squinted up at him to perceive the
‘purple’ aura all around him. It was beautiful.

Her thoughts
were interrupted by Alicia whining at Claire: “‘S not fair, Mum!
Nobody wants to play with me and I’m so bored!” There
was a wheedling quality to her voice, honed by years of practice
that made her mother bridle instantly.

Gemma
immediately ‘sensed’ her aunt’s temper rising explosively and piped
up cheerfully: “I feel better after my nap, Alicia! Bring your
stuff by the fireplace. There’s more room here. The fire’s gone out
so we can play by the coffee table.” She gave her uncle a tragic,
martyred look as her cousin shuttled gratefully back and forth to
the table, showering her with games, dolls and pieces of toy
furniture.

Thomas regarded
her thoughtfully for a moment and, as Claire settled herself down
at the window with a newspaper, he leant over Gemma’s chair to
whisper in her ear. “I really must speak to you about this
later at the Brenin, Gem,” he insisted. “But first I need to have a
little chat with your mother. I owe you at least one
triple fudge sundae at the Otter - you have absolutely no
idea what you’ve just done for me.”

She tapped her
temple with an index finger and smiled up at him. “I do, actually,”
she said sweetly. “I’m a telepath too, you know!”

He shook his
head in bewilderment as Gemma, with a heroic sigh of resignation,
began to help her cousin set up a little toy café on the coffee
table. She was aching to tell her parents about her ‘secret’ and
trusted her Uncle Thomas implicitly but a frisson of fear chilled
her to the bone and she shuddered: what would she do if her mother
and father rejected her because they thought she was a
freak?

Claire was
content to sit and listen to the girls play while she read the
paper and smoked a cigarette at the window table. She’d even given
in to the girls’ pointed requests and coughs and opened a window to
dispel a little of the smoke. Thomas stood and stared out of the
window for a while, deep in thought, and was startled when Claire
reached out and silently gave his hand a sympathetic squeeze,
assuming that he was thinking about their father and the funeral
arrangements.

He finished his
tea quickly and went to the kitchen to check on Graham and Carol
who were still quietly reminiscing over the family photograph
albums and newspaper clippings. They hardly noticed him as he
rinsed the mug out and placed it on the draining board. He wondered
how Graham would take the news about his daughter but, for now, he
was pleased to see how close his brother and mother had become
during the last few months of Gregory’s life.

In the living
room, he found Tamsin beginning to stir a little on the big sofa,
drowsily leaning against Hannah who was idly skimming through some
magazines. Tamsin’s jet-black hair contrasted oddly with Hannah’s
auburn cascade and he conceded that Hannah definitely looked much
younger than her thirty-two years. Her thin elfin face and sensuous
smile had haunted his sexual fantasies for years yet he sat down in
the old wicker-work chair in the corner, determined to confront
her.

She put down
the magazines and placed one hand absently upon her sleepy daughter
and smiled innocently at him. Before she could speak, he spotted
the photograph frame lying on the floor and snatched it up.

“I think we
need to have a little chat about this,” he insisted, waving
the twisted frame at her. “And I need to talk to you about
Gemma.”

Hannah was
startled. “What about Gemma?” she demanded angrily, disturbing
Tamsin who stirred briefly.

“Keep your
voice down!” he hissed. “I don’t want you to worry Graham any more
than he is at the moment!”

“Oh,
him!” she snorted contemptuously. “Your brother’s too busy
drinking beer and brooding in the kitchen with your mother to
notice us. Now, what was it you wanted to tell me about Gemma?”

“When is Jimmy
due to arrive, eh?” he retorted hotly through clenched teeth.
“Why have you brought that man here? What on earth were you
thinking of? It’s Dad’s funeral and Jimmy bloody Smith is
the last thing I or this family needs right now!”

She stuck her
jaw forward aggressively, reminding him of his brother, and her
eyes smouldered. “Yes, I have asked him to come because you know
and I know that what’s happening to you is not natural,” she
explained doggedly. “It’s as simple as that. Look at that frame!
Something twisted and corrupted the metal and the photograph
when you were sixteen and that something did it again just now
while you were asleep!”

“Something
connected with this ‘problem’ of yours has scared Graham so much
that he refuses to talk to me about it,” she said angrily. “And I
know that strange things did happen in this house as well as
at the university – and it’s happening to you again!”

“Well,
Pontybrenin does have a reputation for being the most
haunted town in Europe,” he pointed out sarcastically.

“Oh, come off
it!” she snapped. “That’s mostly kids in sheets scaring the
tourists! When I first told Jimmy about your dreaming he wanted to
help because he specialised in the field,” she continued in a
calmer tone. “And you seemed happy enough with the results ten
years ago. He didn’t tell me about the poltergeist activity
then nor did he tell me what happened five years ago and I didn’t
believe what Graham had told me either. I just assumed that you had
a stress related ‘medical’ condition.”

“But thanks to
Carol and a little research, I now know it, whatever
it is, comes to a head for a few weeks every five years. You
can go into denial all you want but what happens to you is
not just a dream dysfunction or mental illness because
physical things happen around you while you sleep. That ring
and this frame are proof of that.”

Her voice shook
with anxiety and, more disturbing still to Thomas, with some
measure of revulsion as well. He ‘saw’ that word clearly
inside her head: freak. In that moment, the mutual erotic
chemistry they had secretly shared for so many years emphatically
shattered and they were truly strangers again - and it
hurt.

“I don’t know
why but it’s been nagging at me for months so I talked to Jimmy’s
students and I spoke to Kathryn,” she confessed. “She is absolutely
petrified of you. She can’t bear the thought of you being anywhere
near the children because of what happened in the lab. And now,”
she said, gesturing at the frame in his hands. “While you were
sleeping, the glass in that frame repaired itself then broke
again. There were images changing in the photograph as well:
thousands of faces coming and going, scenes and landscapes,
some of them disgusting. The frame metal was tactile, like
some pervert was stroking my hands.”

She paused to
study his face minutely before adding: “I’m trained as a scientist,
Thomas! I have to believe empirical evidence and I’m
so sorry that I thought you just had mental problems all
this time, but now I need you to try and explain it all to me.”

He pursed his
lips. His muscles were aching, his shirt felt clammy and he was
bone-weary but he had to make the effort. “I can’t explain the
physics of what happened to the frame or the ring,” he said
reluctantly. “But something major is happening to me. I have just
had a revelation about it. Gemma has made me realise that I
have a suppressed talent. I’ve not been dreaming at all,
I’ve been astral projecting! Subconsciously for the most part, but
full no-holds-barred, out-of-body travel! I am not crazy. In
fact, at this moment, thanks to your amazing daughter, I’m the
sanest I’ve ever been in my entire life,” he added joyously.

Her face was
openly sceptical and he shrugged his shoulders before continuing
defiantly: “I’m not ill but I’ve been blowing my fuses because I’ve
been hiding from the truth all my life. Five years ago, all I can
remember is winning the fight of my life in a dream and
waking up in Smith’s lab to find Kathryn gone and the bed
welded to the floor. There was a room full of scared people
who said nothing but do you know as I lay there, I could clearly
‘see’ the fear in their minds. My God, Hannah, you should have seen
their faces!” he shuddered. “I had to get out of there!”

“Naturally,
good old Doctor Smith had my future all planned out for the next
twenty years: strapped to his laboratory table so that he could
write hundreds of papers on my ‘condition’. No chance!” he snarled,
sweeping a hand out in emphasis. “After the lab, I went deeper into
denial but the ‘voices’ got louder and louder and I’ve been pushed
right to the edge. In the end, my doctor made the appointment with
Julian Peddern.”

“And so you ran
away from Doctor Smith and the truth!” she countered angrily. “Only
it has obviously not run away from you. It’s back and
I want to know what it has got to do with Gemma!”

He held up a
placating hand as Tamsin grizzled at the aggressive tone in her
voice. “Tone it down and I’ll tell you!” he whispered. “Today I’ve
been asleep twice and again the it, as you call the
phenomena, happened. But it was more intense than it has
ever been and something has clicked into place up here,” he
enthused, tapping his forehead. “Like a series of switches being
thrown. I got control, Hannah! I’ve been going mad because
I’ve been fighting my… my talent for want of a better word,
as well as this darkness that I ‘see’ in my dreams and often
when I’m awake. If I am astral projecting and hearing thoughts then
I have to find a rational explanation for this damned ‘shadow’
that’s haunted me all my life.”

“What do you
mean by a ‘darkness’ and a ‘shadow’?”

“This shadow
has always been watching me. Peddern, my psychiatrist, almost
convinced me it was just a materialisation of my fears and traumas
but just now it trapped me inside someone in Peddern’s office in
the Midlands and tried to kill me. Since I was a child,” he
explained. “I’ve always seen this damned shadow-darkness
everywhere. It attaches itself like a parasite to everybody’s
aura.”

“You can
Kirlian auras?” Hannah exclaimed.

“I can see a
faint coloured ‘glow’ about people. As a kid I thought everyone
could see them and when I was a teenager I learned to ignore it.
It’s more than an aura, really. Essence is a better word.
Only the ‘aura’ of the shadow has no physical body but it infects
everyone, even you. I see it in your aura as a kind of stain
or a void – damn it, there are no words for this! –
draining your vital energy. It’s faint in someone like you but in
some truly evil people I’ve met, I can barely see the person for
the shadow. I think it feeds on human corruption and violent
emotion.”

“So what leads
to this crisis every five years?”

“I don’t know.
Maybe this ‘shadow-thing’ wants to take physical shape but it can
only come through into our world every five years and I keep on
getting in its way – like a cork in a genie bottle. I have no
choice but to conclude that I am gifted in some way in order to
deal with dangerous external phenomena. Could there be intelligence
behind this paranormal shadow? I wish I knew because to know
a thing is to defeat a thing. I do know it’s old and very
dangerous – and it has many names – biblical names.”

He paused for
dramatic effect and gazed into her beautiful velvet-brown eyes. He
wondered whether he was being wise but the excitement and relief
overwhelmed his usual caution: “Do you know what convinced me about
this more than anything else? There was someone with me just now,
in that other place, astral projecting with me: Gemma! Your
daughter is gifted only she’s been smart enough to keep it quiet
from everyone, even you, all her life. It must be genetic,
don’t you see? Your daughter has a secret that she would like to
share with you: she’s telepathic.”

Hannah realised
with some dismay that, despite her scepticism, she began, deep down
inside, to believe him and feel extremely frightened for her
daughter. She smiled wryly: it certainly explained a few anomalies
in their family life such as Gemma constantly warning them when
someone was about to call without ever looking through the windows
and channels changing when she didn’t have the remote.

She took the
frame from Thomas and stared at the photo for a few tense seconds,
unable to deny the facts: the photograph was now undeniably altered
as a result of Thomas and this ‘talent’ of his. All the evidence
that she had gathered left her with only one logical outcome.

“We are
not going to tell Jimmy about Gemma,” she decided firmly,
her jaw set. “My daughter is not going to be wired up like a
lab rat for the rest of her days and treated as a circus
freak!”

Thomas regarded
her critically and silently mourned the loss of that rapport they
had secretly enjoyed over the years. Her eyes were as hard as
flints as they bored into his.

“You
hypocrite,” he said bitterly. “You were happy enough to
throw me to Smith, yet you want to keep Gemma out of the picture.
Well, you can’t. That’s something you should think about
when you’re blabbing to the good doctor tonight. I have a lot to
sort out and he can’t help me. I’ve been undergoing intensive
therapy for years to get rid of the visions and the voices,
with only stress headaches and migraines to show for it since the
voices and images were never actually inside my head in the
first place!”

“Did you know
Gemma talked to me telepathically and it was as clear as a
bell,” he told her urgently, again tapping his forehead. “Ach! Stop
it, Gem!” he winced as her projected ‘voice’ resonated within his
head, only it was excruciatingly loud and centred above his inner
ears with the playground overtones grating mercilessly on his
nerves.

To his dismay,
Hannah was now staring at him, stony-faced. “She’s talking to you
now is she?” she sneered disbelievingly. “I’m trying to keep an
open mind, Thomas, but telepathy can’t possibly work like a
radio!”

“Oh, for God’s
sake! Give me a pen and some paper!” he snapped, his patience
suddenly exhausted. He was dreadfully tired but he desperately
needed to convince her.

She fished out
a little pad and pen from her shoulder-bag and flipped over several
pages filled with her neat compact script and tore off a blank
page. “Now what?” she demanded impatiently. “You’re going to
‘demonstrate’ some telepathy now? What am I thinking?”

“Please! I’m a
novice at this but Gemma isn’t. Write a complicated message so that
she can see it through me,” he replied, struggling to keep calm.
“You’re scientist enough to try a little experiment, aren’t
you?”

She huffed at
him but scrawled a message on the sheet and passed it to him. He
read it in disgust. “Right,” he sighed. “I’ll keep this in here and
you go and take the pen and pad in to Gemma and let her write it
down.”

Hannah went
into the front room and, to the puzzlement of Claire who was still
quietly smoking and reading by the window, Gemma was already
holding a hand up to receive the pen and pad without even looking
round to see who had entered. She scribbled furiously then handed
the pen and pad back over her head to her stunned mother then
returned innocently to Alicia’s complex game.

Hannah scuttled
quickly back into the living room with her eyes as wide as saucers.
She flopped down on the sofa causing Tamsin to protest sleepily
again and handed him the pad with an air of despair and
resignation. There, in her childish scrawl, Gemma had written:
‘Thomas Lewis is a sick bastard and I hate him.’ However,
she had added: ‘No he’s not Mum! He’s my favourite uncle and I
love him because he can FLY just like me. Gemma Lewis xxx’.

He couldn’t
resist a smirk of triumph but his heart sank as Hannah glared at
him, full of anger and a desperate worry.

“Please,
Hannah! Gemma’s gift has nothing to do with me!” he pleaded, his
hands held out to her. “Unlike me, she has always accepted her
talent. It’s almost natural for her. She accepts what she
is: a true telepath.”

“No!” Hannah
protested. “There has to be more to this… this… phenomena
than that and you know it! I’m really frightened for her, Thomas. I
don’t want her to go through what you’ve been through! I don’t want
our house to start flying apart every time she goes to sleep. We’re
just ordinary people, Thomas. We have enough ordinary
problems to last us a lifetime!”

Her face
hardened suddenly. “Whatever you do,” she whispered fiercely, her
heart racing with anxiety. “I would be grateful if you did
not tell Graham anything until I’ve had a chance to talk to
Gemma and think this through. Please keep this to yourself.
She’s our daughter and if anyone is going to tell him, it
should be me, understand?”

Before he could
reply, Graham appeared at the doorway with a can of beer in each
hand and handed one to him as Tamsin began to fully wake up,
stretching her arms and yawning hugely.

“I’ve made the
kids a few more sandwiches,” he announced. “Then I think we ought
to get to the Brenin to unpack and sort out what we’re going to do
this evening. Mam’s arranged to spend the night at Edith’s and she
wants to get off as soon as she’s shoved a few things into a
suitcase. Tamsin looks knackered and the girls are getting bored in
the front room. I think Alicia is driving Gemma crazy in there,” he
laughed.

He was puzzled
by the strange looks they were giving him. “Huh?” he said
innocently. “Did I miss something here?”

 


 



Chapter 07:
Cultural Exchanges

 


The clink of
two full beer glasses being placed on the table startled Doctor
Smith. He hadn’t realised that he’d been drifting off to sleep in
the comfortable public lounge of the Brenin and it was several
moments before he could focus his attention on the elderly man
standing by his chair. He rubbed at his stubble and felt rather
dishevelled: in his rush to get to the Brenin he’d forgotten to
pack a razor; his tie was undone; his crumpled cord jacket was
draped over the back of the arm-chair and his brown suede shoes
were badly scuffed.

All he could do
was run a hand self-consciously through his unkempt brown hair and
sit up in the armchair and put on his red-rimmed glasses. Someone
had once told him, rather unkindly, that he had the word ‘academic’
stamped all over his tall and slender frame.

“Well, it’s a
fine afternoon after all that rain, isn’t it?” the old man declared
affably, pulling up a chair and seating himself at the table.

Normally,
Doctor Smith would have protested at such familiarity but, with his
books and papers scattered on the floor around him, he was so
profoundly relaxed that he smiled warmly and accepted the offered
beer gladly. “Thank you,” he said after tasting it. “This is
exceptional beer.”

“You’re
welcome,” replied the other amiably in a melodious North Wales
accent, extending a hand across the table. “I noticed your glass
was empty and Mrs Lloyd knows how to look after her beer. I’m
Myrfyr Davies. I came down from Anglesey forty years ago to teach
at Saint David’s School, just a mile up the valley from here. I’m
retired now, thank God. And yourself?”

“Oh, sorry,”
Doctor Smith apologised, sputtering slightly on a mouthful of beer.
He reached over to shake the proffered hand. “Doctor James Smith -
but most people call me Jimmy. We moved to Glasgow from Oban when I
was four and I lost most of my accent when we moved on to London
when I was a teenager. I teach down at the University and do
research for a company called Cynet.”

“You shouldn’t
be ashamed of your Scottish heritage,” Myrfyr insisted. “I heard
you speaking Gaelic just now at the bar which is one reason why I
came over for a chat. You see, Welsh is my first language unlike
those three idiots at the bar. Thank God most Welsh nationalists
aren’t like them.”

“They switched
to Welsh as soon as they heard me order and it was obvious they
were taking the piss,” Doctor Smith admitted. “My Gaelic is
dreadfully rusty but I told them what I thought of their manners.
My grandmother hammered the old tongue into me as a kid even after
we moved to London. She thought it was important to preserve the
heritage.”

“We can be
passionate about our culture,” Myrfyr pointed out. “But it doesn’t
excuse that kind of rudeness! They’re not very fluent if you must
know. Many language campaigners resent the fact that the place
names have been anglicised over the years and so many second homes
were bought by outsiders. Even the name Lloyd is an English
corruption of llwyd, the Welsh word for grey. However, the
revival of Cymraeg is well under way now. Pontybrenin has just
opened its second Welsh medium school up on Penderyn Drive. It’s
hard to get to without a car but then that’s not a problem for the
middle classes, is it?” he chuckled mirthlessly. “Not that there’s
many of them in this valley!”

Doctor Smith
found himself liking this garrulous old man. Myrfyr was
clean-shaven and his eyes were a deep but fading blue set in a face
much mirth-lined and laughter-creased. Although his neatly cut hair
was white and his hands trembled slightly, his voice had remained a
rich, solid baritone. Despite the humid warmth of the afternoon,
the old teacher still wore an immaculate jacket and tie.

“Here’s to the
middle classes then,” Doctor Smith proposed, raising his glass to
make the toast.

Myrfyr regarded
him steadily for a few moments before raising his own glass.
“Bollocks to the lot of them,” he declared resolutely before
smoothly draining at least half of his beer in a single gulp.

After allowing
Doctor Smith a faintly shocked few moments, Myrfyr continued with
his genteel interrogation: “Well, Jimmy, you don’t mind if I stick
to calling you Jimmy? I find formal titles like ‘Doctor’ a
distraction. Now, what brings you to Pontybrenin?”

“How did you
know I was a doctor? From Mrs Lloyd?”

“Heavens, no!”
Myrfyr replied, laughing, “God bless the woman! It wasn’t
difficult. You just said yourself that you were doing research and
I used my old eyes: the book by your feet has your name and picture
on the cover.”

Myrfyr leant
forward around the table and picked up the book to read the title
in a mock-pompous voice: “Alternate Realities - The Analysis of
Dream States - Volume One’ by Doctor Smith. Is there a Volume Two I
wonder?”

Doctor Smith
found himself chuckling an admission: “I’m afraid not. That sort of
research is not commercial enough nowadays to attract a
grant. I’m lucky now to be working on some useful projects that
could help to restore a degree of independence to paraplegics.
Pretty unexciting stuff for the most part, Myrfyr. By the way, I do
hope I’m pronouncing your name correctly!” he added.

“Near enough,
Jimmy, near enough. Try saying muhrr-virrh, with a dry roll
on the ‘r’. If you get really stuck then by all means call me
‘Merv’. I promise I won’t be offended, only deeply
disappointed!”

Myrfyr returned
the book to the pile after glancing briefly at the cover notes then
waited for Doctor Smith to continue.

Doctor Smith
surrendered to the unspoken pressure to fill the inquisitive
silence: “I’m up here for a bit of a rest, Myrfyr, a bit of quiet
to write up some research and some socialising. One of my brightest
students, Hannah James, married into a local family here, a Graham
Lewis from Ayr Street, so I thought I’d look her up.”

He was acutely
aware that his explanation sounded a trifle lame. Myrfyr said
nothing but looked at him curiously for a while then took a long
thoughtful draught of his beer before holding up his glass to the
light to inspect the remaining amber liquid. A slight breeze fanned
their faces, carrying the rich scent of the damp woodlands that
stretched from the Brenin up to the imposing crags of Red Wives
Ridge. In the silence, they could hear the sounds of children
laughing and shrieking as they played amongst the trees and
extensive beer-gardens of the Brenin.

“Mrs Lloyd may
be making a mistake in trying to attract the wrong sort of
clientele like those clowns at the bar,” Myrfyr observed wryly.
“But like I said: she keeps a damn good cellar, bless her. I live
down near the Low Bridge on Llewellyn Road. I usually drink in the
King’s Head but, as this place has a good atmosphere and
intelligent customers to talk to, it’s worth the climb up the
steps.”

“It’s an
impressive place. The rooms are immaculate,” Doctor Smith agreed,
indicating the mismatching shelves and cupboards laden with books
and bric-a-brac that skilfully concealed the modern construction of
the lounge. “Has this place always been a guest-house?”

“No, it was
originally a coaching inn. It became a family home in the
nineteen-twenties and it was refurbished and extended when the
Lloyds opened it up as a hotel. The family tree can be traced back
for centuries.”

Doctor Smith
smiled as Myrfyr nudged his now-empty glass next to his half-full
glass suggestively. “I’m out of practice, Myrfyr,” he apologised.
“I’ve found that the novelty of trying to jump onto a bed spinning
about in a revolving room has long worn off.”

“Don’t worry,
Jimmy, I’m not one for pushing the pace in a round,” Myrfyr
reassured him. “I usually stop after four these days - I’m a little
too long in the tooth to go home down a one-in-seven gradient
legless!”

“I hope you
don’t mind me flicking through your book while you were at the bar
but your line of work looks interesting,” he enthused, before
suddenly switching tack and catching Doctor Smith off balance: “I’m
surprised that you know the Lewises of Ayr Street because the
family has quite a reputation. I taught them at school, you see.
The eldest, Thomas, was definitely the brightest of the three
children, but he was a strange boy. Very imaginative he was
- always writing these stories and poems. Some of them were
very dark for a child that age. Very dark indeed.”

“I suspected
that there was some physical abuse going on at home but you know
how it was then: the headmaster just told me to mind my own bloody
business. Thank God, people don’t tolerate child abuse these days
and actually do something to try and stop it.”

“As it was, it
wasn’t that serious, according to the mother, and the lad sailed
through college and got a first in electronics I think it was, or
was it chemistry? I can’t remember. The second child, Graham,
scraped a pass in civil engineering at the local college which
surprised me but his mother pushed him hard, you see. She should
have pushed the daughter a bit harder because Claire was hopeless
in class.”

He gave a
catarrhal cough of distaste: “Ach! But Graham I could not
stand. He had Bull’s stamp on him and no mistake. He was
aggressive, disruptive, cheeky and grew to be twice the size of the
father. I’m surprised that any intelligent woman would have
wanted to marry him.”

He shook his
head sadly. “He was always fighting, you see,” he sighed.
“Since they built the comprehensive school at Pantygraig to serve
the Top Estate, the children from that school and my school used to
meet, as regular as clockwork, on a bit of scrub down by the river.
That was their little battleground - and it still is these
days.”

“It was the
same where I went to school,” Doctor Smith agreed whole-heartedly.
“We had the Catholic fee-paying school versus our Protestant
comprehensive. It got pretty nasty and there was even a death one
year.” The subject had brought up a few too many painful memories
for his liking and he decided to steer the subject away from his
past. “Why was the father called ‘Bull’?” he asked.

Myrfyr sucked
absently at a tooth before replying. “It’s all down to religion, I
suppose,” he began obliquely. “I only met Gregory Lewis once as he
never bothered coming to the school. As for nicknames: it’s part of
the local hwyl. In my school, the kids called me ‘Whizz’ or
‘Mister Whizzy’ and much worse as you can imagine,” he
chuckled, then his face turned serious as he leaned forward to
speak earnestly:

“This is the
interesting part: I heard that as a lad, Gregory would visit the
five standing stones at Cwmciffach on the other side of these
woods, further up this mountain,” he confided, his voice taking on
a subdued, slightly theatrical tone. “And there he would sit and
talk to his angels. He claimed that these five ghostly white
figures were warning him of some great impending danger.”

“Is there a
local history of haunting attached to those stones, then,” Doctor
Smith asked, amused. “Every ghost story has at least one ancient
standing stone somewhere in the plot and Pontybrenin has more than
its fair share of them.”

“Pontybrenin
does have the reputation of being the most haunted town in
Europe,” Myrfyr agreed. “That’s why they hold national conferences
on the paranormal in the Town Hall. There’s one planned for this
Thursday if you’re interested. The council is desperate to boost
tourism, now that the heavy industry has gone, so it supports this
nonsense.”

“The stones
feature in the brochures but the council doesn’t mention the fact
that they were relocated there from Cithis Farm to commemorate the
donation of the land by the coal owners to the council who then
passed it on to the National Trust. The new site was a condition of
one of the coal owners with a keen interest in archaeology – and
some darker pursuits as it turned out. Some of the conference
visitors claim that the stones mark the largest concentration of
ley lines in Europe but they get downright despondent when you tell
them that the current location is less than a hundred years
old.”

“Gregory
claimed he saw his ‘angels’ there but no-one believed the boy’s
stories and in the end the local preacher, a vile and tactless man
by the name of Gates, denounced him publicly for spreading a load
of ‘bull and nonsense’ and accused him of doing the Devil’s
work.”

Myrfyr
shrugged: “The local chapels at the time were trying to suppress
interest in the paranormal and persecuted him mercilessly. What was
originally a nice lad, so they say, turned to fist-fighting and
drink as a result until the nickname became his trademark. He
became an absolute thug, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

Doctor Smith
grew a little suspicious. “I can’t believe my luck in meeting
someone tonight who knows so much about the family,” he said
guardedly.

Myrfyr did not
take offence and smiled ruefully. “Oh, there’s no luck involved,
Jimmy. Since I’ve retired I’ve become the worst gossip you
could ever find round here. I know everybody in the Old Town,
having taught most of them, and I talk to anybody worth talking to.
It used to be my wife’s sole pleasure in life, but as she can’t get
out much I’ve had to stand in for her. Gives me something to talk
to her about of an evening. She’s crippled with the motor neurone
disease, you see, and the Parkinson’s. She can’t talk much now but
she still loves to hear all the chit-chat. I can only pretend to be
cheerful around her for so long and so our niece comes over once or
twice a week to let me get out and recharge the batteries, so to
speak.”

“I’m sorry to
hear about your wife, Myrfyr,” Doctor Smith responded hastily,
fearing that the old man was about to dissolve into tears. “There’s
absolutely no need to apologise.”

Myrfyr took out
a neatly folded handkerchief. “Excuse me,” he said, dabbing briefly
at his eyes. “I’m not usually this maudlin but she used to be such
an active woman. So - you’re not here just to see Hannah Lewis, are
you? You’re here to study the family!” he said shrewdly and the
brief unguarded look of alarm on Doctor Smith’s face confirmed his
guess.

Myrfyr sank
back into his chair with a triumphant grin: “I just knew
you’re not the sort of person to come up here unless there was
something unusual to interest you. Having a rest and looking up
Hannah Lewis indeed!” he laughed kindly at Doctor Smith’s obvious
discomfort. “You see, you didn’t mention Gregory’s funeral once
which is a bit suspicious because if you really knew Hannah and her
family that well, you’d have known that he only died
yesterday.”

“Anyway,
whatever your reasons, having a chat with an academic is a rare a
treat these days. But,” he continued, raising a finger. “I do have
some more family information for you: Gregory’s father was called
Josiah Lewis and he had two sons. Dafydd, Gregory’s estranged
brother, is still alive but he now lives above Greener’s shop in
the Fairbanks about half a mile from here. He had three children
whom I’ve had the dubious pleasure of teaching. They were, let me
see now...” he screwed up his eyes in concentration as Doctor Smith
began to scribble in a small note-book.

“Eldest was
Robert, a nice boy and as big as his cousin Graham but with a head
full of solid mahogany. There were two sisters: Thelma and Blodwyn
(poor girls - I hate those names!) but with nothing unusual about
them at all. The grandfather, Josiah, I met once. Used to be a
sheep farmer and had a small-holding a little further north at a
place now called Evan’s Leap. Evan Lewis was related to Josiah but
he killed himself there for some reason. Are you getting this
down?” he asked, craning his neck to try and see what Doctor Smith
was writing down.

Doctor Smith
smiled wanly and looked up from his semi-legible scratchings. “I
wish I could do shorthand!”

“Well, if I
remember rightly,” Myrfyr continued. “Old Josiah used to earn a few
extra bob telling people’s fortunes, usually with Tarot cards.
According to some old paper clippings I’ve come across he was
rather well-known for it, quite famous in fact - for a
sheep-farmer, that is.” Myrfyr paused for effect, warming to the
tale. “He married a woman called Rebecca Lent who came up from
Oxford. She worked in a travelling fair, where she told fortunes
under the rather gruesome pseudonym of Madame Calvary. Two years
later, shortly after Evan’s suicide, Josiah sold up the holding and
they moved down to the Fairbanks to start a grocery shop and gave
up the fortune-telling business for good.”

“Whoa, slow
down,” Doctor Smith said, shaking his wrist. “Cramp! I can’t keep
up!”

Myrfyr finished
off his second beer and helped himself to some crisps while Doctor
Smith scribbled furiously. “Josiah died later in a tragic fall at a
place called Cath Palug and Rebecca was found dead a while later in
the shop. She’d suffered serious injuries but the door was locked
from the inside so the cause of death was reported as suicide but I
have my doubts – they’d made a lot of enemies, it was reckoned,
including the local Chapel committees. Anyway, some ten years after
Josiah and Rebecca died, Dafydd sold the shop to John Greener but
he kept the flat above. He still lives there today. I expect you’ll
meet him and all the other relatives at the funeral.”

“Um, did Dafydd
ever have any visions like his brother?” Doctor Smith asked,
ignoring the pointed reminder.

“No. At least
nothing he spoke of in public,” Myrfyr replied, looking oddly at
Doctor Smith. “Dafydd never defended his brother during his darkest
moments either: something for which Gregory never forgave him for.
They never spoke to each other after that. Not a word.”

Doctor Smith
rewarded Myrfyr with another pint but restricted himself to a half.
The impulse to get drunk had gone and he was increasingly
fascinated by this information and could not believe his sheer good
fortune in meeting the old schoolteacher. They were chatting
generally about the paranormal history of the town when Mrs Lloyd
strode over to them in such a towering fury that she made even the
indomitable Myrfyr cower in trepidation.

She was
severely dressed in a white blouse and a tartan-patterned skirt
made from local wool that must have itched horribly in the late
afternoon warmth. Her face was a suffused red and Doctor Smith,
feeling trapped in his chair as she loomed over him, feared that
she was about to knock him out with the object she was brandishing
at him. The pause, while she struggled to find suitable words, was
heavy with the threat of violence but it allowed the two men to
straighten up and salvage a little dignity.

“This!” she
finally fumed, slapping the object down on the table. “Is what I
found on the bed in your room, Doctor! While we were
changing the sheets on the first floor I smelt smoke and found that
one of your scientific gadgets had burnt a hole through one of my
best bedcovers.” She wagged an admonishing finger at him. “This...
thing was still smouldering! It could have started a
fire, Doctor Smith!”

Doctor Smith
held up both hands placatingly. “I do apologise, Mrs Lloyd,” he
said sheepishly. “I’ve never heard of a digital camcorder doing
this. The batteries must have shorted out or something. I’ll check
it properly and I will, of course, reimburse you for any damage to
the bedding and ensure that it doesn’t happen again.”

“I hope so, for
the safety of the Brenin and my customers,” she sniffed
partly mollified and partly loathe to turf out a paying guest.
“Please be more careful in future!”

With a stern
disapproving glance she turned on her heel and stalked out of the
lounge, still wearing a face like thunder. Doctor Smith meekly
glanced about the room and discovered that he was now the centre of
silent attention and although one or two of the people in the room
were openly smirking at him, most appeared sympathetic in the
comradely manner of fellow prisoners of war.

“Don’t worry,
Jimmy,” Myrfyr reassured him with a pat on the arm. “She’s
always like that these days - especially since her husband,
Stephen, died. We only start to panic when she doesn’t shout
at us.”

Doctor Smith
nodded, unconvinced and picked up the wrecked camcorder and held it
up so that Myrfyr could inspect the damage.

“Whatever it
was, there’s no way it’ll work now,” Myrfyr declared, shaking his
head.

The body of the
camcorder was a densely twisted and shapeless mass. It was as if
the casing had been elasticised and threaded back on itself several
times. Several internal components protruded at irregular intervals
through the warped plastic and metal chassis.

“Like I said,
this is, or rather was, my camcorder, Myrfyr,” explained Doctor
Smith in disbelief, gingerly turning it around in his hands.

“Good God, it’s
completely melted through in places!” Myrfyr exclaimed, awe-struck,
tapping the damaged casing with an index finger. “They must be
powerful batteries to generate that much heat!”

Doctor Smith
dug with his pen at a gaping hole in one side of the mass and a
small power-cell fell out that looked normal and undamaged. He
prised again and released the second power-cell with some
difficulty. Placing the ruined camcorder back on the table he
studied both cells intently. The second was now twice as long as
the first but bent into a half-spiral shape even though the casing
was unbroken

He looked at
Myrfyr candidly. “I’ll be honest with you, Myrfyr. This is
what I’m here for,” he admitted frankly holding both power-cells up
for the old man to inspect. “There is no way that these batteries
could have mangled themselves or a camcorder like this. You can see
they haven’t shorted but one has been distorted along with the
camcorder itself. This sort of thing has happened before and it’s
linked to the Lewises, especially Thomas - I’m sure of it.”

Myrfyr
swallowed nervously, staring at the wreckage. “Dieu,” he breathed.
“I knew it! There is something special about the family
after all. Well, well, well. This is beyond me, Jimmy, I don’t mind
admitting, but I hope you find the answers. Ah-ha, speak of the
Devil!” he exclaimed, pointing at the glass door through which the
reception area could be seen. “If I’m right, that looks like the
Lewises arriving now.”

He stood up
quickly and placed his cloth cap on his head. He retrieved his
raincoat and walking-stick from a stand near the door and folded
the raincoat carefully over his right fore-arm. He returned to
drain the last of his beer and shake Doctor Smith warmly by the
hand.

“I’ll be going
back down to Mair now,” he apologised. “She pines if I’m out all
evening but thanks, it’s been a real pleasure talking to someone
with brains instead of air between the ears. My niece is staying
over for a few days so I could do a bit of background research if
you like.”

“That would be
excellent, Myrfyr. I’d be grateful if you could find out a bit more
about the family on the mother’s side as well. I think Thomas
mentioned her maiden name was Dawes and that they lived locally.
I’ll be staying here until Sunday at least so you could leave a
message here for me if I’m out - if that’s not too much
trouble?”

Myrfyr smiled
as he adjusted his jacket. “No trouble at all. You’ve got me
intrigued and the research will give me something to do. If you’ll
excuse me, I really must be going or my niece will give me
hell!”

The old teacher
eyed the bar regretfully, and after touching the brim of his cap in
farewell, he took his leave out through the patio doors and into
the beer-garden and the warm late afternoon breeze.

Glass in hand,
Doctor Smith ambled to the front windows of the lounge in time to
see Myrfyr emerge from the beer-garden which ran around the south
side of the Brenin and watched him cross the Kingsway. He stared
thoughtfully at the old schoolteacher’s back as Myrfyr started down
the flights of steps cutting through the terraced rows of houses
opposite the Brenin. As if sensing that he was being watched,
Myrfyr paused to regard the Brenin thoughtfully for a moment before
disappearing from view.

Doctor Smith
thought his eyes were playing tricks on him: one of the shadows
near the top of the stairs did not seem quite right for the angle
of the sun. He blinked in disbelief as it suddenly changed shape
and slithered down the steps after the old man.

 


 



Chapter 08:
Rattling the Cage

 


“Thank God
you’re here, Jimmy!” Hannah exclaimed with heartfelt relief and
dropped heavily into the chair next to him.

Doctor Smith
thought she looked dreadful: her eyes had a haunted look about them
and she was very pale and tense. Her daughter pulled up a small
stool to the table and sat as close as she could to her mother and
grinned at him. They were dressed alike in neat white T-shirts and
jeans and Doctor decided that the daughter could one day surpass
the mother in beauty. Hannah accepted his offer of a glass of wine
and asked him if he would order them some food and drink at the
bar.

The public
lounge was popular and it was getting crowded. Ramblers were
returning from long walks along the ridges and hill-sides and young
families were ambling in and out of the beer garden to make full
use of the play areas set beneath the great boughs. The delighted
shrieks of the rampaging children could still be heard above the
growing murmur of conversation in the huge room.

“We booked in
too late to order dinner,” Hannah explained. “And they’re
short-staffed apparently. Claire, that’s my sister-in-law, is
putting Alicia and Tamsin, that’s her daughter and my
youngest daughter, to bed upstairs. Alicia is the oldest but she’s
not feeling well: too many chocolate biscuits, I expect. Even
though we’ve been eating sandwiches all afternoon and drunk enough
tea to fill a lake, I’m still hungry. This is my eldest daughter,
Gemma,” she added proudly, turning to introduce her. “Say hello to
Doctor Smith, Gemma, he was my tutor at university.”

“Hello, Doctor
James Calvin Smith!” Gemma responded brightly and stretched out her
hand. “How’d ya do?”

Amused, Doctor
Smith accepted her little hand and shook it formally but he
couldn’t ask her how she knew his full name because Hannah was
already speaking rapidly, the words tumbling out in a torrent:
“Claire wants to do a bit of phoning around and she’ll make sure
the kids are properly asleep before coming down, which suits me
fine. Mrs Lloyd said she’ll have one of her staff keep an eye on
them for an hour so Claire can have a drink with us or we’ll take
turns. Carol, that’s my mother-in-law, is staying with her friend
tonight and Graham and Thomas, being typical men, have decided to
go out for a beer as Thomas wants to talk privately to Graham about
some… family matters. So here we are then. I think that our food is
ready,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “Could you get it,
Jimmy? They don’t have any staff free and we’re starving!”

Doctor Smith
felt overwhelmed by her abrupt and breathless gabble that he
decided to get himself a fresh beer while he was collecting the
order. He did a quick calculation and realised that it would be his
fifth which was well over his usual limit. What the hell, he
thought, and returned to the table with another real ale, a tuna
salad for Hannah and a huge Cornish pasty and coke for Gemma that
made her lick her lips in anticipation.

Despite her
claim to be hungry, Hannah only nibbled at her food and hardly
touched her white wine while Gemma tore into her pasty ravenously.
Fortunately, Mrs Lloyd’s catering proved to be a formidable
challenge, allowing Doctor Smith to talk to his old student.

“There’s
nothing wrong with your daughter’s appetite, is there?” he noted,
laughing. “She really does take after you in the hair and the eyes.
How old are you now, Gemma?”

“Eight ‘n’ nine
munfs!” came the pasty-muffled reply.

He smiled
indulgently and turned to Hannah. “Well, it’s been a while,” he
noted. “And we’ve a lot to catch up on but I think we’d better
review what’s been happening to Thomas first. Have you got anything
more for me on that photograph and the frame you mentioned?”

She glanced
nervously around the lounge to make sure that nobody could overhear
them then opened her shoulder-bag to hand him one of the frames.
The patterns of intrusion did not alter the overall shape of the
frame but they were clearly similar to the damage to his camcorder.
He felt the adrenaline stirring within his veins and he knew that
his time here would not be wasted.

“Interesting!”
he said carefully, after a detailed examination during which he
occasionally glanced up to observe Hannah’s face. He wanted to
fetch his Geiger counter but he didn’t dare risk the wrath of Mrs
Lloyd again. “You said on the phone, as Thomas slept, that this
photograph showed images changing rapidly across the paper and that
you and Gemma both watched the glass reform across the frame. Is
that right?”

Gemma nodded
eagerly and giggled. “Then it went and broke again by magic, Doctor
Smith. It was wic-ked!” she said gleefully.

“Hush, Gemma!”
Hannah admonished her sharply, conscious of the others in the busy
lounge. “This isn’t a game!”

Ignoring
Gemma’s defiant pout, she turned back to Doctor Smith and related
what Carol had told her about the incidents when Thomas was six,
eleven and sixteen, the ghosts and warping sensations in the house
and how Doctor Ferris had fled in fear. Doctor Smith scribbled
furiously in his note-book as Hannah continued: “When Thomas was
sixteen, she noticed that the two old photographs she kept on the
mantelpiece in the middle room had been damaged. This is one of
them. The frames were originally made of brass,” she explained,
pointing out the various streaks contaminating the metal. “But some
of these intrusions look like gold and silver.”

“Who or what
were the original photographs of?” he asked.

She thought for
a moment before replying: “I believe Carol said they were a pair
showing Gregory’s parents: Josiah and Rebecca Lewis. Why? Do you
believe there’s a connection?”

“No, not yet,”
he said hastily, still jotting down notes. “But by a strange
co-incidence I met an old man here earlier, who was one of the
teachers at Thomas’s old school. He’s the local busybody and filled
me in on a little family history including Josiah and Rebecca
Lewis.”

As he related
the details that Myrfyr had given him, Hannah listened intently
while Gemma eavesdropped but pretended not to.

Hannah exhaled
slowly when he’d finished and looked worried. “Well, that is
something and no mistake,” she fretted. “I never realised there
were two fortune-telling grand-parents on Gregory’s side of
the family. I wonder if there’s anything like this on Carol’s side?
Or even in my family? Damn it! This confirms there’s a genetic
factor at work.”

“So it would
seem,” he agreed and decided that it was his turn to be shrewd. “Is
that why you’re so worried about Tamsin and Gemma?”

She glowered at
him and he found her dark brown eyes were very deep and
disconcerting in a multitude of ways.

“If you must
know, Jimmy,” she conceded, grudgingly. “Gemma may be showing signs
of this ‘talent’. Thomas claims she went ‘astral projecting’ with
him this afternoon and may be telepathic.”

She leant
forward and gripped his upper arm very tightly making him wince
with pain but he refrained from pulling free.

“Get this clear
Jimmy,” she hissed savagely through clenched teeth. “I am really
annoyed with you for not telling me what really went on in the
labs. I had to track down Kathryn and some of your old students to
find out. What I do not want is you or anybody else to wire my
daughter up like a lab rat. Thomas promised me he wouldn’t tell you
about her but I’ve decided to tell you anyway because I think we
may need your help. I want your word of honour that you will be
discrete because I don’t want her childhood ruined by researchers
or a media circus!”

In answer, he
silently picked up his wrecked camcorder off the floor and held it
in front of her face.

“What’s this?”
she demanded, puzzled.

“This
was my camcorder when I booked in this afternoon. I came
downstairs shortly after I unpacked but something got into
my room and did this!” he explained. “If you look closely, you can
the similarities between this damage and that done to the
photograph frame.”

Hannah’s face
turned very pale and snatching up her glass, she gulped down most
of her wine in a few seconds.

“God, Jimmy, I
don’t like this. I really don’t. I don’t understand it and I don’t
like it. I think I need something stronger!” she declared and went
to the bar to buy a double whisky. Gemma said nothing but continued
to demolish her food and her coke with obvious relish. He could not
help noticing how healthy and happy she was in sharp contrast to
her distraught mother. It was as if all the self-composure and
vitality had drained from the mother into the daughter.

As Hannah
settled back down into her armchair, he swirled his beer slowly
around his glass and regarded it thoughtfully. “I’m sorry I didn’t
tell you about what happened at the labs,” he said. “But I got well
and truly shunted sideways into the Cynet project and the sleep
research project was terminated. But I’m still fascinated and based
on what we know so far with this five year cycle confirmed and a
lack of a fixed physical location to these ‘poltergeist’ events,
I’m beginning to suspect that we’re dealing with not one but
possibly a range of interconnected phenomena.”

“But,”
he stressed urgently, raising an index finger in emphasis. “What
bothers me is whether there is an intelligence behind it.
Why should my camcorder be destroyed here, of all places?
Why should those particular photograph frames be affected at the
Lewis household? Are they warnings or messages of some kind? What
do you think?”

“I don’t know,”
she admitted anxiously, wringing her hands. “Thomas describes a
threatening ‘darkness’ that he sees along with people’s auras. He
claims it is some kind of living ‘shadow’ that infects us
all to some degree. His mother also said he claimed he was
‘shutting the door on the Devil’ when he was a child – perhaps he
was battling this thing subconsciously in his dreams. Do you think
he’s right? do you think there something supernatural and evil at
work here?”

“We used to
think lightning was supernatural,” he said sympathetically. “The
aborigines explained thunderstorms as the Lightning Brothers,
giants who battled in the heavens with flint axes. I don’t dismiss
the paranormal because I firmly believe that every properly
documented supernatural mystery is simply a fact waiting for
science to catch up with it.”

“When you
badgered Thomas into attending our sleep research sessions ten
years ago, he came mainly because he needed the money. I think he’d
been married for two years to Kathryn then and she had very
expensive tastes. He’d just lost one job and was scratching a
living as a musician and an A-level tutor, although he wouldn’t
admit it, I think he was hopeful of a cure.”

“He was never
hopeful, Jimmy, he was desperate!” Hannah corrected him,
angrily. “He believed me when I said I thought you had all the
answers. You told me then that the session followed the pattern we
now know exists: there were several disturbed nights which ended
with an episode which really got you interested only you never
elaborated. I assumed you’d helped him as he was so pleased with
the results.”

He scratched
his cheek thoughtfully and cursed himself for not bringing the
shaver with him as the stubble was already growing uncomfortably
thick. “We had him in for twelve nights in that first session,” he
said absently. “The monitors showed some unusual brain activity and
he reported some out-of-body nightmares but then on the last night
there was that episode that I did mention to you back then:
some odd physical effects happened, such as places in the lab where
you felt heavy or you almost floated up off the floor and the
lights and the computer screens flickered on and off.”

“I remember
Thomas smiled in his sleep and we all felt a kind of thump, like a
sudden decompression. Thomas mumbled something about ‘closing a
door’ then went straight into a normal sleep pattern. The lights
came back on and that was that. It got my interest but you’re
right: he thought we’d cured him somehow. He came a few more nights
but he slept normally and the place suffered a bit of an
anti-climax.”

“Well, what
happened five years ago?” she demanded. “Kathryn moved back to her
parents’ place and wouldn’t speak to the rest of the family at all.
I couldn’t get much sense out of her when I spoke to her recently
either. You see, you wanted me to keep you in touch with Thomas but
you didn’t explain why.”

“Only that I
was curious and I don’t like unexplained phenomena but the
university was keeping me busy and Thomas went onto the
back-burner,” he said slowly. “After you left the university, I
managed to keep track of him until he found a job with this big
software house. Then five years ago he came back to me in a
terrible state. He’d not been getting on well with Kathryn’s
parents so I assumed that the stress had triggered some kind of
sleep-related crisis. Monitoring technology had advanced a lot by
then, so we wired him up and he went straight to sleep.”

“He was there
for thirteen nights this time and he nearly lost his job as well as
his mind. He reported a lot more out-of-body stuff that seemed to
drain the life out of him. He would not or could not tell us most
of what he saw but the ECG traces got wilder and stronger and the
lights and electrics began to flicker so much that the
circuit-breakers began to trip out. We had to fit surge protectors
to everything and unplugged all the non-essential equipment.
He was the talk of the campus. In hindsight, I should have called
you but I was so excited, I forgot. I’m sorry.”

He paused, then
described the final night when Thomas had come in, bleary-eyed,
resigned, exhausted and close to physical and mental collapse. He
had patiently allowed himself to be wired up before lying down and
falling asleep almost immediately.

“About four in
the morning there was this sudden decompression throughout the lab.
It was much stronger than five years before. It was like some
gigantic train was coming down a tunnel at us and several computer
screens showed strange patterns which began to frighten some of the
students mainly because those computers were not plugged in.
The word was out and the observation room was packed and my
students became really excited as they watched the ECG patterns
showing more and more extreme spikes. We took several scans of his
brain which showed that every single part of his cortex was
active.”

“Unfortunately,
that’s when Kathryn turned up. She’d left the kids with a friend as
she was getting very worried about him. She told me in no uncertain
terms that I was her final hope for her husband as she was about to
section him for psychiatric treatment. In fact, we were discussing
that when all hell broke loose. Literally.”

“Ah, I see
now!” Hannah exclaimed furiously. “That’s why she went so strange.
The bitch never mentioned she had a section referral in mind…”. She
caught herself as she remembered Gemma was with her.

Gemma smiled
sweetly up at her mother and coyly fluttered her eyelids. “I’ll
tell Daddy you said a b-word, unless,” she said, grinning
impishly. “You buy me some crisps!”

Hannah stared
at her daughter helplessly for several moments then laughed weakly:
“Okay, Gemma, you’re incorrigible. I give in. It’s a deal, but let
Jimmy finish telling me the rest of the story first.”

“Frankly, I was
scared witless,” he confessed. “Thomas’s back arched up off the bed
and he started screaming: ‘I must close the door! I must close
the door! Help me, God! Why am I the only one!’. On and on and
on. Scared the hell out of us.”

He paused and
it was his turn to grip Hannah’s arm tightly in his excitement. “It
was incredible!” he enthused, his eyes shining as he remembered. “I
can’t describe what we saw but I swear the whole place was trying
to rotate away from us into more than three dimensions! The
partition window shattered from the stress and all the lights blew
so it was pitch dark until we could get the emergency lights on. It
was chaos.”

“As Thomas
thrashed about on the bed moaning and shouting, we felt this vast
presence enter the lab that made us feel like we were ants
under a microscope. I felt it transcended mere good and evil and it
was trying to tell us something really important but I think it
realised we simply didn’t have the intelligence to understand it
and it faded away.”

“Then
another presence formed in the observation area. I could
feel this one like a knife in the guts. Perhaps it was the
‘shadow creature’ that Thomas describes. I just know it was
vile.” He faltered and stared at Hannah with a haunted look
in his eyes. He felt chilled and yet there was sweat forming upon
his forehead. Hannah empathised, recalling the revolting sensation
as the frame had transformed in her hands.

“I could hear
things,” he said with some difficulty, trying not to
frighten Gemma. “Obscenities, curses, temptations whispered all
around me. Inside me. There were five pairs of what looked like
disembodied eyes staring at me from within this distortion
that formed on one of the walls. They alternated between green and
red and I knew they were completely and utterly evil. I’ve never
been so frightened in all my entire life. My bowels turned to water
then Thomas screamed again. He was really angry this time and this
thing suddenly shot about the place, breaking off tiles and
plaster as it hit the walls. It was trying to escape from Thomas,
I’m certain of it. He had hold of it but don’t ask me how.”

“There were
creaking sounds as if huge weights and strains were being placed on
the building. I remember a student trying to open the partition
door to get in to help Thomas but she was pushed back by an
invisible force and slammed into the filing cabinets, breaking her
arm. The door was bulging and paint flaked off it and everywhere
there was this grinding sound from under the flooring. Then Thomas
yelled: ‘I have it! I have it now!’ and that awful presence
vanished and I could move again.”

“Two students
were in deep shock and couldn’t do anything except throw up,” he
continued. “Two went to help the injured girl while the rest of us
rushed into the room to find Thomas was deeply asleep and claimed
he remembered nothing when we woke him up. One of my students
looked down and said: ‘My God! look at this!’. We found that
the metal bed legs had sunk a full two inches into the
concrete floor and they were glowing. In fact we found out
later they were radioactive.”

Hannah raised a
hand to interrupt. “Thomas said earlier that he remembers the bed
being welded into the floor,” she said. “But he claims he doesn’t
remember the rest of it. Was there a lot of damage?”

“Sweet Jesus,
was I in trouble!” he laughed bitterly. “The science block had a
lot of the electric wiring burnt out and nearly all of the
computers in adjacent rooms had their hard drives corrupted – even
the back-ups were destroyed along with most of the recording
devices in the lab. The floor was knee-deep in tiles and broken
panels but the strangest thing, as we found out later, was that the
vending machine in the observation room was buried into the
wall of the library block thirty metres and two solid walls
away from it’s original position.”

He scratched at
his stubble absently. “Thomas was disoriented when he came to then
he suddenly got very angry with us,” he said sadly. “And
marched out without saying a word. We found Kathryn hiding in a
store-room cupboard but she refused to come out until we convinced
her that he was not in the building. I have no idea what she saw in
the cupboard but she was in one hell of a state – as were
the rest of us.”

“Unfortunately,
the few undamaged cameras did not pick up anything conclusive apart
from the tiles flying about. There were some strange images
flashing on the screens but they were all too fuzzy or too
distorted to analyse. But before that last night we had
subjected Thomas to a huge range of tests and he was guessing
hidden cards with one hundred per cent accuracy in our
double-blind experiments! The students spent all their time trying
to prove it was a trick until he got fed up and refused to
co-operate with them.”

“He confided to
me earlier that he thought he was going mad as he was hearing other
people’s thoughts. I was convinced he was becoming
incredibly sensitive to other people’s emotions but I’ve learnt to
be a lot more cautious when discussing telepathy in scientific
forums.”

“Thomas told me
today he’s now convinced he’s been able to read minds all his
life,” she told him triumphantly. “He’s suppressed it all his life
as he thought it was a sign of mental illness but after that
incident in your lab it got so bad that he spent a fortune
on this psychiatrist, Peddern. He said he could clearly ‘read’ all
your thoughts when he woke up in the lab and ran out on you in a
panic only to find that Kathryn had fled with the kids and gone to
Fomault Hall,” she added sourly.

“He was
devastated and he misses his children like hell and now it’s all
happening again,” she sighed. “I’m really worried about him and
whether something like that could affect others in the family. I
need your advice as Thomas says Gem has this ‘talent’ - for want of
a better word - and I don’t know what to do for the best.” She fell
silent, gazing down at the floor at a loss for words and plainly on
the verge of tears.

Gemma pushed
aside her empty plate and looked up confidently at her mother.
“Don’t worry, Mum. I’m not worried about it,” she told her
firmly. “I’ve been like this all my life!”

He regarded her
with interest. “Okay, Gemma, perhaps you can tell me where you fit
into all this?” he prompted gently, folding his arms. “Are you
really gifted like your Uncle Thomas?”

Gemma said
nothing but glanced at the ornate grandfather clock set against the
wall behind him and closed her eyes. Her brow furrowed in
concentration. Nothing happened for several seconds then the clock
chimed the hour so loudly that he turned sharply to see what the
time was but the clock face read ten past seven. With a growing
sense of chagrin he realised it had rung the hour properly ten
minutes ago and he’d automatically checked his watch. The noise had
been so loud that it had made his head ring but it was apparent
that Hannah nor anyone else in the lounge had heard a thing.

Gemma stared
keenly at him and laughed mischievously, tapping her temple with
her index finger. “Bong!” she said aloud, imitating the clock
chimes he had just heard so clearly inside his head. “Bong! Bong!
Bong! Bong! Bong! Bonnng!” she giggled.

Having realised
what her daughter had just done to her old tutor, Hannah leaned
forward and raised a cynical eyebrow at him. “Your mouth is hanging
open, Jimmy,” she observed acidly. “It’s not a becoming habit you
know.”

 


 



Chapter 09: A
Door Ajar

 


Gemma felt
delightfully lethargic with her tummy close to bursting but she was
still hungry. She had wanted to talk to her mother but
Hannah had moved her own chair closer to Doctor Smith to talk to
him in subdued and urgent tones. She focussed instead on the
‘colours’ she could ‘see’ around him and he was
extraordinary: surrounded by a brilliant corona of whirling
‘pinks’, ‘oranges’ and bright ‘yellows’ generated by his questing
intellect. His thoughts were darting, brilliant meteors that were
difficult for her to ‘take’ – like spearing fish in a deep, fast
stream.

Uncle Thomas’s
‘shadow’ was there at the edges of his aura, a poisonous smudge on
a work of art to her, but it only served to make him appear more
vibrant still and she knew that she could trust him.

She felt so
grown-up as she sat there in a real pub with a soft drink in front
of her but she hated the smell of tobacco smoke drifting in through
the open doors at the rear of the lounge as it reminded her of Aunt
Claire. She could hear the laughter of children playing outside and
wondered whether her mother would let her go into the beer garden
to find some new friends – not that she made friends easily. In the
end, she decided it would be more fun to focus on various
individuals in the lounge, and ‘eavesdrop’ on their spoken and
unspoken conversations.

She didn’t do
this very often as it depressed her. Compared to Doctor Smith and
her Uncle Thomas, most auras she perceived were feeble glimmers and
they all bore that curious ‘shadow’ to varying degrees. The three
young men at the bar had auras that were almost shrouded in
‘darkness’ and, as she concentrated on them, she could hear the
threatening ‘sounds’ she’d perceived at Ayr Street wrapped around
their thoughts like ivy choking young saplings. It was deeply
unpleasant and she quickly moved on to ‘take’ others in the
lounge.

As usual, all
grown-ups talked about and thought about were meals, clothes, work
and dreary adult stuff to do with making babies then moaning about
them once they were born. Their thoughts were slow, cumbersome
things that ground with dull monotony to the same old conclusions.
She was so grateful that her family and Doctor Smith were not
this boring.

Uncle Thomas
had tried to explain to her while he was unpacking his suitcase in
his room, that people had a right to privacy and that many
thoughts were better left alone but ‘flying’ and ‘taking’ were as
natural to her as breathing so she had no more qualms about
‘taking’ somebody’s intimate thoughts than creeping downstairs to
watch television on a Sunday morning while her parents were still
in bed.

He’d caught her
casually ‘taking’ his thoughts again and got very cross indeed,
creating a wall in his mind that she couldn’t ‘sneak around’, as he
put it, no matter how hard she tried. Gemma told him that she saw
nothing wrong with ‘sneaking about’ because she found it so easy -
they had a bit of an argument about it until she promised
faithfully to be a bit more discrete - while keeping her fingers
crossed behind her back.

They’d
discussed the ‘darkness’ that they could see in people’s auras and
he’d asked her lots of odd questions about theology and philosophy
that she didn’t quite understand. She told him that she’d always
regarded the shadow as a natural phenomena, no more dangerous than
the shadows cast by the sun and the moon. She had always believed
it to be harmless - until it had manifested itself in Ayr Street,
that is.

Then she’d sat
down on the bed and poured out her heart to him about how lonely
she’d been and how she’d met her very own ‘angel’ and how happy she
was to find out that she was just like him. She’d given him a
grateful hug at this point and tried to tell him more about her
‘angel’ but her mother had suddenly appeared and whisked her off
down the corridor to their ensuite bathroom for a wash and a change
of clothes.

Now that her
mother and Doctor Smith knew her secret she felt very special
indeed. She was wondering why she’d been so ravenous earlier as she
munched idly on her packet of crisps when, unexpectedly, her
thoughts turned to her dog, Spike, who had died two months ago. She
also missed her twin cousins, Janice and Jay, and the beautiful,
serene Amy who had showed her how to press flowers and knew all the
fancy Latin names for them. Then she thought of her Grampy, lying
helpless in his bed and choking on his last few ragged breaths.

To her dismay,
tears welled up in her eyes and she sniffed loudly. Automatically,
Hannah turned from her conversation with Doctor Smith, and clucked
at her daughter soothingly: “What’s the matter, Gem?”

“I miss Amy and
Spike and Grampy!” she said miserably.
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