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This anthology contains five short stories exploring themes of loss, loneliness, childhood, fatherhood and the ghostly, unexplained connections to the world and to each other that we all have, whether we notice them or not.
With the exception of the first one which has been specially written for this anthology, each story was either entered into the Bridport Prize short story competition, published online or in small publications like Escape Velocity edited by Geoff Nelder and Rob Blevins. All of them have been updated and re-jigged for this ebook.
CONTENTS:
THE RIOTERS CANDLE.
This short story is a completely new one, inspired by the Tunisian man Mohammed Bouazizi, who set himself alight and set the whole world alight at the same time. In this tale a prisoner is brought to a cell block used for torturing and detaining high profile prisoners of a generic Arab regime. He is a simple rioter, rather than a revolutionary, a politician or a human rights campaigner. He’s only there because the other prisons were full, but his effect is much, much bigger than his counterparts in the neighbouring cells could ever have imagined.
DARK DAY.
A mysterious darkness arrives on a housing estate in Northampton and experts are drafted in to discover its origins and secrets. The Police and the army send in their officers to investigate, only to find that they don’t return. The darkness seems to swallow up human beings as effectively as it does the light. Hidden deep inside is a tragedy which will confound the government and leave a lasting legacy. This story was entered into the The Bridport Prize Short Story competition 2009, then published on www.vagabond-unlimited.co.uk and Kalkion.com later that same year (Dark Day - Kalkion.com edition).
SAY GOODBYE TO MACY.
A lonely salesman is haunted by a dream of a troubled young girl in a children’s home, when he realises his dream has become a reality. This short was also entered into The Bridport Prize Short Story competition in 2010.
LENNY’S DREAMS: THE LAST DAYS OF THE BEETLE.
Lenny lives alone after the end of his marriage. Depressed and lost in his own world, he becomes fascinated by the minutia of the insect life around him. This short was first published on www.horromasters.com in 2004.
CAITLIN INVISIBLE.
Caitlin is a ten year old girl who has got into the habit of getting up in the middle of the night to stand silently and still in the partially finished extension on her house and stares out the window for a few minutes and then returns to bed. Soon it becomes apparent why she is doing this, when she witnesses an event that no other person sees, nor understands. This was published as an ebook on www.vagabond-unlimited.co.uk in 2007 and in Escape Velocity edited by Geoff Nelder and Rob Blevins in 2011.
DEVIL’S RISE.
While abseiling off an escarpment called Devil’s Rise, a man finds himself lost in country lanes, having been separated from his family. When he stops at a farmhouse, he discovers a terrible crime. But as he goes to call the Police, he begins to realise that he maybe in the frame himself. This story was entered into the The Bridport Prize Short Story competition in 2007.
THE RIOTERS CANDLE.
Ebed had been in prison before. When his brother had been arrested for spraying revolutionary slogans on the wall of the interior ministry, he was picked up as well. It was Imam Jelal who had spoken for him that time. Unfortunately the Imam is no longer as powerful as he was. He has also been scooped up by the Republican Guard in this uprising the West has called the Arab Spring.
‘The Arab Spring?’ his sister had said with some indignation. ‘What the hell does that mean?’ Ebed now knew, the day she had said that was the last day he’d see his sister. She may be in a cell in the same block as he was. Or she maybe dead. Or she maybe in another prison somewhere else. As he peered anxiously through the bars on the door window, he could see the edges of something red and blue on the wall, as he strained to get a better look. He pushed his hands and arms one way and his neck and head the other, pressing his cheek against the edges of the thick frame of the door window. But to no avail. He just wanted to know where he was. Then bang! The guard whacked his cosh against the door and Ebed leapt backwards into his cell again.
‘Stay back away from the door maggot!’ he said. Ebed sat on his bed, the dim yellow lamp caged inside a wire mesh flickered brutally with an indifferent, almost insultingly dim light, with its disgusting shade of yellow, which it spread like a virus around the cell. It was such a sickly shade of yellow, he wondered if the prison warden had deliberately chosen it to insult the prisoners. Remind them about what kind of place they were in and why they were there. He stared at it defiantly though. It was so weak that it didn’t hurt his eyes for ages, before he had to turn away. He just wanted to know where he was before he died. And very occasionally, especially at night, he could almost hear the protest continuing outside without him. But only just. It so quiet that he wondered whether it was in his head or part of his memories of the night before.
He lay back down and stared up at the ceiling. He wasn’t sure what time it was, but he guessed it would be six o’clock in the evening. Then from the block came screaming, which had become an all too familiar sound since he’d arrived here. He worried when it would be his turn. The screaming went on for about two hours, with the occasional break, which he knew were taken for the interrogators to have a smoke, because he could smell the tobacco in the air. Some of it kindly drifted his way, which he enjoyed a little. Although it was second hand smoke from one of those bastards, so he didn’t enjoy it as much as he wanted to. Then it went quiet. The door lock rattled as the guard unlocked it and the door swung open. ‘Your turn maggot,’ he said. The guard was over weight but stocky, where as poor Ebed was slight and nowhere near as strong as he was. He didn’t even bother with the shackles. He just grabbed him by the back of his jacket and dragged him along towards the torture room, which was a large room at the opposite end of the corridor. A man was waiting at the end – a captain by the looks of him. He had a grin across his face and he was rubbing his hands.
‘Not him,’ he said and the guard stopped, giving Ebed a chance to stand up straight, with the guards hand still holding onto his jacket. ‘Number three.’ The captain said. The guard turned round and threw Ebed back into cell.
‘Don’t worry maggot, your time will come.’ The door slammed shut and Ebed flopped back down onto the bed and sighed. He guessed that these false alarms were part of the torture. He then stood back up and looked out of the window, as another victim, was dragged across the floor towards the end of the corridor. He sat back down before he was noticed, and buried his head in his hands. The screaming started soon afterwards. He put his hands round his ears trying to drown out the noise, but it was no good. He could still hear it. He gave up and wept and then prayed for a while. Then coming from somewhere in the block came the call to prayer, loud and clear and as beautiful as the mosque in Medina, he’d visited as a child. But it was so loud and so, well, down here? Here, in the cells. He got up and looked around for a speaker hidden in the walls, but he couldn’t find one. Perhaps it was not obvious and perhaps this was also part of the torture? But why would you torture someone, a Muslim like him with a sound he would long to hear? He knelt down and prayed as he would have done at mosque, accept he didn’t know what direction Mecca would be in. He prayed anyway. Then it stopped. It was silent in the block. The screaming man had stopped. Perhaps they were on another break?
An hour or two passed without incident, so he managed a light sleep. As he contemplated his death and the afterlife, he wondered what was happening out there. How well the revolution was going. What might have happened to his sister and his father. His brother was murdered in 1998 by the regime here. His parents never spoke about him for fear of being arrested themselves, but as Asma grew older she spoke about him more often than they liked. They always remained silent, but once or twice he noticed a smile on his parent’s face, when Asma mentioned him. It kind of indicated their feelings about Asma’s defiance and his brother’s memory. But they still remained silent, which frustrated her. Now she was gone; presumably arrested, dead or being raped, tortured – whatever. He didn’t like to dwell on it. He got up and paced up and down the small space, until he managed to calm down again. He barely slept. He slept with one eye open and a constant knot in his stomach, waiting to be taken away by the guards to the captain. It wasn’t until late that same night he suddenly realised what the red and blue thing was on the wall. He had seen it when he had been taken out and returned to his cell, but had not seen it when he was first arrested as his head had been covered with a black cloth bag. It was the Presidential Palace emblem. He was in the Presidential Palace. He wasn’t anyone of any special significance. At least he didn’t think he was. He had been brought here, because of the chaos outside. He then realised that was why, he had been put back in his cell in place of another prisoner – because the prisoners here were higher profile prisoners than he was. He was just a rioter. Just causing as much chaos as possible, like the rest of them. Just an angry young man seeking a better future. The others were ex-regime stalwarts who had turned on the leadership or human rights campaigners who had a following in the West. Bloggers who had attracted too much attention or organisers of the revolution now happening outside. Right outside. He could and was hearing the protesters at night after all. The Palace was being besieged and the President was no doubt holed up inside this place somewhere. In a bunker, commanding his last stand against the revolution. Bastard. Murderer. He felt like shouting out at the guard. He felt like shouting ‘Your days are numbered bastard!’ but he dared not. Not in here. Maybe out there. But not here, when the torturers bloody tools, are a mere twenty yards away and the wall thick and impervious to the people outside who could not hear his screams or the screams of the others. He would have to remain silently seething, like he’d always done.
Morning came around, eventually, but he could only tell it was morning because of the tiny chink of light he could see through the main door that lead upwards into the Republican Guard’s office, at the Palace. A small garrison of elite soldiers charged with guarding the President and his family. He stood up and looked out of the door window, with trepidation, not wanting to attract much attention. He could just about see the arm of one of the guards. He didn’t know whether it was the one who kept calling him a maggot or not. It was hard to tell. They all looked fairly similar. Big, bulky men with a pot belly, but not too fat that they couldn’t catch you should you make a run for it. He hadn’t heard much activity over night, until the main door swung open and the guard leapt into action, carrying an injured man into the corridor and past his door window. The guard briefly glanced into his window as he passed. The mans feet were dragging along the floor, and his face was dripping with sweat, blood and saliva which mixed together, as long line of it dripped messily from his face, and onto floor. It snagged on something and pasted itself messily onto the guard’s trousers, who complained bitterly before he threw the new prisoner into a cell. Ebed heard the cell door rattle shut and then he backed away and lay down with his face away from the door, should they decide to turn on him. They didn’t. Everything went quiet again and he sat up on his bed and prayed again. Just as he did, he could hear the distance voices of the protesters. He smiled. He let his imagination create an image and even some dialogue. What they must be saying and doing. What the Police and the army were saying and doing. Would they turn on their President and help us?
An hour almost passed without incident, when the guards went past and opened up the new prisoner’s cell. This time he was almost on his feet. They each had one arm each and Ebed watched from a slight distance from the window, just satisfied to see a shadow rather than risk attracting attention. His belly rumbled loudly, as he looked down and patted it trying to get it to shut up. The man began to cry ‘oh no, oh no,’ as he must of realised where he was going.
‘Relax maggot!’ the guard snapped. ‘You’re going to see the President!’ Ebed breathed a sigh of relief. He was going upstairs to speak to the President, rather than the torture room. He sat back down. The heavy door to the block squeaked open and the guards disappeared through it.
Ebed realised he was on his own in the block, apart from the other prisoners of course. He shouted. ‘Anyone there?’ Just as he spoke, and before anyone could answer, there was a massive explosion and the whole building shook, as dust reined down on him from the old brick work. He steadied himself against the wall and then stepped back up to the window and looked out. Then the lights flickered and died. It was time. They were winning. The President was almost out of office, if not dead. Ebed felt his way back to his bed, and perched on the edges in the complete darkness of his cell. He couldn’t see anything even after his eyes had adjusted to the darkness. Then out of the darkness came a voice.
‘Would you like some light?’
Ebed’s heart leapt so violently at the sudden sound, he clutched his chest for a second or two thinking he might have a heart attack. But the voice was warm and non-threatening. He was intrigued. ‘Who’s that?’ he looked round, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to see anything.
‘A stranger,’ he said.
‘What kind of stranger?’
‘A strange one,’ the voice replied.
‘How did you get into my cell? Are you a guard?’ Ebed asked.
‘No,’ the voice said quickly and with resolve, as if to quash the notion that this was another psychological trick by the guards.
‘Who are you then?’ he didn’t reply.
‘Would you like some light?’ the voice asked.
‘Yes.’
‘I have a candle and a match,’ the voice said. ‘Here’. Ebed could feel something touching his hand. It took a minute or two to get his bearings and take hold of it. As he did he briefly felt the fingers on the man who was in his cell with him. They were warm, a little oily and chubby.
‘And here is the match,’ he said. ‘And here is the box to strike the match.’
Everything he said, seem to resonate, like it had its own poetry, its own rhythm. ‘It was me who played you the call to prayer yesterday’.
‘Was it? That was nice. A nice thing to do,’ Ebed told him. ‘If you’re not a guard then you must be an agent.’
‘I am neither. Nor am I a prisoner.’ Ebed took the match and the box, whilst holding the candle between his knees and struck the match. For a brief moment, he saw a large face, not too far from him, in one corner. It was a pale face, but an Arab one. ‘I saw your face,’ Ebed said. ‘Do you want me to see your face? Will you not kill me if I can see you and tell others what you look like?’
‘Not at all. You can see my face…’ a pause. ‘Or not.’ As he said this the candle burst into life, with a large flame which quickly settled down. Ebed stood up and shone the candle light around the room. He did a three hundred and sixty degree turn. There was no-one there.
‘Am I hallucinating?’ he said to himself. ‘Perhaps I am dreaming?’
‘You’re not dreaming,’ said the voice. ‘You may be hallucinating though’.
‘You’re are not real at all are you?’ He went over to the door and rattled it hard. It was locked securely. He shone the light as best he could through the window to see if he could see any of the guards. He couldn’t. He sat back down.
‘If you pray with me I will pipe the Call to Prayer into your cell again.’
‘What do I call you?’ Ebed asked.
‘Just call me Imam,’ he replied.
‘Okay Imam.’
‘I want you to do something for me?’ Imam said.
‘What?’
‘I want you to sit down to pray rather than to kneel. Then I want you to place the candle between your legs and continue to pray with me until the flame begins to catch your clothing. I want you to let it consume you. It will not hurt if you continue to pray to Allah.’
‘Surely an Imam wouldn’t ask someone to do this?’
‘You’re going to die in here Ebed. No-one is coming to rescue you. You haven’t eaten for three days, soon you will run out of water. You only have a small amount left in your bowl.’ Ebed peered down at his bowl. There was maybe two small sips of water left. He sat back up.
‘You’re right. So you want me to set myself alight with a candle that isn’t even in here. I’m hallucinating am I not?’
‘In a way yes.’
‘Are you a spirit then? Or an angel?’
‘No.’
‘Who are you then? Why won’t you tell me? Why won’t you show yourself to me?’
‘Because I don’t want to Ebed.’
‘You did say you were strange.’
‘Just do it Ebed. Please.’
‘Why?’
‘Because when you do the flames will catch your clothes. They will spread upwards into the next floor and they will quickly spread throughout the building and the President and his men will be killed.’
‘Really?’
‘Isn’t that worth something to you? Isn’t that what you want?’
‘The President dead? Of course.’
‘And you know that there is little chance of getting out of this cell alive as well don’t you?’
‘I guess so. But what if the revolution is successful and my family come and get me out? What then?’
‘The revolution will not be successful unless the President and his men are killed, tonight, by you.’
‘I see.’
‘And given that this is a hallucination you have nothing to lose and everything to gain. You will not feel a thing, I promise.’
‘Fine.’ He bowed his head in silence for a second. The Call to Prayer started.
‘Allah Akbar!’ came the fine voice, as it rang out perfectly, as if he was at the mosque in Medina, right there next to the muezzin. He grabbed the candle and carefully placed it between his knees and waited. Nothing much happened for a few minutes, as it came to an end. Just silence. He continued to pray for a while longer. Then his clothes began to smoulder, not noticing straight away. Eventually the flames began to take hold, burning brighter and brighter, the flames higher and higher, until they began to engulf his face. He felt he should cry out in pain or panic, but he didn’t. He remained silent and calm. He didn’t speak to the Imam again, nor anyone else, as the flash lights outside his cell darted around randomly and as the voices of the guards got louder.
‘Open the door! Open the door!’ the captain screamed at his subordinates. The door was jammed, as the flames danced around him. The Imam was right. He felt nothing. Just a kind of oily feeling against his skin, as if being smothered in olive oil. The door eventually opened and Ebed felt serene, as if time had slowed right down. The guards seemed to speak slowly, their movement laboured and unreal. The guards threw a blanket over him, in an attempt to put out the fire, but it ignited so fast it must have been covered in something flammable. The guards began to retreat out of the cell, but one of them had got too close and his shirt sleeve ignited as quickly as the blanket did. He screamed and shouted like the prisoners he’d tortured. In his panic and rage he grabbed hold of the captain and one of the others as he fell to the floor. By now the flames were rolling against the ceiling, desperate to escape the cell. Then the light popped in its cage, sending tiny shards of glass everywhere. The paint or what was left of it peeled away and that was it. The Palace was ablaze. It was too late now. The President was finished, just as the Imam had promised. Then Ebed gently closed his eyes, his burning body fell backwards onto the bed and he passed into unconsciousness, then onto the afterlife beyond.
DARK DAY.
Professor Frederick Wood was a government scientist of some standing. A short, balding man in his early sixties, it was to him the government turned to when this problem started. At first he thought it was a hoax call. But it was definitely genuine. As it was urgent he had to set off from his home straight away heading for Northampton. ‘This better not be a waste of time’, he muttered to himself as he climbed into his car.
After a long drive he didn’t get there until gone nine, and it was already dark. It was a chaotic scene. The public had already been sent away and there were troops and Police there, stood around. After being allowed through the cordon he drove his car up to the command vehicle. He got out and confidently marched up to the commanding officer; a major. ‘Professor Wood’, he said offering his hand. The major looked down at his hand in disgust for a second then took his hand and shook it.
‘Major Cameron,’ the soldier said. ‘What we have so far is a whole group of as yet unidentified civilians that live here in this estate, which have not yet come out and have not been rescued. The whole place seems to be consumed in some kind of dark matter, which I’ve never come across in my entire career. And I’ve been to some dark places.’
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