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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the family and friends who are sadly no longer with us, and whose voices I wish I could hear again.
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Chapter One

Saturday, September 10th, 1988





One

The Hawthorn family's, red, Ford Sierra, ground to a halt outside Apple Blossom Cottage - located on the remote outskirts of the village of Reeth in the Yorkshire Dales.
‘Look at that, guys,’ Gerald Hawthorn spoke proudly from behind the wheel as he pointed to the Sold sign in the front garden. ‘We’re here.’
Their new home was a far cry from their previous residence in Bromley, London - in distance, population, and bustle. Yet these were the exact reasons why Gerald Hawthorn had made the life-changing decision to move here. Nervous breakdowns would do that to you.
Apple Blossom Cottage was a postcard-perfect country home. Four bedrooms, a box room, two bathrooms, a living room, a kitchen, a pantry, and a large garden. Things are never as perfect as they seem in life, however - and this cottage was no exception. A few months prior, the cottage had been the scene of a bloody crime - a murder-suicide to be precise.
This tragedy had been how the Hawthorns had been able to afford this home, which would otherwise be outside of their price range. As Gerald crassly pitched it to his beloved wife Joy, ‘Nothing slashes house prices like its previous owner slashing his family.’
Despite the dreadful circumstances in which the cottage had come to be on the market, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect for Gerald. He had been signed off by his doctor as being fit enough to return to work for his consultancy firm following his breakdown, yet Gerald saw no benefit in doing so. After all, is that not the very definition of madness? Doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. Freelance work was where he now saw his future. He could regulate his workload, time, and salary, to how he saw fit.
Then, he received the phone call from James McLean; an old university friend he had remained in close contact with for the twenty-five years since they’d graduated together.
McLean had started up a successful estate agency company in the county of North Yorkshire and had called Gerald to give him the heads up on a can’t-miss opportunity soon to be put on the market. (Knowing of Gerald’s desire to move to an area more peaceful) between the 25% property discount, due to the murder, and the proceeds from the sale of their London property, it would be within Gerald’s budget with some pocket change to spare. McLean could take an offer on the property from him before it officially went to market.
McClean would fax over all the photos, building specs and plans, even the surveyor reports, so they knew there would be no nasty surprises waiting for them.
Sure, it was a gamble, but when Joy had seen the photos and had fallen in love with the place, he knew it would be a gamble worth taking.
There were still a small number of fresh bouquets placed outside the front garden’s stone wall in remembrance and tribute to the previous tenants - the Fredericks.
It had been something their eight-year-old son, Elliot Hawthorn, had been quick to notice.
‘Why are there so many flowers outside our house?’ he had asked with the mandatory naivety that came with his young age.
‘It’s just because our new neighbours are so happy to see us, dear,’ Joy, was quick to answer in her soft, reassuring voice.
‘She’s lying dumbass,’ Janey Hawthorn, aged thirteen answered bitterly. ‘If they’re laying flowers like that outside a house, it’s usually because someone died there.’
Joy and Gerald threw their daughter a look of anger and frustration in almost perfect unison. It was the kind of scolding look which only parents could perfect. A look which though silent was still able to say so many words.
They had both tried to throw their daughter some slack over her attitude as of late. Partly because Joy remembered what it was like to be a teenage girl, and partly because of the guilt Gerald felt over tearing her from the only world she had known in her life thus far.
So many of her years, she had spent building friendships, hobbies, and routines, and for what? Just for him to rip it away from her, all because of his breakdown. Could this move even be some form of midlife crisis for him? Most people would just dye their hair or buy a fast car or motorbike, he had to go so far as to quit his job and buy a murder house in a remote part of the country.
‘Is that true, mummy?’ Elliot asked, his sweet voice wavering. He wasn’t sure what was worse, the fact they’d moved into a house where someone had died, or that his mother had just lied to him.
Joy threw a pleading look to her husband that said, ‘a little help here please.’
‘Kinda, kid.’ Gerald spoke in his customary matter-of-fact tone. ‘Sometimes people simply die in houses, same as they sometimes die in hospitals, or crossing a busy road. But your mum’s right. I’m sure the neighbours are happy to see us too. This seems like a nice little village, right? And nice neighbourhoods mean nice new friends.’
Elliott seemed soothed by this, yet Janey just rolled her eyes and let out an exaggerated sigh. Nice new friends weren’t the same as old best friends. And though she had been promised she could call her best friend, Haley, any time she wanted, it wouldn’t be the same.
Gerald pressed his foot gently on the accelerator pedal and rolled the car slowly up the cottage’s driveway.
‘Right then gang. Janey, Elliott, grab a smaller bag each from the boot whilst your mum sorts out your baby brother.’
Once the car had stopped again, Joy unfastened the baby carrier from the rear seat. Lewis, aged a mere six months, was still fast asleep. A part of her wished he would be awake to share with the rest of the family seeing the house together for the first time. The wearier, more pragmatic side of her, however, knew from experience that she would take his sleeping over some memory he would never recall any day of the week. She carried him towards the front door and stopped in front of it. She felt her husband’s steadying hand on her back.
The door was pristine and painted rose red. It was visibly newer than the rest of the hundred-and-fifty-year-old Victorian-era cottage - the new door had been a replacement for the one the police had broken down a few months earlier.
‘This is it,’ Gerald said. His steady, almost monotone voice was doing a great job of hiding his internal excitement. ‘Our new start together.’
He kissed the nape of Joy’s neck, sending an excited twinge down her body.
‘It’s perfect,’ she replied proudly.
He rummaged around in his pocket for the front door key he had picked up from the estate agents en route, which also made for the perfect excuse for a catch-up with his old pal McLean, for an hour.
‘Okay kids,’ he addressed Janey and Elliott without turning around. ‘First come first served on who gets what bedroom. Just as long as it’s not the biggest - that’s for your mum and I.’
He twisted the key into the lock and opened the door.
Elliott sprinted past, and straight up the stairs. He had already dropped the rucksack he had retrieved from the car in order to obtain optimum speed in his race to claim the better bedroom. He had even dropped his ever-present and cherished talking toy robot, Roberto, such was his urgency.
As it was, his haste had proven to be misplaced since Janey was showing no such excitement over what room to choose. She simply trudged into the cottage with all the energy and enthusiasm of a sedated sloth - much to the irritation of her parents.
‘She’ll get there eventually,’ Joy assured as she second-guessed her husband’s frustration.
‘How long did you say this phase would last?’
‘Oh, about another five years.’
‘Shoot me now,’ Gerald sighed.
‘Hey, let’s go check out that back garden, it looked to die for in those pictures James faxed us.’




Two

The back garden was impressively spacious, and as Joy remarked - just as she had with Gerald - she had fallen in love with it at first sight.
Growing up in a tower flat in London, she had never experienced the delight of having a proper garden of her own. Even the meagre garden patch at their Bromley home was more of a symbolic gesture than anything truly worthy of pride. But this garden, this was an entirely different story. It boasted a working water well, several apple trees that lived up to the cottage’s name, a charming tree house for Elliott, and a rustic wooden garden bench that invited relaxation and growing old together.
Even the ramshackle wooden shed, instead of being an eyesore, added a quaint touch to the landscape.
‘It’s okay, I guess.’ Janey’s underwhelmed response broke the tranquil moment as she joined her parents and her still-sleeping baby brother in the garden.
‘Don’t be such a sourpuss,’ her mother playfully chided. ‘You’ll make the roses wilt with a frown like that.’
‘Can I phone Haley, please?’ Janey said, unfazed by her mother’s affectionate teasing.
‘We’ve literally been here less than ten minutes,’ her father scolded gently. ‘Besides, our telephone is packed up in the removal van, and they aren’t due here for about another hour.’
‘I promised I’d call as soon as we got here so I could fill her in on all the details about what the house is like. And yes, there is a phone here. I’ve seen one upstairs that’s still connected on the landing floor.’
‘Hmmm, the estate agents must have put one in for us in case we needed to contact them,’ he speculated.
‘Is that a yes then,’ Janey asserted rather than asked.
‘Just make it quick,’ her father conceded, knowing it was a losing battle.
Without so much as a thank you, Janey bounded off with excitement.
‘Did you say this phase is going to last five more years?’ Gerald half-joked, watching their daughter disappear into the house.
‘At least,’ Joy sighed, planting a gentle kiss on his cheek. ‘Come on, let’s explore the rest of the house.’
With a sense of adventure bubbling within them, they stepped inside, ready to embrace the new chapter that awaited their family.




Three

With Lewis still peacefully sleeping, Joy had gently placed him in the carrier within the largest upstairs room they had designated as their bedroom. Although the cottage boasted four bedrooms in total, for the time being, the little one would be staying with them.
The parents poked their heads into the room Elliott had claimed for himself. He was still in there, defending it in case his big sister decided to overthrow his rule and claim it for herself - she was sometimes mean like that. Despite the room being devoid of furnishings, he was thoroughly entertained, playing with Roberto, his trusty robot companion.
‘What’s the verdict, champ?’ Gerald inquired. ‘Do you like it here?’
Elliott beamed and pressed a button on the robot.
‘Affirmative,’ Roberto responded in his mechanical voice. With a gleeful thumbs-up, Elliott basked in the validation provided by his toy.
Meanwhile, Janey occupied the landing, engrossed in a conversation with her best friend on the telephone. Or at least, she was producing a series of semi-coherent grunts that resembled a conversation - a teenager’s version of Morse Code, perhaps.
‘Seriously,’ Gerald lamented to Joy, ‘I’ve never come across two people who can chatter for so long while saying so little as those girls.’
Joy playfully nudged him, as a way of saying, ‘play nice.’
They then ventured into the room they assumed would be Janey’s, though they couldn’t dismiss the possibility of her choosing the smallest bedroom, just to create more drama for herself - it would give her something else to complain about after all.
Next, they marvelled at the upstairs bathroom, or rather, the idea of having it.
‘Two bathrooms!’ Gerald exclaimed proudly. ‘I feel like a king.’
‘Well, it’ll be a different type of throne you’ll be sitting on, Your Majesty,’ Joy quipped with a smirk as she gave him a sarcastic ceremonial curtsey.
The box room, Gerald claimed as his new office - the room where he planned to start building his new business on the backs of the extensive network of contacts he had accumulated over the years.
The final upstairs room they explored was the smallest bedroom, which they anticipated would eventually become the baby’s nursery.
When they last viewed the room via the photographs McLean had sent, it still contained furnishings, but now it stood completely stripped bare, evoking a sense of unease in both of them.
Their gaze was immediately drawn to the centre of the bland, beige, carpet, where a large, contrasting, crimson bloodstain remained - a stark reminder of the past. It seemed that, despite the cleaners' efforts, they were unable to eradicate the stain.
‘That crafty little shit,’ Gerald muttered about McLean. ‘It looks like he got creative with the angles of those photographs he sent us, so he could hide this big, bloody murder stain, right in the middle of the room.’
Until that moment, they hadn’t lingered too long on the murder-suicide that had occurred in this home. The fact that they didn’t even know what the previous owners looked like helped them maintain a mental distance from the tragedy. It was indeed sorrowful, but they preferred to think of it as just an unpleasant tale they had once heard. Now, however, with the grim evidence laid bare before them, the reality of what transpired in this room made them feel nauseous.
‘I’ll get the carpet replaced as soon as I can,’ Gerald assured her, his tone resolute.
Joy nodded, albeit distantly.
‘Oh crap,’ he suddenly exclaimed. ‘That sneaky little turd had covered that up with a cabinet too! I’ll make sure the first round of the most expensive scotch his local serves is on him next time I see that little bastard.’
He pointed toward a patch of the wall near the corner, concealed by three planks of wood, each about two and a half feet long, a foot wide, and an inch thick, nailed to the rendered wall.
‘We’ll have to get a professional to check that out,’ he continued. ‘Probably won’t come cheap.’
‘If there’s no draft coming through it, then I’m sure it can wait a couple of months,’ Joy reasoned, striving for optimism. ‘All things considered; we’ve still come out on top.’
Before Gerald could respond, the piercing sound of Lewis’s cries echoed through the house. These weren’t just ordinary baby cries - they were intense screams that pierced the air.
The parents dashed from the small bedroom to their room where the baby was. Janey was already there, looking bewildered. Lewis remained asleep, blissfully unaware.
‘What happened?’ Joy asked as she scooped up the baby, cradling him close.
‘I don’t know,’ Janey replied, her brow furrowed in confusion. ‘I heard him having a proper meltdown, so I rushed in to see what was wrong. I literally got here just a second before you did.’
‘Either the little fella had a nightmare, or he just woke up in unfamiliar surroundings and got scared since none of us were around,’ Gerald speculated, trying to soothe the moment. ‘He must have fallen right back asleep, though. It’s been a long trip for him.’
‘It’s been a long trip for us all,’ Joy sighed, feeling the weight of the day settle in.




Four

It was now evening, and the Hawthorns were eating Chinese food in the kitchen from the nearest takeaway that delivered. They had found the takeaway via a Yellow Pages directory left on one of the alcove shelves in the living room. There was, as Joy put it, more chance of Rick Astley going to give you up than there was of her doing any cooking tonight.
The removal guys had been and gone by this juncture - albeit over an hour behind schedule. They had blamed it on the impracticalities and the logistics of rural lanes, yet the stench of beer on their breath suggested they had been to stop off for a pint or two en route.
Not that Joy begrudged them their liquid lunch. Moving the heavy furniture around this cottage would be hard work. Nonetheless, they had set up the furnishings as directed; the beds, fridge, washing machines, wardrobes, tables and drawers. Everything else was left boxed and for the Hawthorns to deal with.
The only thing Gerald had removed thus far from one of these boxes was his camera and had asked one of the removal men to take a photo of the Hawthorn family outside their new home together.
As well as the Chinese takeaway, they’d also had the welcome surprise in the form of a home-baked apple pie, courtesy of their next-door neighbour. - albeit the closest thing that could be construed as a next-door neighbour in this remote rural area. Her cottage was approximately two hundred metres away and to their left.
She had arrived at their door almost immediately after the removal van had vanished from view, making it likely that it was more than just a case of fortunate timing – she had been waiting patiently for them to leave so she could scout out the new occupants all to herself.
Upon answering the door to the polite and gentle knocking, they were met with the sight of a woman in her late fifties. She introduced herself to them as Miss Marian Moore. She was of a smart appearance and her personality seemed agreeable, albeit rather forceful. There was no aura of coyness about her at all - at least that was until the Hawthorns invited her to come in for a cup of tea.
‘Oh, er, I best not,’ she spoke nervously as she took an apprehensive look into the cottage. It was clear to Gerald and Joy that she was rattled by something. They both presumed it had been by the death of her former neighbours.
Her moment of awkwardness quickly disappeared, however, (as from the doorstep) she began to bombast the Hawthorns with a torrent of information, ranging from the history of the village to who was who, who lived where, and who did what. Gerald commented to himself in his mind that the speed at which she was talking at them (not to them) was making a mockery of the village’s speed limits as it was coming at him at over a hundred miles per hour it would seem.
As she continued to rattle sentences at them, Gerald’s concentration let slip completely. He was unable to keep up with the machine-gun-rapid words that were being fired his way. He even started playing a game in his mind as to how long she could talk without drawing for breath. He’d counted as far as fifty seconds for her personal best thus far.
‘So, just don’t be alarmed if you see my Jeffrey in your house at all,’ Marian’s words came as Gerald was drifting back into her one-sided conversation. ‘He has a tendency to just let himself in and help himself to any food lying about. He may even occasionally be so rude as to crap on your kitchen floor,’ she said.
‘And Jeffrey’s your husband?’ Gerald asked uncertainly.
He caught out the corner of his eye the look on Joy’s face trying to hold in a laugh, this made him bite his lip too.
‘No silly goose,’ Marian said nonplussed. ‘I’ve already said I’ve never been married. Jeffrey is one of my cats.’
‘Oh, that makes more sense, I guess,’ he replied.
‘The last owners, Scott and Elizabeth, God bless their souls, made the mistake of letting him come in for fusses and scraps once and, well, you know what cats are like. Show them one little sign of hospitality and they take it as a lifelong invitation to do as they please. He’s completely harmless and very friendly, but if you don’t want him in the house just make sure you shoo him off. The poor soul, I think he just misses them both, we all do around here. Truly terrible business. If there was one person in the world you would least expect to be a murderer, then Scott Fredericks would be it. He worshipped Elizabeth, and she him. I guess we’ll never know why he did what he did. There were no notes, nothing. Anyways, I’m sure you guys don’t want to hear about that. A nice young family like yourself. It’ll be a breath of fresh air having people back in this house rather than letting it go neglected. New homes are about new futures. Well, I’ll leave you guys to settle in. You can bring the pie dish back whenever you’re ready, and anytime you want to come in for a cuppa and a chinwag, my door is always open. Whenever you guys are ready to meet the rest of the locals, I’ll introduce you all down the Four Crowns. Tuesday night is bingo night, so that may be your best bet. In any case, Toodle-pip.’
‘Toodle-pip,’ Gerald replied, somewhat sarcastically as he closed the door behind her.




Five

The conversation at the dinner table was a monotonous blend of small talk that Janey found utterly exhausting. After enduring a lengthy car ride filled with the same level of drivel, she marvelled at her parents' ability to continually conjure up fresh topics of triviality.
‘Why don’t we explore the village tomorrow?’ Gerald proposed. ‘We could check for a hardware store to get some paints or wallpaper, so you two can decorate your new rooms just the way you want. It’ll be a good opportunity for us to get the lay of the land and see what’s around.’
If enthusiasm for their father’s idea could be quantified on the Richter scale, Elliott’s reaction would easily register around an eight. Janey, however, was barely a tremor, her disinterest though was far more palpable.
‘It took us less than a minute to drive through the village,’ she said, her tone dripping with resentment. ‘I don’t think there’s much to explore here. I bet the only place that’s busy is the graveyard due to being packed from all the people dying of boredom.’
Joy was about to counter Janey’s snide remark when a creaking sound echoed from upstairs.
‘What’s that noise?’ Elliott asked, his eyes wide with curiosity.
‘It’s probably the ghosts of the previous owners, come to rip off your face while you sleep,’ Janey teased, doing her best spooky voice. Her brother’s lip quivered in response, as he took her words to heart.
‘Enough!’ Gerald barked at Janey. ‘Just because you have a bad attitude and seem to think your perfectly fortunate life amounts to hardship, it doesn’t mean everyone else has to share in your meanness. You’re losing your phone privileges for a few days.’
‘That’s not fair!’ she protested, her eyes flashing indignantly.
‘On the contrary, I think it’s perfectly fair,’ Gerald replied, softening his tone as he turned to Elliott. ‘Those noises are just what they call house sounds, kiddo. In an old house like this, it’s common for the floorboards to swell and creak with the weather changes. There’s no such thing as ghosts.’
‘Promise?’ Elliott pleaded, his brows knitting together.
‘Promise,’ Gerald affirmed, offering a reassuring smile.
As their first meal in their new home continued, it would be fair to say it wasn’t going in the way Joy and Gerald had hoped. Lewis was in the midst of one of his louder crying sessions, while Janey sat in silence, her expression sour, and Elliott remained on edge, flinching at every sound that wasn’t coming from the dining table.
Then the meowing began.
‘Is that a cat?’ Janey finally broke her silence, her curiosity piqued.
‘No, dumbass, it’s a dog! What else could it be?’ Elliott retorted, serving her a taste of her own sarcastic medicine.
Despite the inappropriate language for an eight-year-old, Gerald couldn’t help but reach over and give him a proud high-five.
‘It must be Jeffrey, Miss Moore’s cat,’ Joy explained to the kids.
‘Can we go find him?’ Elliott asked eagerly. ‘I’ve always wanted a cat.’
‘First things first, it’s not our cat,’ Gerald reminded him, anticipating the inevitable requests that they keep it. ‘It’s Miss Moore’s cat. Secondly, yes, we do need to find him and get him out of here before he starts crapping all over the floor.’
The meowing grew more frantic, more distressed.
‘Jesus, when you find it, you need to put it out of its misery,’ Janey said, her tone devoid of her usual cruel sarcasm.
‘It does sound in a lot of pain. I hope it’s okay,’ Joy agreed.
‘You guys stay down here; I’ll sort it out,’ Gerald said, rising from his chair.
He followed the noise upstairs, the yowling echoing with distress. He suspected the cat had gotten itself stuck somewhere or perhaps something had fallen on top of it - after all, there were still plenty of stacked boxes from their move, creating a perfect playground for an adventurous tabby.
As distressing as the sounds were, they at least served to guide him to the source. The yowling was coming from the smallest bedroom.
Entering the room, he prepared himself for a sight he might have to lie to the kids about. Would he have to heed Janey’s advice and put the feline out of its misery? That would certainly be an unwelcoming way to start their life in the village, killing the neighbour’s cat on their very first night.
Yet, the room was exactly as he’d last seen it; dried bloodstains and all. The sounds persisted. Loud, and terrible.
Overwhelmed, he began to feel the creeping sensations of overstimulation that had led to his previous nervous breakdown. He needed to focus. To isolate his thoughts, just as his doctor had advised.
He pinpointed the sounds to a boarded-up area in the corner of the room. The cat had somehow wedged itself into that hole in the wall. But how? The cottage walls were solid stone, and unlikely to have any cavities.
Maybe the hole connected to the chimney, and the cat had slipped in via the flue.
‘Okay, Jeffrey, you little asshole. Calm down. I’m going to get you out, okay?’ he assured, his tone passive-aggressive.
The cat seemed to respond, falling silent for a moment as it processed Gerald’s voice.
He dashed down the stairs to update his anxious family.
‘It looks like the cat is stuck inside one of the walls of Lewis’s room somehow. I’m just going to check the tool shed for something to pry the boards off.’
Gerald grabbed a battery-operated torch from a box labelled ‘Miscellaneous’ and stepped into the back garden.
With the colours of the garden washed away by nightfall, it now appeared far less inviting. The trees, losing their leaves to autumn, resembled skeletal arms, the ornamental features of the lawn took on the appearance of shadowy graves, and the shed loomed like a mausoleum.
As he scanned the torch around the area, moving it like a swashbuckler from an old film being played in slow motion, he noticed a couple of bats flitting from tree to tree.
Approaching the shed, he was uncertain if there would even be tools left inside, and if there were, what condition they would be in.
His imagination wandered to unwelcoming places. What kind of tools might a murderer even keep in a shed? Would he find an unsettling collection of saws and axes, used for disposing of his victims? His dark thoughts spiralled.
He ruled out strangulation or suffocation given the large bloodstain - whatever form of murder had happened in his home it had been violent.
He forced himself to think of happier things. Repeating to himself, ‘I made the right choice,’ like Dorothy in L. Frank Baum’s The Wizard of Oz, repeating ‘There’s no place like home.’
Upon opening the shed door and casting the beam of light over the contents, he felt a wave of relief at the absence of dried blood on any tools.
‘Of course, there wouldn’t be, you idiot,’ he chided himself, wrestling against his vivid imagination. ‘If there were, the police would have taken them as evidence.’
In the corner, he spotted a crowbar, just the tool he needed. Not wanting to linger in the darkness with only his lousy thoughts for company, he hurried back to the house.
The cat’s yowling had reached a fever pitch, full of distress. He peered into the kitchen to check on his family, their faces etched with concern. Elliott, ever the sensitive one, was in tears, and even Janey was displaying signs of empathy for the distressed animal.
‘It’ll all be over soon, I promise,’ Gerald reassured them.
Returning to the small bedroom, he began prying away the nailed planks from the wall. The number of nails surprised him; whatever people had done this, they had clearly aimed for a thorough job.
As he finally pried the last plank free, a black shape darted past him and out of the room.
‘You’re welcome, you little shit,’ he shouted after it, half-relieved, half-annoyed.
Curious to understand how the cat had gotten stuck in the wall, he knelt down to examine the hole. His theory about it being connected to the chimney was quickly debunked; the hole was far too shallow and narrow.
What baffled him further were the serrated markings on the stone. It appeared as if someone had used a sharp, comb-like tool to carve out the hole. Running his fingers along the inner side, he felt similar markings.
‘Someone had attempted to create a cavity,’ he reasoned.
Standing back up, he headed downstairs to rejoin his family in the kitchen. Now that the cat had escaped, perhaps their first night in the new home could return to a sense of normalcy.




Chapter two

Sunday, September 11th, 1988





One

It was a little after half-seven the following morning.
It was unusual for Janey to be up so early on a weekend, yet her night’s sleep had been a restless one. Aside from all the overthinking about almost every aspect of her young life so far, the house sounds were proving to be grating. The dripping of the upstairs bathroom tap. The creaking of the floorboards. The wind howling through the attic. They all sounded like they were mocking her for ending up here. She missed the city.
As to taunt her further, her father was at the dining table when she got downstairs. She still hadn’t forgiven him for revoking her phone privileges - how was it her fault that he didn’t have a sense of humour?
Pre-empting the inevitable hostilities towards him that were surely forthcoming, Gerald attempted to soothe the resentment by making pleasantries when he saw her.
‘How did you sleep?’ he asked amiably.

‘Like crap,’ the closed-ended response came.
Still, Gerald had never been one to give in so easily. If a nervous breakdown wasn’t going to cause him to surrender, then a teenager’s umbrage certainly shouldn’t cause him to capitulate either.
‘What have you got planned for today?’

‘We live in the middle of nowhere, what is there to do today?’
‘How about a walk somewhere?’

‘How about not?’

Their burgeoning dual of wills was suddenly interrupted by the sound of a high-pitched scream. The shriek unmistakably belonged to Joy. Thankfully, it wasn’t a cry of fear or distress, but one more of dismay and outrage.
‘Stay here,’ Gerald ordered as he bounded upstairs to see the cause of the scream.
Gerald’s initial instinct was that his newfound nemesis, the cat, had returned, and had left a small animal somewhere as a way of saying thank you for freeing him.
He knew how much Joy hated vermin. He remembered her seeing a dead rat in the pitiful patch that was their Bromley garden once and she was in hysterics for about an hour. When he saw the real cause of Joy’s shock, however, he wished a dead rat had been the cause this time.
The first thing he noticed as he made his way up the stairs was the putrid aroma of excrement. The second was his wife’s mortified face as she stood in the landing staring into Elliott’s bedroom. The sound of their son’s sobbing could be heard from within the room.
‘What’s going on?’ Gerald asked.
‘Why don’t you take a look for yourself,’ she replied.
In the fifteen years of marriage to her, he had come to know the differing tones in Joy’s voice perfectly.
Once, as an April Fool’s Day joke, Janey and he had even made a Pie Chart describing all of Joy’s expressive tones and stuck it to the wall, complete with a full business-style presentation from them, talking over their findings. This was a tone that would have been coloured red on their pie chart. Red for danger. Red for her preparing to unleash fury.
Gerald took a deep breath to brace himself and peered into the room.
Elliott was on his bed sobbing, his favourite toy Roberto, beside him. The source of the smell of excrement was now evident. He had smeared his shit all over one of the walls. Traces of excrement were still present over him. He hadn’t been so much as caught red-handed but brown-handed.
‘Get to the bathroom now,’ Joy ordered in her angriest tone. It was a tone Janey, and he, jokingly labelled as ‘apocalyptic’ on their spoof chart.
Elliott ran out of the room towards the upstairs bathroom, the tears were still streaming down his face, yet his irate mother warned him not to touch them.
‘What on earth?’ Gerald said astounded.
‘He said Roberto told him to do it,’ Joy sighed. ‘He’s never acted like this before. He’s the kid we actually raised right.’
‘Maybe the move was more stress on the little guy than we thought.’
‘Maybe.’
‘Well, look at the bright side,’ Gerald attempted to joke. ‘At least it was Chinese takeaway we had last night, and not Indian.’
‘Not helping, Gerald. You can scrub the shit off the walls, I’ll go scrub the shit off our kid.’




Two

Joy knocked on the door to Horse bridle Cottage, Marian Moore answered almost immediately.
‘Joy, my dear. So lovely to see you.’
‘I just thought I’d bring your pie dish back and check in on Jeffrey and make sure he’s okay after yesterday’s trauma.’
Marian looked at Joy confused. It was a look she picked up on immediately. Joy felt the need to clarify.
‘Your cat was trapped somehow inside one of our bedroom walls last night, Gerald had to pull off some boards to get him out.’
‘It couldn’t have been my Jeffrey,’ Marian replied confidently. He was with me all night.’
‘Oh. Maybe it was some other cat,’ Joy reasoned. ‘I bet there’s quite a few strays and farm cats roaming around this area.’
‘Yes, and not all of them as friendly as my little clan of kitties,’ Marian said quietly to herself - though still loud enough to ensure Joy heard exactly what she had said. She then returned to her more typical enthusiasm. ‘Say, won’t you come in for a bit?’
Marian’s living room was quaint and cluttered, though it seemed to be filled more with cats than it did ornaments and bric-a-brac. Joy had counted six of them in total.
Joy was sat on an armchair that despite its obvious age was in remarkably good condition. The cat she’d delicately displaced so she could sit down was quick to adopt a new resting place on her lap as soon as she was seated. Marian looked on approvingly.
‘So, how are you finding the new house?’ the host politely inquired once she had supplied her guest with a cup of tea and a couple of homemade blackberry jam tarts.
‘This woman would make a great interrogator,’ Joy thought. ‘She may not be brutal like the Spanish Inquisition, but she’s using tea and cake instead. I’ll be spilling my guts to her about my life story before I even know it.’
‘It’s nice,’ she spoke aloud, trying to ignore her inner monologue. ‘We’ve had a couple of hiccups already, but best to get them out of the way first is last.’
‘What kind of hiccups?’ the questioning was delivered with nosiness masquerading as politeness.
Joy wasn’t going to go into any details over the shit-covered walls with this relative stranger. She had the impression her hostess was not adverse to spreading gossip throughout the village, and she didn’t want her boy to be known as the “kid who paints his walls with shit.”
‘Oh, just my son,’ she answered with intentional aloofness but still delivered with truthfulness and diplomacy. ‘He’s usually the sweetest kid, but he just decided to act out a bit this morning. It was so out of character.’
‘That cottage has a habit of doing that to you.’
‘The…you know what…that happened there, you mean?’ Joy probed.
‘You can say it for what it was, Joy. It was murder, a cold-blooded murder. It was me who called the police you know. I first started realising something was up when no one in the village had seen the Fredericks for a few weeks. Elizabeth used to come over to mine for a natter at least once a week, and Scott used to be a regular at the village pub. At first, we all just assumed they’d gone on an impromptu holiday somewhere. Sure, their cars were still outside in the drive, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. They could have just taken a taxi to the airport or train station.
Then, one day, I noticed Jeffrey had come back from one of his little wanders and had what looked to be blood on his paws. I rushed over to the cottage and checked the door. It was locked, as I expected it would be. Yet the smell coming from within the home hit me straight away, it was the smell of rotting meat. I called out for Scott and Elizabeth through the letterbox in the hope that there was some reasonable explanation, yet I knew already it was in vain. I suspected they were dead. I made my way back home as quickly as I could so I could call the police.
The detectives came around to my home soon after discovering the bodies to take my statement. When I had told them about finding the blood on Jeffrey’s paws, they asked if he’d had any blood around his face as well, since it looked like an animal had been eating away at the bodies. I told them he had not. They reasoned it could have been a fox or even a stray cat.’
Joy knew now what Marian had meant when she said not all the cats around here being as friendly as Jeffrey.
Marian continued.
‘Once the official coroner’s report had been released, and the local news had got wind of the story, it turned out that they had been dead for almost a month. Elizabeth had been shot in the back, and Scott had taken his own life with a gunshot to his head.’
‘That’s horrible,’ Joy said.
‘That’s not all,’ Marian continued. ‘You’ll most likely think me foolish for saying this, but us locals can be superstitious sorts at times. I’m sure their ghosts haunt that cottage. I offered that nice young Estate Agent man to go and check on the house from time to time for him. Old houses are the same as people, you know. They need as much love and attention as the rest of us. Anyway, I went in one day, to open up a few windows to get some fresh air into the place when I heard their voices, clear as day from up the stairs having a conversation. I hightailed it out of there and haven’t been inside since. I tell you dear, if things start going wrong in that place, please make sure you and your family get out as soon as you can. I don’t want to see what happened to Scott and Elizabeth happen to anybody else.’




Three

Gerald had been tinkering about in the box room.
He had finished assembling his new work desk from the flatpack furniture he had unboxed, but for now, he would have to make do with one of the kitchen stools to go with it until they went into one of the nearing towns to purchase a chair more suitable. On top of the desk, he had set up his Amstrad PC and had placed beside it his Filofax of the numerous contacts he had amassed during his tenure with the consultancy firm. He would need to have the telephone on the landing rerouted to this room sooner rather than later.
For such a small room, he noted to himself, such big opportunities would be developed within.
With his would-be-office sorted as best as could for now, his attention turned to what would eventually be Lewis’s bedroom - and more precisely the hole within it. He had already resided himself to the fact that he would have to get someone far more skilled than he to fix it. The hole itself would be easy enough to repair, even for a man of his limited experience. It was the narrow cavity above it that was causing him concern.
He had seen the building plans that McLean faxed him prior, and no cavities were mentioned, and that meant it wasn’t regulation. If anything were to go wrong with the house, or even if they were to sell it down the line, the building surveyor would have a field day - and he was sure as shit that it wouldn’t be covered by their home insurance.
With the size and angle of the hole, he would be unable to get a proper look inside it, and he wasn’t going to call out a builder and pay their extortionate call-out charges until he better understood the task at hand. He may as well take what little was left of his savings and burn it on the fireplace in the living room downstairs instead.
Not to be defeated by such trivialities as logistics, and feeling rather smug about his solution, he fetched his camera. He attached the flash bulb to the mount and placed the camera on the floor of the hole with the lens facing upwards. He then pressed the button for the photo to be taken.
The Hawthorns had seen a chemists in the village of Reeth during their brief drive through it, he would take the film there to be developed once it was open tomorrow. He’d wanted to get the other photos on there developed anyway, especially the one of his family and he stood outside the cottage together. Even if his idea of photographing the inside of the cavity hadn’t worked, at least he was killing two birds with one stone by using up the camera film.




Chapter Three

Monday, September 12th, 1988





One

Gerald had returned to Apple Blossom Cottage after dropping the kids off at their new school. It was a six-mile drive and not the easiest place to get to, but he had said he would drive them there and back, for now, until they got their bearings and a sense of how reliable the school bus service was.
‘Hey,’ he had addressed Janey before letting her out of the car. ‘New school equals new friends right, but you’ve got to be open to that idea – otherwise, you’ll just scare everyone away with your standoffishness. Promise me you’ll at least try, okay.’
He was unable to determine whether her mumble returned to him was a yes or a no.
He had stopped by a couple of the Reeth village stores on his way back to pick up some bacon, sausages, and black pudding from the butchers and some essentials from the convenience shop - as well as dropping off the camera film, which he was told would be ready for him the next day.
Upon stepping back into the home, he could hear the television and a familiar sound coming from it. He placed the bag of groceries on the kitchen counter and crept his way into the living room. Lewis was asleep in his rocker and Joy was sitting on the armchair, watching one of the family home videos.
Knowing his return had gone unnoticed, he snuck up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders.
The foul-mouthed response that came from her mouth was one which suggested his mission to make her jump had been a success.
‘Digging out the old memories I see,’ he commented once she had calmed.
‘Yeah, the old tapes were in one of the boxes I unpacked. I thought I’d give them a play before I can bring myself to finish off the rest of the unboxing.’
Gerald snuggled in close to her on the armchair, it was a tight fit for the both of them, but that was how he intended it. They snuggled in together as they watched the screen. The tape must have been just over eight years old given that Janey was still a delight, and Elliott was only a little older than Lewis was now. They were in their old Bromley home. It was Christmas.
Gerald’s sense of happiness at replaying these old memories was suddenly thrown off kilter when a male, aged in his early forties, walked into frame on the video and started messing up Gerald’s hair, much to the amusement of Janey.
‘Hey little brother, looks like you need a haircut you hippie,’ the male mocked. ‘Janey, get the scissors.’
‘No, don’t get the scissors,’ Joy’s voice came from behind the camera. ‘What do I always tell you, Janey?’
‘Never listen to Uncle Lance,’ Janey confirmed giggling.
Back on the armchair, Joy could sense the sadness coming from the husband snuggled into her.
‘Shall I turn it off?’ she asked softly.
Gerald shook his head and smiled gently.
It had been just over a couple of years since his brother’s suicide, and the loss was still raw when he thought about it. It hurt him how Lance had been going through so much torment but still wouldn’t let Gerald in or talk to him about it. Gerald’s doctor had even suggested that it was Lance’s death that had been the catalyst for the breakdown.
‘Leave it on,’ he said, trying to make his voice as steady as he could. ‘I’ve got us some breakfast to cook anyway.’
‘Well, before you do, maybe we can take advantage of this situation. A new home, the kids are at school, the baby’s sleeping. What do you say?
‘I say I love you, Joy Hawthorn.’




Two

It was early afternoon, and Gerald was in the garden shed.
Now it was daytime and better lit, he could have a more focused rummage around to see the complete catalogue of tools he had adopted as his own from the previous owner – the previous, murderous, owner.
He had already taken note of the axe’s lurking presence from his previous visit, and he examined it more carefully this time, just to ensure there were no missed traces of blood. There wasn’t.
He had been after the axe specifically due to the pile of logs he had found underneath some tarpaulin, stacked up against the inside corner of the garden wall. He figured they had been intended for the fireplace in the living room, which was ideal - no gas or coal required. The only problem with the pile of logs was that they were crudely chopped at present, and in their current form too large to place directly into the firebox. With the autumn season now in flow, and the colder North Yorkshire weather inevitable, he knew it would be time for him to get to chopping. Besides, he reasoned. What’s the point of moving to the countryside if you’re not going to get your hands dirty from time to time?
It was only when he lifted the axe, he realised that he’d never used one before, there had been no need for such a tool in his life up to now. He had a sense it would be therapeutic though - a perfect way to expel any built-up frustrations.
Any ambitions he held of being a fledgling lumberjack were soon chopped short, so to speak, by a familiar voice coming from outside the shed.
‘Hey little brother, looks like you need a haircut, you hippie.’
‘Lance!’
It couldn’t be.
Nonetheless, he exited the shed and looked around. No one was there. Of course, there wasn’t. He let out a frustrated sigh. It had been the home video from earlier, coupled with his still-lingering grief which must have caused a trick of the mind. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard voices; it had happened before during his nervous breakdown.
‘Please no,’ he uttered to himself, inadvertent desperation crept into his voice. ‘Please don’t let it happen again.’




Three

‘So, how was your first day at school?’ Joy asked the kids around the dining table.
She was bombarded by a hundred miles-per-hour report from Elliott with every detail he could recall - and boy could he recall a lot. This was in stark contrast to Janey’s response which was just a single syllable grunt.
‘Oh, that’s promising at least,’ Joy responded with sincerity, much to Gerald’s bemusement. ‘Well since you’ve made such an effort, I think it’s only fair we lift your phone embargo, isn’t that right, Gerald?’
This is a set-up, Gerald declared in his mind. If I say no, I’ll have both of them pissed off at me.
‘Yeah, sound’s fair,’ he confirmed amiably out loud. He wasn’t going to fall into any of their traps.
Janey smiled triumphantly and made a swift exit from the table with not even a thank you.
‘I’m thinking about heading to that pub, the Four Crowns tonight if that’s alright,’ Gerald stated to Joy. ‘I thought I might do a bit of mingling with the locals. It will be good to expose myself to them.’
‘Just make sure there are no children present if you do, dear.’ Joy returned slyly.
‘That’s not how I meant it, and you know it.’
‘Of course, my love.’
‘I might even enquire if there’s any handymen in the area too. I wouldn’t mind getting myself a new work chair made up - if the budget’s right, of course.’
‘Whilst you’re at it see if you can get a quote for getting that hole in Lewis’s room looked at. I know I said it could wait, but I don’t like the idea of any more stray cats getting in there, and from what Marian said earlier, some of them can be quite nasty. I’m not sure I’d be able to relax knowing they could get into Lewis’s cot once we’ve moved him in there.’
‘Sure thing,’ Gerald confirmed.




Four

Gerald felt like a gunslinger from an old Wild West movie as he entered the bar area of The Four Crowns.
Every set of eyes from within turned towards the stranger - unsure of whether he was trouble, or not.
Gerald even toyed with the idea of pointing his fingers like guns at them to mimic a cowboy, but he doubted any of them would have got the reference so quickly - and it would likely garner him a reputation of the new village idiot in the process.
He made his way over to the bar and ordered a pint of bitter. The barmaid made the association immediately upon hearing his unmistakable cockney accent that he was the new resident at Apple Blossom Cottage.
‘So, how you finding Apple Blossom then?’ she said in her Yorkshire twang, purposely loud enough for the locals to hear.
‘So far so good, ma’am,’ Gerald confirmed politely.
‘Well, this pint’s on the house. Our little way of saying welcome to the village.’
‘That’s very kind, ma’am, thank you.’
‘Hey, you,’ a stocky man standing by the pub’s dartboard called out. He was dressed in a shirt, tie and trousers, and appeared to be edging close to his sixties. He was a distinguished-looking man with chalk-white hair and a neatly trimmed beard. In his left hand was a pint of bitter, the other hand, a set of darts.
Gerald pointed to himself, just to clarify that it was he who was being addressed, as was his suspicions.
‘I don’t see any other southern tosspots in here,’ the answer came much to the laughter of the other patrons. ‘I’m only ribbing you, my friend. It’s always a pleasure to see a new face around here. Do you play darts?’
‘I guess,’ Gerald replied.
The barmaid pre-empted where this conversation was headed and handed over the spare set of darts from behind the bar, along with his freshly poured pint.
Gerald made his way over to the dartboard where the stocky man was waiting with a couple of his cronies. He introduced himself.
‘The name’s Thomas Billings,’ he said as he placed his pint on the table and extended his hand for Gerald to shake. ‘Most folks around here just call me Prof though, on account of me being a history professor at York University. We may be a friendly sort around here, but alas, we’re not that original when it comes to nicknames. So, my new southern chum. Either this is going to be a case of destiny, aligned in the stars, or a situation ending with even more disappointment than my ex-wife on our wedding night. We’ve got a dart’s match tonight and we’re a man down. Let’s see what you’ve got.’
Gerald took to the oche and threw his three darts. As expected, he wasn’t Eric Bristow, but to the relief of his sense of pride and machismo, he was far from Stevie Wonder either. He observed the looks of relief upon those around the oche. He had cut the mustard. It would seem he wasn’t just in with the locals on his first night there, he had inadvertently made his way into the darts team too.
What was originally intended to be a reconnaissance mission soon turned into a war of attrition as he got roped into drinking in rounds with his newfound teammates - and rounds inevitably meant inebriation. Not that Gerald’s night was as wasted as he was, his mission was doubly successful in the fact he had made some new friends and had even managed to find someone to come out to check the cavity in Lewis’s bedroom tomorrow for free. At least he hoped it was a genuine builder he had made arrangements with over the last two slurred pints and not just some random drunkard who wondered what the hell this newcomer was talking to him about.
Upon making it home after the last orders had been called - three hours later than planned - Gerald announced his grand return to Apple Blossom Cottage by bouncing off every wall he staggered into, like a pinball in an arcade.




Chapter Four

Tuesday, September 13th, 1988





One

Gerald knew he was in the proverbial doghouse as soon as he joined his family at the table for breakfast. The look of fury Joy was throwing at him was one saved for rare occasions. It was a look that made him feel even more lousy than the hangover he was enduring.
‘It looks like someone’s getting their phone privileges revoked,’ Janey mocked sardonically.
As if to taunt Gerald further, Joy gave her daughter a high-five for her barb.
‘I’m sorry,’ he attempted to apologise to his wife. ‘I should have called to let you know I was coming home late. I somehow joined the local darts team last night and things just escalated from there.’
‘I’m not mad at you having a good time,’ Joy countered. ‘I’m glad you’re making friends here already. It’s good for you. What I am mad at you over is the damage you caused.’
Gerald looked at her confused. He was jelly-legged last night for sure, but he was certain the only thing that got broken was his curfew.
‘Why don’t you take a look for yourself? I left the living room exactly as I found it when I came down,’ Joy ordered. ‘And as they say in those detective shows, never tamper with the scene of a crime.’
Gerald made his way to the lounge as instructed and true enough there was a mess awaiting him. More precisely, a number of broken ornaments on the floor which had previously been on the sideboard. Most notable of the broken ornaments was a porcelain ballerina - its head seemingly decapitated upon its impact with the floor. If truth be told, Gerald thought it an improvement since he found it hideous, yet he would never say this aloud, and especially not to Joy. She had been left the ornament from her mother before her passing, and she cherished it.
Joy was with him in the room now, she was fighting back her tears.
‘I’m….I’m so sorry,’ he spoke. ‘I can’t remember breaking any of these. It was an accident.’
‘Of course, it was an accident,’ Joy replied. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’
‘I’ll see if I can get it fixed with some superglue. I’ll even ask around the Four Crowns to see if there’s any potters about who can hide the break.’
‘I think you’ve done enough damage by asking around the Four Crowns for one day already,’ Joy’s cutting reply came.
‘Oh, that reminds me,’ Gerald proclaimed, unsubtly trying to change the subject. ‘We’ve got someone coming around to look at Lewis’s room later.’
‘You’re lucky you’re so damn cute,’ Joy said before planting a gentle kiss on his cheek and a playful slap on his arse.




Two

It was just past half one in the afternoon when Joy answered the door to an odd-looking gentleman.
Despite it being a typically cold Yorkshire Autumn, the man wore no jacket on his upper half, just a gravy-stained white vest. As she observed the carpet of body hair he displayed on his chest, arms and shoulders, she realised why he had no such requirement for additional layers of clothing. Sadly, the amount of hair he contained on his body overcompensated for what he was missing on his head. He was shorter than the national average for males, and his beer gut overhung the tool belt he wore on top of his scraggly work jeans.
‘Mrs Hawthorn,’ he stated rather than asked in his Yorkshire twang. ‘I’m Clive. Your husband is expecting me.’
‘Ah yes, are you here to look at the hole in our spare bedroom?’
‘Aye.’
‘Very good. Gerald’s just upstairs pottering in the box room. You should be able to find him easy enough up there. Can I get you a tea or coffee?’
‘A tea will be grand thanks. White and sweet, just like me.’
Joy forced a polite smile at his quip which she figured was as well-worn as his trousers. She felt snobbish for judging him just off his appearance and their brief interaction.
That fleeting influx of shame was quickly washed away with the force of a Tsunami when she watched Cliff make his way up the stairs. His builder’s ass was on full display. Such was the chasm of his ass crack, even Evil Knievel would baulk at the prospect of jumping across it.
‘How’s the head, you southern softy?’ Cliff teased with a playful grin as he poked his head into the box room to make his arrival known to Gerald.
‘Feels like I’ve boxed twelve rounds with Frank Bruno,’ Gerald replied.
‘Bruno is a heavyweight, you’re more of a lightweight - you wouldn’t even manage twelve rounds with Barry McGuigan. You only had six pints. If you’re going to want to keep up with us locals, you’ll need to get in some serious practice. So, what’s this wall problem you’ve got then?’
Gerald picked up a photo envelope off of his desk and gestured for Cliff to follow him.
‘Why don’t you look for yourself?’
Once inside the small bedroom, Cliff briefly surveyed the hole, yet his expression was one of confusion.
‘You say it was like this when you found it?’
‘Well, aside from being boarded up, pretty much.’
‘That doesn’t make sense. These cottages are made from solid stone, not like a lot of these flimsy new builds you get where just one good whack would cause damage. This hole would have had to have been done on purpose.’
Cliff proceeded to lay down on his well-fostered beer belly to better study the hole. It wasn’t a pretty sight for Gerald at getting a bird’s eye view of his arse, yet it was hypnotic for all the wrong reasons - the same way a car wreck is on the side of a road.
‘How flummoxing,’ Cliff said. ‘I’ve not seen owt like this before.’
‘So, it’s not just me being crazy?’
‘Well, I haven’t known you long enough to make that diagnosis, and given the previous tenant's history, who can even tell anymore, but there’s something very off about this.
‘How so?’
‘The direction of the tool marks are coming from the inside to the outside, not the other way around. You said last night an animal got stuck in here, right?’
‘That’s right. There looks to be a cavity of some kind that’s been made. I tried taking a photo of the inside using my camera flash if you want to have a look at it. It’s not the best quality given the resources available, but it’s certainly an interesting picture. I’ve not seen anything like it before, I wonder if you have in all your experience.’
‘Well, as I say to my misses, I’m not a gynaecologist but I’ll take a look.’
Gerald removed the photo from the envelope and handed it to Cliff.
As Gerald had explained, the quality wasn’t great, but what could be seen only served to perplex him further. The cavity looked to be about five inches wide directly above the hole, yet it seemed to widen horizontally approximately five feet up. On the left-hand side of its widest point appeared to be a nest of some sort. On the opposing side looked to be some pages of paper, possibly a notebook of some description, along with some indistinguishable debris.
The cavity then seemed to narrow and stop just above these annexes. The same comb-like abrasions were seen throughout the surface of the stone.’
‘Will you be able to fill it?’ Gerald asked as he retrieved the photo from Cliff’s limp grip.
‘I can, but there’s no way in hell I’m going to,’ the handyman’s resolute reply came. ‘I’m not messing with this, and you’ll be wise not to either.’
‘Did you get a good quote?’ Joy asked once Cliff had abruptly seen himself out. He had made his exit hastily, not even waiting for the cuppa Joy had brewed for him.
Gerald had joined her in the living room, watching Lewis persevere with his baby walker.
‘Not exactly,’ Gerald replied.
‘Well, not to judge off appearances, but he seemed like the sort to overcharge and underperform. Probably why he never made a career as a gigolo,’ she added mischievously, making a mocking reference to his ungainly appearance and personality.
‘Oh, it was nothing to do with money,’ Gerald responded, not even acknowledging Joy’s barb. ‘He didn’t even get so far as to discuss a price before he hightailed it out of here. Believe it or not, he gave the impression that it was due to some superstitious malarky. He definitely seemed spooked. You know what these small villages are like, anything that can’t be explained rationally must be the work of the supernatural. All it likely is, is the last owners, or even a previous one before that has tried some harebrained DIY job and made a right pig’s ear of it. An animal, likely a bird or a rodent judging by that nest in the photo found their way into the cavity somehow and the last owner, who we know wasn’t exactly the height of sanity, must have boarded the animal in to starve it to death, as opposed to trying to get it out some humane way.
What I can’t work out, however, is how they managed to use whatever tool it was from the inside. I’m not going to lose any sleep over it though. There are far more pressing problems in the world.’




Three

It was evening.
Elliott was in his bedroom playing with his toys - though not Roberto - he had placed him in the bottom of his toybox as part of an extended time-out. He didn’t even like his favourite toy anymore, not since it got him into trouble for the bedroom wall incident - and for the other things he’d said to him since. It had told him to go to the kitchen draw while his parents were sleeping and to cut their throats. Elliott knew what the robot was saying to him was naughty though and he didn’t want to listen to it any further.
Janey was doing some homework, or at least that was what she had told her parents. She was instead reading her Smash Hits magazine and listening to her Walkman. The track currently playing on the mix tape Haley had made for her as a leaving gift was Kylie Minogue’s I Should be so Lucky.
It was a song which, at the moment, was the very definition of irony. Janey did not feel so lucky, not one little bit. Aside from being torn away from her friends and life in London, the new house was driving her to despair. The house sounds that had been grating at her the previous night were still persisting. The dripping of the upstairs bathroom tap was particularly infuriating. It wasn’t just the drip drip dripping noise that was driving her to the brink, but the fact that whenever she went to check on the taps to turn them tighter to stop the drips, or to complain to her father for him to do something about it, the drips had stopped.
‘Life’s not fair,’ she’d dramatically lamented. ‘Even the plumbing is mocking my life now.’
Lewis hadn’t long gone to sleep in the cot in their bedroom. Yet even his drama-free life was proving to be a restless one. Joy had turned on the baby monitor beside his cot and placed the other on the coffee table in the living room, so they could try to decompress for the night. Several times they had to go in to check on him on account of hearing his whimpers. They figured it must have been a bad dream of sorts causing his agitation.
‘What kind of nightmares do babies even have?’ Gerald pondered.
Once things appeared to have settled down with him, Joy and Gerald snuggled in on the couch to watch a rerun of Fawlty Towers on BBC1. No sooner than they had gotten themselves comfy, the downstairs phone began to ring.
Joy was quick to pick it up out of fear of the ringing waking up Lewis. Gerald instinctively turned down the television on Joy’s behalf. Besides, he found himself more interested in the phone call than the TV show he had already seen numerous times over. He wouldn’t usually consider himself a nosy person, but they had yet to give out their new phone call to many people, so his curiosity over who it was calling got the better of him.
As he observed his wife, he quickly determined the call wasn’t a pleasant one, judging from the look of dismay on her face. His heart sank as he figured it must have been one of ‘those’ kinds of phone calls, the ones where you don’t hear from someone for months, even years, only to hear from them again out of the blue to tell you that someone has died. The longer the call went on, the more he began to doubt that this was the case here.
Her look wasn’t one of mourning but of distress, the tears coming down her cheeks weren’t those of loss but of betrayal. Then there came the tone of voice he had heard only once or twice since knowing Joy, a tone not even the kids had heard before. A tone he could only refer to as, Nuclear.
‘How dare you call me and come out with such horrible things,’ Joy shouted. ‘We both know Janey would never do something like that.’
There was a slight pause.
‘Have you ever thought that it’s Haley whose lying?’ Another slight pause.
‘Then it’s you who's lying.’ Joy slammed down the phone with such force it almost broke the handset.
‘Fucking bitch.’
Joy looked over to Gerald’s confused face. She wiped away her tears with the sleeve of her jumper.
‘That was Shelly Greene, Haley’s mum,’ she clarified. Gerald had already guessed as much, it didn’t exactly take a genius to do so.
‘She says, Janey phoned Haley earlier and started saying really horrible things to her.’
‘What kind of things?’
‘How she was going to run away from here and make her way over to their home with a carving knife she’d steal and slit Haley from her stomach to throat and watch her bleed out like the stuffed pig she is!’
‘I would never say that,’ Haley declared. Her mother’s shouting had been loud enough to overpower the music on the Walkman. Her mother’s mentioning of her along with her best friend’s name had been more than enough to draw her downstairs. The tears were streaming down her face.
‘I know that dear,’ Joy assured. ‘I told her as much. There must have been some kind of misunderstanding somehow. Mrs Greene said she started listening to the call when Haley was getting upset on the phone. She said she’d heard all those horrible things, she said there was no doubt in her mind that it was your voice.’
‘It was likely some kind of horrible crank call from one of her classmates pretending to be you,’ Gerald intervened.
‘Do you think I should call her back,’ Janey whimpered.
‘Best not, at least not yet anyway.’ Joy answered. ‘It’s probably better if you leave things to calm down a bit. If you call now with her mother as riled as she is, it might just make things worse.’
Janey did not like, nor necessarily agree with, her mother’s words. Yet, she had to trust that her advice was the best kind.




Four

The time was coming up to 23:00.
Usually, Janey would be asleep by now. She had never considered herself a night owl, and nine o’clock, for her, wasn’t so much the watershed time but the rest-your-head time. The way she saw it, having an early night was no different to those who craved late-morning lay-ins. Tonight, however, she was struggling to let sleep come to her. It had nothing to do with the house sounds this time. It was her mind working overtime trying to deduce the culprit for that despicable phone call that was made to her best friend. Could she even be called that anymore? Janey’s heart broke at this thought. She tried to take a leaf out of her father’s book and use some of the techniques she’d seen him perform when he was recovering from his breakdown. Exercises on blocking out all the negative and debilitating thoughts.
Yet, none of them seemed to work; her mind was too busy. Going old-school and counting sheep would have been counter-productive for her too, given her current environment. There were so many sheep here in the Dales, just the mere thought of them filled her with rage. She missed London, where the only lamb she was likely to see was on her plate doused in mint sauce on a Sunday.
Despite her being wide awake, her parents must have thought her asleep as she could hear her mother’s voice talking to her father on the landing. Their voices were hushed - yet loud enough for her to eavesdrop on.
‘Do you think Janey really did do it?’ her mother’s voice was heard. ‘I mean, she has been playing up as of late, and I wouldn’t put it past her. You’ve said it yourself - she is a horrible cunt.’
‘I think there is more than a chance she did it,’ her father’s voice came. ‘I’d take Haley’s mother’s word over hers, any day of the week.’
Janey’s tears began to flow even heavier now. She hated this place. She hated this life.




Chapter Five

Wednesday, September 14th, 1988





One

The time was just after 09:30.
Gerald had just completed the school run and was in the box room, which he could now officially refer to as his office. With the telephone now installed in the room, everything had been set up the way he’d needed to - now there were no excuses for him not to get to work.
The notion of getting back to work filled him with apprehension. Not because he was afraid his new business venture would be a failure, but in case it would turn out to be a success. What if history was about to repeat itself? What if he’d fall back into the old habits of overworking? Of putting deadlines above his health? What if he started putting too much pressure on himself again? After all, just like the house, he was showing signs of creaking.
His day had already started with the strains from Shelley Greene’s phone call still present. The delicate threads of Janey’s relationship with him were being pulled upon harder than he could bear. She had been becoming more estranged from him each day since he’d told her they were moving from London, and he felt with more and more frequency that he was becoming more of an acquaintance in her eyes these days than a father. Yet this morning, the look she had thrown him, was one he had never seen from her before. It went beyond resentment, this look was bordering on anger and hatred. He missed the days where her anger towards him was reserved for when he would beat her in their once-traditional Sunday evening games of chess.
It wasn’t difficult for him to notice how bad Janey looked this morning. Her eyes were red raw from excessive crying, and the dark circles and baggage around them indicated she’d had little to no sleep.
Despite his best efforts to comfort her over breakfast, she was more closed off to him than usual.
These exhibits continued in the car ride to the school, and though it was far more difficult for her to avoid conversation in the back of a Ford Sierra, she had certainly made a concerted effort to do so.
Gerald only hoped that the rest of the day would be less fraught.
As one of the ways of balancing out the stress, his doctor had recommended listening to something he loved whilst working, so he would begin to associate work with ‘pleasure as opposed to pressure.’ His advice even rhymed, so it must have been scientifically sound.
To begin with, he had listened to his vinyl records whilst he worked, and though he found this helped, he had soon inadvertently found something even better to listen to – after all, there was nothing he loved more than his family. He had gotten into the habit of listening to the baby monitor whilst working, and hearing Joy soothe Lewis with her lullabies and chatter.
As he was writing out his draft notes for his presentation pitch for when he would start calling his contacts about his new independent and competitively priced consultancy firm, the sound of Joy’s singing from the living room came through the monitor.
‘Hush little baby don’t say a word.
Mama’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.
And if that mockingbird don’t sing,
Mama’s gonna buy you a diamond ring.’
Gerald put his fountain pen down on the paper and closed his eyes for a prolonged moment to digest what unconditional love really sounded like. Maybe it wasn’t going to be such a bad day after all.




Two

The time was now coming up to 13:45.
It had been a productive day thus far for Gerald. His working through his contact list was proving to be more enjoyable than he’d envisaged. Even though most of the calls had proven to be dead ends or “Sorry but no’s” with regards to gaining clients onto his books, he’d still had a grand old time chinwagging and catching up with some of them. And on the positive side of things, not all of his calls had ended in a flat-out no.
If he was to be his own boss, then he needed to turn his outlook into a more positive one. A door that is left ajar, is always easier to get a foothold into than one that has been slammed shut completely.  
His sense of zen was broken with a sledgehammer as the silence of the moment was shattered by a desperate yell of distress coming from the back garden. 
It sounded like Elliott, but it couldn’t have been. He was still at school - or at least he was supposed to have been.



Perhaps the school had rung about him being ill and Joy had brought him back home. Maybe, she had even told him all of this already by calling up to him, but he was too focused on his work to have heard. It wouldn’t have been the first time that had happened. Maybe that’s why Joy wasn’t home right now, she had gone to the chemists to get some medicine and taken Lewis with her.



In any case, Elliott was home and appeared to be clearly distraught over something.  



‘Help,’ the voice called out again. ‘Help me.’

He followed the plea for help out to the garden. 


‘Help me, please.’



‘Elliott!’ he shouted. 


‘Daddy, help me please, I’m stuck.’



‘Okay, kiddo. Hold tight.’
He followed the voice to the garden well. Of all the places. Joy had already warned him about it when he came out to see the garden for the first time.
‘Don’t go leaning over to look into it, in case you lose your balance and break your neck,’ she had said to him sternly.
Gerald felt sick as he got closer to it. If there was any consolation, Elliott didn’t sound in pain. Thankfully, nothing had been broken.
He must have gone in feet first. Perhaps he had jumped down there to see how deep it went. He loved the boy dearly, but by God, he wasn’t the sharpest pencil in the case.
Gerald figured the well was a ten-foot drop from when he had looked into it the first day they had arrived. Perhaps the buildup of sludge at the bottom broke the impact of his fall. What was it with this kid and shitty substances?
He reached the well and peered downward into it. Yet to his befuddlement, there was no one in there. He heard the sound of Elliott again, only this time, somehow, he was now behind him, giggling mischievously.
Gerald felt something grabbing at his ankles and lifting his legs up from beneath him. He had enough presence of mind to grip his hands around the circumference of the well and push backwards with all of his strength, digging his fingers into the crevices between the stones. He writhed his legs frantically, trying to shake off his son’s grip on him.
‘Let me go, Elliott,’ he screamed as he thrashed his legs desperately, like a bull at a rodeo trying to unseat its rider. 


The grip may have loosened but the laughter persisted, though getting quieter as he heard the accompanying sounds of retreating footsteps. 


Gerald took a few moments to regain his breath – and his thoughts. He could feel the palpitations in his chest as his surroundings seemed to be spinning around him. His breath began to steady and his view return to focus. He forced himself to his feet, half expecting to topple back down. To his amazement his legs held firm.
Elliott was nowhere to be seen. 


‘When I get hold of him, if he tells me that the robot toy of his told him to do this, then I’m going to rip its fucking head off and stamp on it right in front of him.’ 


Then the sounds of Elliott’s laughter came again - this time from the tree house.



‘I’m done playing games with you Elliott Joseph Hawthorn,’ Gerald shouted up to him. ‘You get yourself back down here now, or you’re going to be in a world of trouble.’ 


Elliott stayed out of view, though his voice continued to mock.



‘You can’t get me, you can’t get me,’ he taunted.



‘You wanna bet?’ Gerald uttered. His ire was rising rapidly.



He began to climb up the wooden ladder leading to the treehouse approximately fifteen-foot off the ground. 


It was only when he was halfway up that the realisation dawned upon him that he didn’t know how he was going to get him down. He’d cross that proverbial bridge when she got there, however. With how pissed off he was right now, it would be in Elliott’s best interest to get down there before he could get his hands on him. 


He was almost at the top now. He allowed himself a few deep breaths of composure before climbing the final few rungs. 


Then he saw it. The figure pounced towards him. An inhuman figure. Gerald had only caught a flash of it as he instinctively baulked from the shock, letting go of the ladder and falling from height as he did so.







Three

‘Gerald!’ he could hear Joy’s panicked voice come from above him. Though he couldn’t see it with his eyes still closed, she had been crying and he could tell. Though he knew she was above him she still somehow sounded a hundred miles away.
The grunt he produced was enough of an indicator to her that he was alive, though not feeling chipper.
‘What happened?’ she asked as he forced himself to sit upright. Although the pain was undeniable, he was certain it wasn’t intense enough that nothing was broken.
‘I went out for a walk about the village with Lewis in the pram, and we came back to see you out here flat on your back.’ She began to sob again. ‘I thought you’d had a heart attack or something?’
Gerald tried moving his head, fingers, knees, and toes, to validate he wasn’t suffering paralysis. The only long term effects of his effort, it would seem, was the irritation of that song stuck in his head. The rain-soaked lawn must have softened his landing enough to absorb his landing. Even though nothing was broken, that wasn’t to say he wasn’t hurting.
‘I fell from the treehouse,’ he groaned.
‘What on earth were you doing up there?’
Gerald thought about repeating the events that led him to what he had seen up there - no - thought he had seen - but knew better than to do so. He was in the throes of another breakdown he was sure of it.
There was no need to alarm Joy just yet though.
‘I thought I’d test it to make sure it was safe for Elliott to play in.’ He hated lying, but it was easier than telling her the truth.
‘Well, I think you’ve just proved that it’s not. Come on, let's get you to bed so you can have a lay down for a bit and I’ll run you a hot bath to help with the aches. I’ll pick up the kids from school.’ Joy assured as she gave him a strategic hug. Partly to show her love for him, partly to double check nothing was broken.




Chapter Six

Thursday, September 15th, 1988





One

The time was coming up to 13:00.
Gerald had spent much of the day in bed thus far. He was still aching a bit from the fall but the pain was merely inconvenient rather than intolerable. Yet, his wife had given him a loophole by giving him strict orders not to do anything and he would be a fool not to take advantage of the rare opportunity. The only exception for leaving the bed she had given him was for when he needed the toilet – a directive that proved to be counterproductive due to the seemingly endless supply of mugs of tea she’d been bringing causing him to piss like a racehorse. He’d even enquired to her tongue in cheek on whether she think it best she fitted him with a catheter too. 


‘Just make sure I don’t start taking your temperature with the thermometer the hard way,’ she retaliated. 


Joy had even set it up so the baby monitor acted as his very own service bell. This method also had him wondering whether she was secretly some evil genius. Now, whether or not he liked it, he’d have to listen to her singing her lullabies to Lewis downstairs.



Gerald found his eyelids growing heavy upon listening to her soothing tones. He must have drifted off to sleep several times that morning already.



Joy was still at it when he awoke. She had just finished her rendition of Wind the Bobbin Up and was now launching into an enthusiastic performance of, The Grand Old Duke of York. As much as he loved her, it was clear to him that a career as a singer had never been written in the stars. The gusto she’d put into The Grand Old Duke of York had finished along with the song and had now been replaced with a refrained rendition of Mockingbird.



‘Hush little baby, don’t say a word,



Momma’s going to buy you a mockingbird.



And if that mockingbird don’t sing.



Momma’s going to buy you a diamond ring.



And if that diamond ring turns brass,



Momma's gonna buy you a looking glass.’



Her soft melodic voice suddenly turned to a cruel snarl.



‘And if that looking glass gets broke,



Momma’s gonna give your neck a choke.’



The sounds of Lewis’s frantic screaming filled the air, not just through the monitor but from down the stairs too. Gerald bounded out of his bed and sprinted down towards the living room. Any aches and pains he was harbouring from his fall were overwhelmed by the panic and adrenalin coursing through him. 


Yet when he got downstairs there was no one there. Gerald was entirely alone - he had been hearing things again. He burst into tears as the realisation fell upon him that he was even further into his latest breakdown than he believed.







Two

Gerald didn’t get much sleep after his delusional incident.
When Joy had declared she and Lewis were back from the shop with some groceries, and asked if he wanted another cup of tea, Gerald tentatively made his way down in person to see if he was hearing voices in his mind again. Thankfully he wasn’t. He gave his wife a loving kiss on the cheek, and Lewis a little peck on the forehead. Yet, he didn’t mention his episode to her.
‘Should you be up, dear?’ she’d asked.
‘I’m fine,’ he defied. I can be just as lazy downstairs on the sofa as I can upstairs in bed.’ He continued the sentence in his mind. ‘And at least if I can see you both here, I know I’m not imagining things.’
‘Very well,’ she spoke softly.
The beginnings of their conversation were cut short in its tracks by the sound of the telephone ringing. Upon Joy answering it, her gaze immediately turned to Gerald.
‘Yes, he’s here. Whom may I say is calling?’ There was a brief pause. ‘Okay, Prof, I’ll just check if he’s here.’ She threw Gerald a confused look as if to say, who is this man and what did he want with her husband?
Gerald returned a look that silently said, ‘It’s fine,’ before making his way over to retrieve the phone from Joy.
‘Hey Thomas, how’s it going?’ he asked.
‘Hope you don’t mind my calling,’ Billings spoke. ‘The number to the house was in the directory under the Fredericks name. I’d figured it hadn’t been changed.
‘I’m guessing you’re not doing that for all the old numbers in the directory.’ Gerald replied amiably.
‘Hah. No. Just yours.’
‘I’m honoured. So, what can I do for you, Prof?’
‘Well, I’ve unexpectedly got an afternoon free of lectures today and was wondering if you’d like to meet me at the Four Crowns for a chat. Half past three shall we say.’
Gerald was clamouring in his mind for a polite, but believable, excuse not to. The school run would have been about that time, that would surely do it.
Not that he didn’t like Billings – his first impressions were that he did. He just didn’t feel like being social right now.
The professor, being an educated man, must have picked up on Gerald’s hesitation immediately, and sought to get another sentence in before the rebuttal came. This time it was not so much a request but an order.
‘Bring the photograph of the hole with you.’




Three

‘The pint’s already been paid for by the Prof, love,’ the barmaid informed Gerald as he approached the bar. She began to pour off a pint of bitter pre-empting his order. He had only intended to order a glass of coke, but he didn’t want to offend the barmaid by correcting her mid-pour, nor indeed Billings who had paid for it. And if the derogatory stereotypes of Yorkshiremen were true, they don’t put their hands in their pockets often.
Gerald looked over to the corner of the room and saw Billings sitting alone at a four-man table in the corner of the pub.
Due to it being mid-afternoon and a Thursday, the pub was mostly empty - something he was sure suited whatever conversation Billings intended.
Gerald began to ponder whether Billings’ suddenly freed-up afternoon had been by chance or design, but in either case, he was about to find out what was so special about this photograph.
‘Afternoon, Gerald,’ Billings greeted.
‘Afternoon to yourself,’ Gerald replied cagily as he pulled up a seat opposite. ‘Thanks for the pint.’
‘Well, I would have gotten you something stronger, but I’ve seen how you handle your drink.’
Gerald let out a wry smile at the backhanded banter.
‘So, lad. Did you bring the photograph?’
Billings didn’t waste any time getting to the subject at hand - Gerald had to admire the legendary Yorkshire bluntness.
‘I did. I’m guessing Cliff the builder has been speaking to you.’
‘Aye lad, you guess right. Quite distressed he was too when I had a beer with him last night. You see, even though I lecture history as my primary subject at the university, I also teach secondary classes in British folklore. The locals here tend to rib me about it on occasion. Any time something queer happens they push me to give them a lecture about what it is. Most of them are humouring me of course, but there are still a fair few around here who were raised on local legends and are rightfully respectful and fearful of it - our mutual friend, Cliff, for one. He couldn’t get his words out fast enough when he told me what was on that photograph of yours. Do you mind if I see it?’
Gerald removed the photograph from the inner pocket of his jacket and handed it over. The professor marvelled at it for a while.
‘Do you mind if I keep it? I’ll pay you fifty quid.’
‘It’s quite alright, you can have it. Just call it the price of a pint. Besides, you seem to have a want for it far more than I do.’
‘That I do lad.’
Billings examined the photograph with wonder for a further half a minute, before delicately placing it in his jacket pocket.
‘So then, Prof, are you going to let me humour you too by telling me what it is in that photograph? I’m guessing it’s not just a bird or a rodent’s nest.’
‘No lad, you have something far more remarkable. ‘You have a variety of Hobgoblin in your home.’
Gerald tried his hardest not to spit the swig of beer he had in his mouth into the professor’s face upon hearing this ridiculous statement. After composing himself, he reached into his wallet. He then pulled out his paper driving license and handed it to the Prof.
‘What’s this for?’ he asked.
‘Oh, it’s just some form of ID with my date of birth, since it’s clear that you think I was born yesterday.’
It was now Prof’s turn to display a wry smile as he handed the license back to its owner.
‘Mock me all you like, lad. But you’ve got something truly remarkable in your home. This photo is great, but it’s not conclusive proof. Tell me lad, have you been experiencing strange occurrences? Hearing voices and sounds that aren’t there.’
Billings could tell by the defensive look on Gerald’s face that he had.
‘Not that I feel comfortable sharing this information with you Billings, but even if I have, it can be explained. You see, a few years back I suffered something of a breakdown, and I fear I am just in a state of relapse.’
‘Trust me, you are not having a breakdown. And you will need your wits and your mind to be as solid as the foundations your home was built on if you are to beat this thing.’
‘This goblin,’ Gerald scoffed.
‘Hobgoblin,’ he corrected.
‘What’s the difference?’
‘To us locals, a lot. We’re very particular about our folklore. In any case, what I believe you have is a particularly rare and nasty kind of Hobgoblin. What I believe you to have is a Haglard.
‘A what-the-fuck-lard?’
‘A Haglard. Don’t be surprised if you’ve never heard of one, pretty much most people haven’t. A Haglard is a cruel and mischievous sort, and very often can turn extremely violent. Legend has it they are very territorial of their homes and like to torment and play with their prey, turning them as close to madness as they can before feeding on them. I was always suspicious that the Fredericks's death was at a Haglard’s hands - especially after hearing Miss Moore’s account of the police finding them half eaten by some wild animal.’
‘Okay, let’s just say I don’t for one second believe this to be some kind of wind-up to haze the outsider to your insular village. What do you mean by hearing voices and sounds?’
‘One of the Haglard’s most unique talents, aside from being particularly elusive, is the ability to mimic and throw any sound or noise they have ever heard. It is even said that this is the real reason why so many of the monks in the Yorkshire monasteries of old took to their vow of silence, so as not to give the Haglards the opportunity to trick or torment them.
Look, you don’t have to believe what I’m telling you here. You can be like a lot of the others around here and choose to humour me, and that’s your prerogative. But I’m offering to help you. I never knew the Fredericks well enough to know what was happening in their home. Even in a village as small as this, I only ever spoke to them in passing. I can’t change what happened, but I can make it right by them by not letting the same thing happen to you and your family - and believe me unless you get wise to what’s going on, history will repeat itself. What say we finish this beer, swing over to mine and I’ll lend you the dossier on what I’ve been able to put together from different sources?’




Four

Gerald returned home at approximately a quarter to six – it was past the family’s usual teatime. He’d had enough foresight to phone home ahead of time from the Professor’s home. Embarrassingly, he didn’t even know his own number and had to ask Billings for it.  
Billings’ cottage, Saddler’s House, was only two miles away from Apple Blossom and there was a fish and chip shop on the way home named Cod Almighty. He figured it’s quality must have been a good one to have gotten away with such borderline blasphemy in what he guessed was most likely a predominantly church-going village. He decided to make a detour into this chip shop on the way home. He felt his lateness would be easier to justify to the family with several bags of chips in his hands – It would certainly be easier to explain than telling them he’d spent the last couple of hours learning about more goblins than he could shake a Pukwudgie at. He’d even joked to the Professor that he wanted a diploma for having to digest what felt like a whole semester’s worth of study into an intense couple of hours.
He was still uncertain whether he believed Billings’ astonishing claims, yet he wasn’t sure he could discount it as malarky either. A part of him even wanted so dearly to believe it. If it was true, then it meant he wasn’t suffering another nervous breakdown. Granted, if it was also true, it meant he had a malevolent creature in his home intent on driving him to insanity before feasting on him – swings and roundabouts as they say.
Gerald had always considered himself a logical man, someone grounded in reality. Yet, there was no denying there was something odd afoot that went beyond his possibly deteriorating mental health. Elliott’s out-of-character behaviour, Janey’s murderous threats of her best friend. Lewis’s screaming fits whilst he was still asleep. Then there was the boarded-up cavity.
He had to admit, the Professor tried a convincing case.
Whatever was going on, he’d decided to keep the professor’s claims, no matter how outrageous, a secret from Joy, for now - he didn’t want to set her mind racing over the possibility of some potentially violent entity in their dream home.




Chapter Seven

Friday, September 16th, 1988





One

The time was coming up to 11:00.
Joy returned home after spending a little more time exploring the Reeth area with Lewis in his pram. She was already at the stage where she was beginning to be known by the locals by her first name, and not just “that Londoner who had moved into the Fredericks’ house.”
With Janey and Elliott in school, and Gerald out for the morning visiting his pal McLean, the prospect of returning to an empty home – Lewis excluded - sounded like bliss. She opened the front door and wheeled the pram into the hallway. Her expectation of being greeted with serenity proved to be unwarranted. Instead, she was met with some unwelcome sounds coming from up the stairs - they were coming from her bedroom.
The sounds were recognisable in an instant. And though she didn’t know who they belonged to, she knew their cause. These were passionate sounds of exhilaration; of being pleasured. Someone was in her bed - someone was with her husband.
‘Oh god, don’t stop,’ a female’s panting voice, which disturbingly sounded very much like her own, carried through the home. ‘Yes, oh yes,’ this stranger moaned.
Joy began to feel nauseous - hard to breathe. She had always felt helpless that she didn’t fully know what Gerald was going through with the panic attacks that led to his breakdown. Now she was getting a sense of it. Her heart was palpitating, her mind was getting overwhelmed, and the strength in her legs was abandoning her. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to go to the bedroom to confront them in the act and see who this slut was that had just played her part in ruining fifteen years of marriage, but she knew she had to.
Lewis was having a nap in the pram, at least that meant she could make her way up the stairs undetected.
As she carefully made her way up the stairs with the contemptuous sounds continuing to bombard and belittle her, Joy’s muddled thoughts turned to the previous owners. She had wondered since buying the home what could drive a seemingly doting husband to commit such a heinous act on his beloved wife. Now, she was starting to get a sense of exactly how. Her jumbled mind began to narrow with rage.  
She took a deep breath. This was it, the moment of truth. She flung the bedroom door open, yet the room was empty. How could it be? The sounds were just coming from there not even a second ago. There was no way, they could hide that fast. Furthermore, the bed was made, exactly how she had left it this morning.
Joy got onto her knees and looked under the bed to see if she could see anyone or anything. She wasn’t sure what would be worse, that she would find something, or that she couldn’t.
As she’d expected there was nothing under there. Then she heard it, from behind her.
The wardrobe door creaked open, followed by the sound of Janey’s giggling. Yet it had been from when she had been much younger, it was the same unmistakable giggle as on the Christmas home video she had watched a few days ago.
She turned her head quick enough to catch a glimpse of the back of something. Something running out of the room on its two legs, it was approximately three feet tall and looked inhuman. The figure slammed the door shut behind it.
Joy let out a penetrating scream of fear at seeing this creature.
‘Lewis!’ she then uttered as she realised the baby was still in the pram downstairs, unguarded.
Her legs were even more unsteady now as she made her way down the stairs with haste. She would not have been surprised if they gave in completely from under her and she fell down the remainder of the flight.
The baby was still sleeping. More importantly, it was safe. Though she usually would have hated the thought of disrupting him from his sleep, she picked him up with little of the delicateness that would be accepted for his age. He began to bawl instantly.
‘Shush, baby,’ she sobbed.
She opened the door and began to run.




Two

Marian opened the door to the heavy and frantic round of knocking and was surprised to see Joy standing on her doorstep with Lewis cradled in her arm. It was clear from the redness of her eyes she had been crying - and from the flushness of her face, the beads of sweat on her bow, and her heavy panting, she had been running too.
‘Joy, dear,’ she spoke with clear concern. ‘I think you best come in.’
Once seated and her guest had recuperated and composed herself, Marian brought in the obligatory tea and cake.
‘I didn’t make a cuppa for the little one,’ she spoke without any hint of sarcasm. ‘I wasn’t sure if he was too young for it yet. I’ve never had kids, so I’m never too sure what to give them. My mother always told me I was born with tea in my veins, but I’m pretty sure that was just a figure of speech and not literally. Sorry, dear. I’m rambling, aren’t I?’
‘It’s fine, Marian.’
‘Well, it looks like you’ve been through the wringer.  Do you want to talk about it?’
Joy considered it for a moment, but then she reminded herself that her host, no matter how welcoming, was also most likely to go blabbering, especially over something as scandalous as the new resident losing her mind and seeing little creatures in the house.
‘If it’s quite alright with you, Marian, could I just sit here for a while, we can talk about anything you like, just as long as it’s not about the house.
‘Of course, my dear, we don’t even need to talk at all if you don’t want to.’
‘What kind of guest would I be if I didn’t talk to you, Marian?’
‘One who’d always be welcome. Silent company is still company all the same.’




Three

The time was coming to 13:00, and the family Sierra pulled up in the driveway.
Gerald knew something was wrong with Joy as soon as he saw her sitting on the doorstep of the cottage. Lewis was wrapped warm in his blanket, and she was wearing her winter coat. The smile she greeted him was grateful but weak.
‘What are you doing out here?’ he asked.
‘I can’t go back in there,’ she replied. ‘It was all I could do just to go into the hallway and grab my coat.’
‘What happened?’
‘You’d think me crazy if I told you.’
Gerald let out a deep sigh and gestured for Joy to move over on the doorstep so he could sit beside her.
He placed his arm around her and gave her a gentle peck on the cheek, before giving Lewis a little peck on the forehead.
‘Not if you think I’m crazy first. I need to tell you something.’




Four

Gerald had dropped Joy and the kids at Leeds railway station and was on his drive back to the cottage. Although Joy didn’t like the idea of him staying in the cottage alone with that…thing, he assured her that now he was wise to what it was, he would be able to stay one step ahead of it. If its agenda was to confuse and weaken its prey with its trickery then without this weapon, it would be the Haglard who was severely weakened.
‘Besides,’ as Gerald put it. ‘We can’t afford to move home without selling, and it could take ages to offset this property. I chatted to James about the prospect of selling earlier and he said to even put it back on the market so soon after just a week of occupancy, especially given its history, would look bad for the property and even worse for your wallets. We’re stuck with this place for at least another year if we want to be able to afford elsewhere. Our best option, our only option, is for me to stay and rid ourselves of that thing. I don’t like it, but it has to be this way. Look at the bright side, though, we could turn this nightmare into our benefit. Imagine what would happen if we could capture this thing. Any financial worries we’d have would be over for the rest of our lives. It would be like having your own Loch Ness Monster, Alien Grey, or Bigfoot to sell to someone.’
‘I still don’t like it,’ she rebuked. ‘I’d rather us destitute and you alive.’
One thing they were both in unanimous agreement over, was that they wouldn’t tell the kids the truth behind them staying down their Aunt Debbie’s in London for a week or so. As far as they were concerned, they had been pulled out of school so abruptly by their parents due to a large rat infestation in the cottage, and their father had to stay behind to make sure the fumigation exercise was running smoothly. Janey was not so convinced by this excuse and her first line of questioning was whether her parents were getting a divorce.
‘Of course not,’ Gerald defied. ‘Till death do us part. That’s what we promised each other.’
Joy tried to fight back her tears.




Five

It was evening, and uncharacteristically silent within Apple Blossom Cottage now that Gerald was alone. The only sounds making themselves known were from the heavy rain shower beating against the glass window of the small bedroom he was in.
‘Well,’ Gerald thought. ‘Technically, I’m not alone now, am I?’ Even so, his unwanted house guest had chosen to remain inconspicuous since his return from dropping his family off safely. Was the Haglard recalibrating its plans now that most of his playthings had left and it was just the one left now? After all, how could he turn a family against each other if there was no family left? And now that the sole occupant was wise to its game, would it need to change the rules?
Gerald was cross-legged on the floor, sitting where the bloodstain was still present on the carpet. In front of him was a book on the Haglard that Billings had lent him. He had started reading it but was thwarted by several pages that looked to be torn out. Like a couple of pages missing from a multi-layered detective novel, Gerald was certain these pages contained some key pieces of useful information. Yet, as useful as the Professor’s teachings had been thus far, Gerald felt certain that there was another book which would prove to provide more answers. He recalled to mind the photograph he had taken of the cavity and what looked to be a notebook inside the annexe. What if the notebook had belonged to Scott Fredericks?
Beside the book was a collection of wire coat hangers he had seconded from the wardrobes of the bedrooms. It wasn’t as if there weren’t enough spares hanging about the place now that Joy packed enough clothes to last for her and the kids for four of five days.
He began to unwind and straighten the coat hangers; he had watched enough episodes of the A-Team on ITV to have picked up a few tips on manufacturing useful contraptions out of household objects. The kids and he would even spend evenings making their own apparatus after the episodes had finished in friendly competition to see who could come up with the best.
He used the plyers on his Swiss army knife to wrap bits of the other hangers together, platting them for extra sturdiness - but not so rigid that they wouldn’t bend against the will of the contours of the cavity inside the wall. He had made the hangers into a rod, approximately five foot tall, the same height he estimated as to where the nook was that the notebook had been stashed. At the summit of his rod, he had fashioned a hook. Although the tip of the hook was blunt, he had stuck to its tip some steel tape he had found in the shed. With it fixed so that the sticky side was facing outwards, his hope was it would bind to the cover of the notebook to aid in its retrieval.
Gerald lay on his chest trying to ease the rod up the cavity. The thoughts of how exposed and vulnerable he was in his current position couldn’t help but enter his head.
If this creature so desired, it could sneak up on him undetected and take him out with the minimum of resistance. If, as he’d suspected, what he’d originally believed to be chisel marks were in fact claw-marks on the inside of the stone, then the Haglard’s claws would be razor sharp and cut through him with ease. He knew he couldn’t afford to think like that though. He had to focus his thoughts onto the job at hand.
Gerald got to thinking as to just how long the creature had been burrowing in this home in the first place and how he had gotten inside it. Had it been trapped, or even born, inside one of the stones used to build the cottage, inadvertently imprisoning him?
It was a good job Gerald was a patient man since it took him several efforts to position the rod to its desired trajectory. His stomach even churned as he displaced what looked to be bones from within the cavity, as they dropped to the surface, he was relieved to see they weren’t human. They looked to be that of an animal, possibly a small cat.
His perseverance finally paid off. He could feel something weighty at the end of his rod - like a fisherman catching a prize trout.
He knew he had to be careful pulling the book down - no sudden or enthusiastic moments born from frustration or impatience. He couldn’t risk damaging the pages within.
Once the object had been successfully retrieved and was safe in his hands, he was relieved to see it was exactly what he believed it to be – a notebook with Scott Fredericks name on the cover. He skimmed through the pages within and was even more relieved to see handwritten notes, even illustrations of a strange-looking creature. Not too dissimilar to that he had briefly seen in the garden treehouse.
Gerald made his way to his desk in the box room, he would feel more comfortable studying the pages there and not the carpet covered with the dried bloodstains of the dead person whose journal he was reading.
He locked the door to his office and turned on a battery-operated radio he had earlier moved there from the kitchen. He found a ‘golden oldie’ channel and turned the volume up. The genre of the music was of no real consequence to him, he just needed something to block out any other distracting sounds, or tricks, which would come his way. He had some reading to do.




Chapter Eight

Wednesday, May 25th, 1988





One

The Last Words and Confession of Scott Fredericks
I am writing this account in the hope that it is read by someone who will do the right thing with it, and to know the truth about why I killed my beloved wife Elizabeth ‘Lizzy’ Fredericks.
Though her death was at my hands it was not of my will. I was tricked into doing it by something ungodly and inhuman.
The sounds and the tormenting started a little over a week ago. And what started off as explainable and rational sounds soon turned into something that conventional and acceptable wisdom defy.
My dearest Lizzie suspected the truth over what was behind these sounds almost from the start. Oh, how I wished I hadn’t scoffed at her bizarre notions until it was too late.
Having been a local girl, and raised in this infernal cottage, Lizzy had made reference to hobgoblins on more than one occasion since our courtship began.
There was nothing I thought too peculiar about her whimsical tales of these creatures. After all, folklore is a big part of the culture and heritage here in Reeth - and, I was only too beguiled with my Lizzie, not to indulge her little quirks. Upon my introduction to her family, and this house, forty years ago, however, I began to get the sense that this wasn’t just some fanciful talk.
There appeared to be a deep-set belief in her parents that these tales were true. I held my tongue of course. It wasn’t my place or my predilection to cause them offence by ridiculing their beliefs in mythical creatures. Just as I would never belittle someone religious for believing in their god, I would never belittle my Lizzie’s mother and father for believing in goblins. Just me writing this down on paper even now, knowing what I know, and knowing what I’ve seen, still makes it sound absurd.             
A lot of her parent’s belief in these creatures, or so it would seem, stems from the hole in the wall in the smallest bedroom of the house.
It was boarded up when I first visited here and was given a tour of the cottage by her father – and from what he had told me, it had been boarded up ever since he had been born. He regaled me without any sense of ridicule or tomfoolery that his parents - Lizzy’s grandparents - once had a hobgoblin problem.
When leaving the house to Lizzy’s father, just as he, in turn, would eventually leave it to us, they had told him that the boards must remain in place as contained within was a most troublesome imp that awakens six months out of every sixty years - with the intention of causing havoc, and eventually worse. It was, they said, a rare variety of hobgoblin known as a Haglard, with the ability to mimic any sound he hears.
Lizzy’s father went on to say that had he not heard the voices and the scratching coming from within the walls for himself, he would not have believed the tales either.
The Haglard, he stated was a master manipulator, who specialised in turning people against each other with its trickery. He had even warned me that, should I ever move to this village, to beware of some secret society known as the Wardens of Reeth. Again, I thought this more hogwash, they couldn’t have been that much of a secret society I thought, if he was willing to blab about them on my very first meeting with him.  
Although I doubted very much that Lizzy fully believed her father’s stories, there was still that part of her which believed them enough to never remove those boards in the home and repair the wall, despite my insistence.
When I first heard the sounds, Lizzie had been down the local pub, The Four Crowns, for bingo night with that busybody of a neighbour Marian Moore. Not that I minded of course. As much as I loved the company of my Lizzie, a night by myself on occasion was just as favourable.
I was sitting in the living room, accompanied by a glass of brandy, and had started writing the first draft of my long-conceived, seldom acted-upon novel, which I had desired to write for many years but had always found the feeblest excuse to put off. I was having an internal argument with myself on whether the pages I had written thus far would be better served joining the burning logs on the fireplace when I heard the sounds for the first time. A desperate and frantic mewing. My first thoughts were that it was Marian’s blasted cat who seemed to have adopted us as his surrogate family.
I followed the sounds upstairs to the small bedroom and to behind the boarded-up hole. Not once did I take under consideration those ludicrous fables of hobgoblins and the like. I was able to free the boards away from the walls using some tools from the shed. Yet once the boards were from the wall, no cat came out, there was just silence.
A sense of panic came over me that Marian’s cat had died in there. That was the last thing I needed - a rotting animal carcass lodged in the walls. I got down on my front and placed my arm into the hole. I extended it as far as I was physically able and began to rummage with my fingers. That’s when I felt a sharp and sudden pain. Something had slashed my hand. I quickly withdrew it and could see the cut across the palm of my hand was a deep one. My first instinct was that I had caught it on a serrated piece of stone or an errant masonry nail - either way, I was in dire need of stitches.
Upon my return from the hospital, I was greeted by Lizzie inside our living room. Any concerns she’d had about my wound soon paled to the concerns she’d held about the un-boarded hole. I was not in the mood to hear her superstitious nonsense so we argued some, perhaps for the first time in years - yet for the days that followed, alas, it would not be the last.
The following day, I was in the garden, sitting on the bench enjoying the Spring sun, when I heard Lizzie’s voice call to me from the bedroom window, only the words she used were words I had not heard from her before, and nor shall I write them here. Rest assured, they were words so vile and putrid they would seem too crass even out of a sailor’s mouth. I went to confront her about why she would say such terrible things and she tearfully denied them.
‘It must have been the Haglard,’ she said.
I snapped at her once more.
Over the days that followed, I began to notice she would look at me differently as if she had become distrusting of me. She would accuse me of saying things which seemed drastically out of my character like, “Did I really say she was crazy?” and “Did I really think her a deluded bitch?” I asked her where she would get such notions from, but she would get cagey and keep her thoughts to herself. Little did I know then that the Haglard was driving a wedge between us.
Our suddenly fraught relationship was not aided by her insistence on seeking solace in Marian instead of myself. Likely because she knew that I would tell her to stop this claptrap nonsense about fictional beings, whereas Marian only enabled her with her humouring. Though I believed her intentions were good, she was not helping matters.
A few days later, I saw the Haglard for the first time. I was alone in the house after another blazing row with Lizzy had seen her back over Marian’s. She had accused me of calling her on our phone while I was out, and telling her I didn’t love her anymore on account of my thinking her crazy.
I replied to these wild accusations in the worst way possible. I told her that although I did still love her very much, I did indeed think she was going crazy as I had made no such call.
I was drinking my brandy in the living room - as was getting to be a more regular occurrence - when I heard a voice coming from behind me. It was that of Lizzy’s father.
But how? He had been dead for ten years now. What was even more disconcerting was what he was saying.
‘Kill her.’
I fought my instinct to turn around to where the voice was coming from. Instead, I subtly looked upwards into the mirror hanging above the fireplace. I looked into the reflection and though it was hard to make out in the darkness of the corner of the room, I could make out a pair of yellow eyes staring out at me.
I turned to face it, but its speed of retreat had been impressive and had vanished from view.
‘Haglard,’ I shouted, ‘I saw you.’
When Lizzy returned that night, I tried to tell her what I saw, but she ignored me. Whether it was on purpose or that her mind had switched off as a form of defence from what had been happening to her. In her hand, she was carrying a book she’d acquired from somewhere on Haglards. I was of the opinion that actions speak louder than words, however, and unless this thing was the size of a bug - and from what I had seen in the mirror, it most definitely was not - then the only use a book would have against it would be by squashing it. Having seen how swift and evasive this creature was, I knew I would need a weapon that was fast and precise.
This morning, I purchased the weapon that did not succeed in killing the Haglard, but would ultimately end up killing my Lizzie.
It was not hard for me to obtain a gun - we were in the Dales after all - and with the abundance of farms in the area it also meant a lot of farmers who were more than happy to make an extra few quid.
The farmer I approached seemed hesitant at first to sell his spare hunting rifle to me. After all, I reeked of being a city boy, and what use does a city boy have for purchasing a rifle from a stranger, other than for nefarious reasons? The farmer sized me up, he seemed soothed little by the fact I declared myself harmless.
‘Rabbits may appear harmless too,’ he told me in no uncertain terms. ‘Yet they cause more damage than one would suspect. Are you a rabbit, lad?’
‘No,’ I replied. ‘I’m just a homeowner who has a pest that needs dealing with.’
Any concerns the farmer seemed to harvest were soon alleviated by the sight of my wallet.
Would things have changed had he not sold that rifle to me? I still believe the outcome would have been the same - just the method would have been different.
I waited until I heard Lizzy leave the cottage and the door slam shut behind her. It was just me and this hobgoblin now – or so I thought.
My mind was so frazzled, it never occurred to me that the sound of the door closing was yet another of his tricks. His throwing of its voice. I could hear the sounds of movements coming from the small bedroom - the room where this nightmare had all begun. I knew I would only get one shot at this - no pun intended. This creature was fast and agile. Far more so than I.
I steadied my breath and silently primed my rifle with two cartridges. If I would miss with my first shot, at least I’d get the opportunity of a second. The door to the room was ajar, allowing the sounds from within the room to travel with far more ease. The rustling sound was coming from the middle of the room, just above the carpet.
It happened all so fast, yet at the same time in a taunting slow motion too. I’d kicked the door wide open and fired a shot at the source of the noise without hesitation. It was only when the figure dropped to the ground did I realise it was my beloved Lizzy. She had been sitting on the floor examining the hole in the wall, and reading that book on Hobgoblin lore. I imagine she was trying to find a way to make peace with the creature and find a way to entice it back to where it had been hibernating all these years.
Not that it is any consolation to Lizzy, but I can only pray she took solace in that she didn’t know it was me who was her murderer, and with the speed and size of the fatal wound I’d inflicted on her, I can only hope that she felt no pain.
These will be the last words that I write in this account. If there is any justice in the world, when the authorities find our bodies, they will read my writings and know that Lizzy’s murder was an accident as a result of that creature’s vile trickery. My death, however, will be no accident. It will be at my own hands. I will not be able to live with myself knowing what I have done to my Lizzie, and if there is an afterlife, should the gods see fit, they will reunite us at the soonest opportunity.
Signing off,
Scott Fredericks




Chapter Nine

Saturday, September 17th 1988





One

The storm was still raging on outside, its relentless downpour battered the cottage, yet the continued rattling of rain against the window, coupled with the music from the radio had become white noise for Gerald. He had somehow fallen asleep at his desk despite his mind being as besieged with thoughts over the journal as the cottage had been with the rain.
Once his mind had regained some clarity, his thoughts immediately turned to Joy. What if she had called him while he was asleep? And even if she hadn’t, her mind must be working overtime with worry.
He made a reach for the telephone on his desk and dialled his sister-in-law’s number. It hadn’t taken even a couple of rings for it to be answered. Gerald’s heart soared as he heard Joy’s voice. She must have been waiting by its side for his call.
Gerald was reminded in his mind of the incident with Janey and the alleged phone call with Haley. He had no doubt now that the Haglard was the guilty culprit. He was certain, Joy would be of the same mind too.
‘13.05.1973,’ he spoke. This was their wedding date - and something their tormentor was unlikely to know.
‘Oh, Gerald,’ Joy gushed at hearing his voice. ‘I’m so glad you’re safe.’
‘Hey, I’ve got this,’ he replied. ‘I’m going to be one step ahead of this thing every step of the way. You did the right thing to get out with the kids. I found the journal of Scott Fredericks last night, and that bastard Haglard tricked him into killing his wife.’
‘That’s awful,’ Joy replied. ‘And that doesn’t make me think you staying alone in that house is any better of an idea either.’
‘You’ve got to trust me on this,’ he replied steadfastly.
‘I do trust you - more than anything. It’s that thing I don’t trust.’
‘I’ll have it captured or dead before the day’s out. Don’t you worry. You’re right though. It can’t be trusted. I think it was behind that horrible phone call to Haley, as such it’s been watching our every move, even what phone numbers we’ve dialled. If you, or the kids, need to speak to me, begin with a date, or a memory that only we would know of so that we know it’s really each other we’re speaking to. And never use the same date twice. Agreed?’
‘Good idea. Agreed.’
‘I’ll call you later, okay? I love you?’
‘I love you too.’




Two

Gerald knocked at the door of Marian’s cottage. He knew he had to be on his guard over what he said and what he knew.
Though he was pretty sure that Joy wouldn’t have shared with her what had happened to her in the house, he couldn’t have been so sure over what the late Elizabeth Fredericks had shared. And from what he had read in Fredericks’ journal, she knew more about Haglards than she was letting on. Was it like Fredericks had written and she was just humouring Lizzy, or was it more? But why would she lie? What did she have to gain from it? He also recalled his first night in the cottage and her reluctance to come inside. She didn’t strike him as the kind of person that didn’t want to intrude. Was it a guilty conscience over something, or the fear of what she knew to be inside? In either case, he would have to remain guarded around her.
‘Good morning, Gerald,’ she greeted upon opening the door to him. ‘What a pleasant surprise. My goodness, you’re soaked, it’s raining a flood outside. Quick, come inside and get dried off. Would you like a cup of tea?
How’s Joy?’
The questions came thick, fast, and pleasant.
‘Joy’s good. She’s just at home right now, the little one is playing up a bit,’ he lied. ‘A cup of tea would be good thanks, I just hope I won’t make too much of a mess over your carpet by dripping all over it and traipsing mud through the house. Some stains can be a bit of a nightmare to get out.’
‘Ah, don’t be daft. Nothing a good scrub won’t fix. Come on in before you catch your death.’
Gerald just simply smiled, nodded, and made his way through to the living room.
‘White, two sugars please,’ he spoke pre-empting her question on how he took his tea.
With Marian in the kitchen, and with nothing else to do other than survey the room, his eyes were drawn to the mantlepiece. There were no family photos, just an excessive number of Marian and various kittens. Maybe to her, cat photos and family photos were the same thing.
‘So, what brings you to my home today, Gerald?’ Marian’s voice came from behind him. ‘Not that you ever need an excuse, you’re most welcome any time you please.’
She had been quicker making the tea than he’d expected. Not that he was entirely surprised. She was the type of person he suspected to always have a brew at the ready in the hope of visitors.
‘Cats believe it or not,’ he replied as he took the cup of tea. Marian’s eyes lit up with intrigue and excitement. ‘I’m thinking of getting a pet for the kids,’ Gerald fabricated. ‘And I think cats are a much better option than dogs, don’t you think?’
‘Wholeheartedly.’
Gerald had her in the palm of his hand.
‘We’re looking at picking a kitten up at one of the nearing farms and we realised we didn’t have a pet carrier. I was wondering if you had one we can borrow at all?’
‘Of course,’ she enthused. ‘Anything for a fellow cat lover.’




Three

The hour was approaching 19:00.
With the Autumn nights in full flow, it was already getting dark.
Gerald sat in the dimly lit living room. All the curtains had remained undrawn, and all but one of the living room lights were off. The only other source of light in this room was the flickering flames of the fireplace. His logic dictated that the darkness was more suited to drawing out the Haglard than the light. If this creature was intent on causing its torment from the shadows, then he would turn the battlefield into one giant shadow.
He had already spent an hour laying various hunter’s traps throughout the home and garden that he had purchased from a Farm Supplier store on his way home from his visit to the city of York. The worker behind the till of this store must have thought he had more rabbits than Watership Down for the volume of animal traps he’d purchased.
He had even gone so far as to fix piano wire about two-and-a-half-foot from the ground, tight to the open door frames, throat level for the creature. If it ran fast enough into it, perhaps it would garotte itself.
The kitchen floor was covered in shards of broken glass and porcelain. Joy would likely berate him until his dying days for destroying her cherished dinner sets, but in the Haglard he had a perfect retort. ‘Sorry love, too busy dealing with a killer monster.’
The odour in the living room was already beginning to turn foul. In the cat carrier was some offal he had acquired from the local butchers, and it was already beginning to spoil. He doubted that a trick this obvious would be enough to capture the Haglard, but at the very least, he hoped the snack would draw it out into the open.
There were various other booby traps he had set up around the house - as it turned out, those evenings watching the A-Team had been more productive than he’d thought. He wished he could have shown these traps off to Elliot and Janey, but the responsible parent side of him begrudgingly conceded that these would have been far too dangerous to have around children – and most adults too.
It wasn’t just his booby-trapping of the cottage that had seen him be productive today, his earlier visit to York had been equally so, specifically, to the York Library. It was there he had requested some of the archives to the local folklore and history, to see if there were any other case studies on record of families dealing with Haglard infestations, and if so, how they had triumphed. He had even asked one of the librarians as a shot to nothing, if they had any records in their archives for the Wardens of Reeth which Fredericks had briefly alluded to in his journal. To his surprise, they did.
As he read about their secret society – how secret could they actually be if this was the second time he had read their name? - he began to learn of their more nefarious agenda.
They were a group of volunteers, native to Reeth, dedicated to the protection of their village by worshipping and appeasing the Hobgoblins they believed to be populating the Dales - and ensuring that the more dangerous of them were kept from venturing from where they had set up their nest, and into the village at large.
They would do this by making sure the Haglard would be entertained when not in the state of hibernation by supplying it with prey - very often domestic animals such as cats and dogs. On occasions where humans had moved into the Haglard’s domain, the Wardens would befriend said humans until their inevitable demise, with the goal to keeping an eye on events and covering up the Haglard’s involvement to the local authorities as and when was necessary. 
Upon reading this, the photographs of the numerous cats on Marian’s mantelpiece began to make more sense. She wasn’t just some kooky cat lady. He had already found the remains of what he suspected to have been a kitten in the cavity. She must have cleaned up the scene of the crime, put Fredericks’ journal into the hole and lured the Haglard back into it with the kitten, before boarding it up.
He would find a way to deal with Marian at a later date - should he survive this night. And if he wasn’t to make it, well, he had already phoned Joy from York, telling her to beware.
In Gerald’s hands was the axe he had acquired from the garden shed. In his short time since obtaining it, he had found great comfort in holding it – like a toddler with a stuffed toy. It felt natural to him, like an extension of the hand that gripped tightly onto it. 
‘What are you waiting for you little bastard?’ Gerald shouted. ‘You like to play games, don’t you? How about we play winner takes all?’
Gerald was met with silence - he was finding that he was disliking the quiet. Not so long ago, which seemed an age away from the life he was currently living, he would have relished the quiet and the serenity, but that time was behind him now. In a strange way, this night had been good therapy for him in his recovery. His razor focus on his task meant he wasn’t overwhelmed, he was invigorated.
His new equilibrium was thrown off balance by the sudden sound of a phone ringing. He went over to the sideboard to answer it, making sure not to step on any of the traps he had laid about the room.
‘Gerald!’ Joy’s distressed voice came from the other end.
‘Joy,’ he answered. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘There’s been a terrible accident. It’s Elliott, he’s been hit by a car.’
‘Tell me more,’ Gerald answered with mock concern. He knew it wasn’t Joy, she hadn’t used a special date as the code they’d agreed to. It was the Haglard trying to throw him off his game, to weaken him.
Gerald gently placed the receiver beside the telephone to allow the creature to keep on talking while Gerald snuck around to find him. If he was speaking on the telephone, that meant he was in the box room.
Gerald took a large stride between the hallway floor and the first step of the staircase to avoid a chip pan full of boiling cooking oil he had placed there.
             
His footsteps were quiet and precise as he crept up the stairs. He could hear Joy’s voice, speaking in vivid detail about how Elliott had his skull caved in by stepping out into a busy road and into the path of a car and how the doctors were trying desperately to save him by cutting him open to operate.
Even though Gerald knew this story to be false, he still found it upsetting as he heard it. He couldn’t disassociate the words from the image.
He had to put such thoughts to the back of his mind though. He needed to focus.
The door to the box room was ajar about eight inches. Exactly how he had left it. The Haglard was wise to his game.
Gerald had meticulously studied every single aspect and element of his battle zone, and he had left the door precisely that wide on purpose. It was the same amount of gap that Gerald could squeeze through, thanks to his slender frame the weight loss of his breakdown brought with it. It was a tight squeeze, and he'd even had to go on tiptoes to do so.
On top of the midpoint of the door, he’d balanced an opened vessel of sulfuric acid he’d acquired for a higher-than-expected price from a nearing farmer - if the Haglard didn’t kill him, then the bank manager surely would. 
It had taken Gerald several attempts of trial and error with some of Elliott’s filled water balloons on top of the door before he had mastered the size of the gap and his getting out of the room with the booby trap intact. It had taken the Haglard only one.
Gerald kicked the door hard with his Doc Martins boot, before quickly getting out of the way of the splash zone of the substance pouring out onto the floor upon its hard impact. The sulfuric acid on the carpet would surely be corrosive to the flesh of this creature.
He had the creature cornered now, but cornered wasn’t enough. He wanted it dead.
Gerald’s frame filled the now-open doorway he was staring directly at the Haglard. It was the first time Gerald had seen the creature properly. Oh, what he’d give to have his camera to hand right now.
It was approximately three-foot-tall. Its skin was ashen, and sporadic sprigs of hair sprung out of it with no pattern or cluster. Its ears were batlike, and its mouth displayed two rows of jagged teeth. The sharpness of its teeth was matched by the sharpness of its claws. The fact it had even managed to dial and hold a phone was almost as hard to believe as the creature itself. Yet here it was. The Haglard dropped the phone receiver and turned its attention towards the doorway. A trail of drool was starting to fall from its jaws.
Gerald gripped the axe tighter. To get the job done, he was going to have to get up close and personal.
The creature smiled, exposing all of its jagged teeth, and exposed its claws in an attack stance. It let out a mischievous laugh in the voice of Janey.
On any other occasion, the prospect of hearing Janey laugh so freely would have filled Gerald with delight, yet hearing it come from the mouth of this abomination only filled him with fear. He took a cautious step forward, hopeful that his sturdy boots were of a high enough quality to withstand the acid, which was already showing signs of eroding the carpet.
Gerald took a lunge forward swinging his axe as if he was playing a ferocious reverse forearm return in a tennis match. The Haglard was quick to react to the strike. It avoided it easily and returned its own attack, biting into Gerald’s left thigh. He let out a groan of pain as he swung his axe again. This time he’d landed a blow to the Haglard, yet it wasn’t the sharpened blade that struck the creature, it was the butt of the axe. It was enough to daze the monster and get him to relinquish its bite. The creature considered its enemy for a moment then took an almighty leap out of the office room, clearing the patch of sulfuric acid completely.
Despite the pain in his thigh, and the denim of his jeans sodden with blood. Gerald was still able to move his leg enough to continue his pursuit of the creature. Though where it had fled to, Gerald wasn’t sure.
He scanned the landing and couldn’t see it. All the bedroom doors had remained closed, and he had not heard any of them open or close. It must have fled downstairs - he would continue his pursuit of the creature there.
Gerald was in the process of taking the first step down the staircase when he suddenly felt something swipe his leading leg from under him.
He began his tumble down the steps gaining momentum towards the base of the staircase and the pan of molten oil awaiting him.
He had enough presence of mind to have dropped the axe, and on his last rotation to drive his foot onto the edge of the step and push down hard onto it to gain vital thrust to clear the pan. He was winded upon his landing, a favourable outcome to faceplanting boiling oil.
He stumbled to his feet, he couldn’t afford to lay down on the floor, at the mercy of that thing, nor could he afford to have his back to it. The axe was on the stairs several steps up, he had to reclaim it, and quickly.
Gerald could see at the top of the flight the Haglard - both the creature and he had eyes on the weapon. Gerald may have had the distance advantage to retrieve the weapon, but the creature had the speed - especially with how beat up Gerald was feeling.
Gerald made a lunge for the axe and was able to clasp it before the Haglard could deprive him of it. Seemingly, not wanting another round of close-armed combat, the creature darted past him.
The creature was wise to the traps Gerald had laid around the house. It had ducked the wire fixed to the doorframe and weaved amongst the hunter traps placed strategically along the floors. Gerald had lost its trail.
Any questions he may have had about where it had fled to were answered by whatever lights and power still on around the house abruptly turning dead. The Haglard had turned off the electrics.
Whether it had turned off the electrics at the circuit breaker or slashed the wires was of no concern to him right now, all that mattered was that he got to his battery torch in the sideboard drawer before the creature took full advantage of its
superiority in the dark. If there was any consolation to Gerald, at least the burning fire in the fireplace of the living room was producing a source of light enough to stop the room from submitting to total darkness.
He still had to be super careful though. No sudden movements or jolts, not unless he wanted to risk stepping into one of the animal traps he had laid.
Every movement had to be precise and deliberate - his concentration unwavering.
Gerald’s movement throughout the room was a constant perpetual motion, turning a slow 360 degrees as he did so. Not so fast as to make himself dizzy, but not so slow as to risk missing something coming from behind him. Every so often he would catch a glimpse out of his peripheral of the creature, the yellow eyes staring out at him. Yet, they never stayed still for long, and they always seemed that little bit closer.
It wasn’t just the pair of eyes he found disconcerting, however - it was the sounds.
The Haglard was throwing sounds at him from every direction, disorienting Gerald’s senses. As well as a barrage of familiar voices, it was the inanimate sounds which muddled his mind the most. The sounds of the animal traps snapping shut, objects dropping from a height, clawing against the walls. Such was the talent for the Haglard’s ventriloquism, it was difficult for Gerald to determine which sounds were real, if any were real at all. The only thing he could do was to disregard them all and focus on his task at hand – retrieving the torch.
Gerald had made it to the sideboard drawer. The intense beam of light the torch produced acted as a fragile comfort blanket. There were still the dark spots in the room, but they were nothing compared to the dark spots in his mind. The creature could attack him at any time, from any direction outside of the perimeter of the beam. Yet the creature was too busy toying with him, driving his nerves and his paranoia to the brink.
Gerald had always taught his kids not to play with their food, he doubted the same lecture would be heeded by the Haglard.
He tried his best to remain resolute, to not show any signs he was breaking. To show weakness to this creature would be to give it an invitation to go in for the kill.
Gerald continued his slow, twirling walk towards the pantry where the circuit breaker was located. To his relief, the electrics had not been slashed just merely turned off.
Gerald pressed the light switch on the living room wall. With light once again filling the room, the battlefield had been levelled. He caught the shape of the Haglard darting from the living room and through to the kitchen. Gerald pursued him despite knowing that was what the creature wanted - he was trying to bait him he was sure of it.
The sound of the broken glass and porcelain crunched underfoot as Gerald made his way through the kitchen. Any hopes that the Haglard would be slowed down by these jagged shards proved unfounded. The fleet of foot creature avoided the bigger shards with guile, and those smaller fragments he did step on, were an inconvenience rather than an incapacitation.
Gerald had left the kitchen door ajar to the garden where the Haglard had now retreated to.
The creature may have had the advantage of speed and dexterity of the dark, but Gerald had the advantage of his wits. Whenever he had beaten Janey in their games of chess, he had tried to bestow upon her the importance of turning your opponent’s perceived strength into your own and turn it into their weakness.
When laying the traps about the house and garden earlier, he had chosen the daylight to do it on purpose. Not just because of the practicality in doing it under better-lit conditions but because he wanted the Haglard to see him. He wanted the creature to see every exact position a trap was so he knew to avoid them. What the Haglard didn’t take into account, however, was that Gerald wasn’t planning on setting all the traps for the creature, he was setting one specific trap for himself. It was a gamble, but one he had to double down on.
He had been shepherding the creature towards the well, where one of the bigger hunter’s traps had been laid. Gerald took a deep breath - this was going to hurt. Even though he’d seen the trap he subtly adjusted his stride so his left foot landed on top of it. The pain was excruciating as the metal jaws instantaneously penetrated his flesh in their grip.
Gerald fell to the ground immediately. Although he was able to keep his grip on the torch, he had dropped the axe as a result of the jolting pain surging through him.
The groans of agony he was eliciting weren’t just for dramatic effect, they were genuine.
Gerald was just a few metres away from the well, he turned to see where the Haglard was. The yellow eyes staring at him with wicked intentions looked to be about the same amount of distance away and to his right.
Gerald began to crawl backwards from the Haglard and closer to the well. He knew his nemesis was faster than him and could catch up with him in an instant, but he also knew that wasn’t the creature’s style. It liked to torment, to tease, to break the will of its prey before it feasted. It made its way closer to Gerald at a slow and steady pace. It had its victim weakened, just as it intended, both physically and mentally.
Gerald dropped the torch, he didn’t need it for now, the yellow eyes visible under the moonlight were enough for him to know his prey was another couple of steps closer. Besides, Gerald needed both of his hands for what he had to do. He had been practicing the releasing of the trap before he had made his drive back to Reeth, albeit under less stressful and painful conditions, trying to perfect his technique in both speed and precision. Although practice makes perfect, however, nerves make mistakes. There could be no margin of error, he had to get this exactly right. He had to block out the pain, the nerves, the fear. He had to be at his strongest mentally if he was unable to be at his strongest physically. He had one shot at this. His thoughts turned to Joy, to Janey, to Elliott, to Lewis. He had to succeed - for them.
The pair of yellow eyes pounced towards him. The Haglard was going in for its kill like the wild beast it was.
The scream of pain that came from it was a sound Gerald could not recall ever hearing before, nor would he ever want to hear again. Was this the Haglard’s natural voice?
The hunter’s trap was wrapped around the creature’s head. Gerald had timed getting it open enough to free it from his mangled foot and in front of his face to shield him in time. He held the writhing entity at arm’s length so as to avoid its flailing claws. He didn’t have much time before the Haglard would use those claws to slash at his wrists in one last desperate attempt. Gerald contorted his body and released his grip on the trap attached to the creature over the well.
The pain-filled screaming was still coming from the monster as it landed at the bottom of the well. As much as Gerald wanted to savour its suffering and misery for all that it had done, the more empathic side of him still dictated that it was a living being and needed to be put out of its misery.
Gerald struggled to stand, as he had to put all of his body weight onto his one good leg, the other he could feel flopping uselessly. He was likely going to be crippled after this, likely lose the mangled foot completely, yet that was a concern for another day. Right now, he had a job to finish. He retrieved the torch and hobbled in pain to the outside tap where the garden hose was attached. He would fill the well with water and drown the creature.
The screams were getting less frantic upon his return, the Haglard was weakening now. Maybe, Gerald didn’t need to drown it after all.
He shone the flashlight into the well, the creature was trying to climb the well wall but was dropping back down after a few movements. On its latest failure, it looked up at Gerald. The trap fixed to its head was obscuring its view but he knew its victor was there. The Haglard started to sob. Then beg.
‘Please,’ it whimpered. The voice was that of Joys. It repeated itself, each time in a different voice. Then a voice came which Gerald recognised. The final piece of the puzzle had been answered.




Chapter Ten

Sunday, September 18th 1988





One

It was approaching evening.
It had been a long day for Gerald, yet this was becoming the norm for him these last few days. He had just gotten back from York Hospital. The good news for him was that although he would likely be on crutches for a while, there would be no need to lose the foot. The wounds would most likely heal with minimum surgeries required. Although his leg was in no fit state to drive, the industrial strength painkillers they had given him, along with more stitches than a sewing bee, had seen his drive back to Apple Blossom cottage a more tolerable one - he had even perfected using one of his crutches to control the accelerator pedal.
The emergency ward hadn’t been his first port of call that morning, he had made a couple of detours along the way. The first had been to stop outside Marian Moore’s cottage to show his new travel companion where she had lived, just in case it wanted to venture from its new abode of Saddler’s House. Sure, he would have to share it with Thomas Billings for as long as it took for the Haglard to play its games with him, but Gerald was sure the creature didn’t mind so much.
Gerald had held his suspicions that Billings was involved with the cleaning up of the murder scene of Elizabeth and Scott Fredericks after the reading of the retrieved journal. It was written in it that Lizzy was reading a book on the Haglard at the time she was shot in the back. It would have been reasonable to assume there would have been blood splatter from the exit wound, and it would have been even more reasonable to assume the pages of the book would have been in the splash zone. The same pages that were missing from the book Billings had given him. Gerald also knew that Marian hadn’t worked alone in getting the Haglard back in its nest and boarding the hole up, that was a two-person job. All this on its own would have been speculative hearsay as to Billings’ involvement, but when the panicked Haglard started pleading in a variety of voices, two of them he had replicated had been Marians and Billings’.
Why Billings had been so helpful in giving Elizabeth Fredericks and himself so much knowledge about the Haglard, Gerald wasn’t entirely sure. His working theory was that the professor was playing the odds. If Fredericks and himself were victorious over the creature then at least the village would be rid of its Haglard problem. And if they were to fail? With the Haglard being appeased with its human prey and playthings, then Billings could keep it in check for a while longer. It was a win-win for him. Well, if that bastard liked to play games so much, then he would have a new one for him.
Gerald had come to a truce with the Haglard as he lay dying at the bottom of the well.
He threw the hosepipe down to it as a gesture of goodwill. He could see the fear and gratitude in the creature’s eyes as it gripped onto the pipe and Gerald pulled it up.
‘Okay,’ he assured calmly as he grabbed him once he was at the top of the well. ‘No tricks here. If I help you, you leave us be, do you understand?’
The whimper returned was enough to show its submission and subservience. It was a gamble for him for sure; to make a deal with a creature whose trickery was at its very core. Yet there was something in its anguish and desperation that spoke the truth.
Gerald pulled apart the jaws of the trap from its head with the same speed he had managed to from his foot. The blood that oozed from the wounds of the Haglard's skull and cheeks was a steady flow.
‘Okay little guy,’ Gerald tried to reassure as he picked its weak and limp body back up into his arms. ‘Let’s get you inside.’
Gerald wasn’t entirely sure of what he was doing as he went to work on trying to stop the bleeding of the creature.
His own mangled foot was in dire need of such medical attention too, yet that had to wait. He struggled to even sew holes together in his jeans, let alone stitch together the gaping wounds of a bona fide monster. The Haglard’s skin was tough and coarse, which Gerald presumed had gone a long way to ensuring his life hadn’t yet expired.
He worked by the fireside, to keep the creature warm and had fed it some of the offal inside of the cat carrier to help keep its strength up. Once it was resting, he got to work on his own injury, wrapping his foot with almost an entire roll of bandage to bind it and keep it as static as possible. Then, he had the arduous job of deactivating all of the traps than remained in the house. He wasn’t exactly steady on his legs at the moment, and all it would take would be one errant fall and he would be facing the same injuries as the Haglard – only he would not be so robust.
With dawn rising Gerald stopped his car in the country lane outside Saddler’s House. The pet carrier was in the front passenger seat, the lingering stench of the offal was stinking out the car. The Haglard was sat inside of it contentedly, munching on some of the raw sausages Gerald had provided from his fridge for its short journey - the steel carrier door wasn’t even closed. Gerald couldn’t help but feel that at this moment in time, he could lay claim to calling this thing his pet. When the kids got home, Elliott would lose his shit over something like that. Who needs a puppy or a hamster, when you’ve got a Haglard?
‘Okay, little fella,’ Gerald remarked to the creature as he leant over and opened the passenger side door. ‘It’s time for you to go now, and remember our deal, whatever happens, you leave my family alone.’
The Haglard acknowledged him with his yellow eyes, then skulked out of the vehicle. Gerald watched for a short while as the creature made its way towards Billings’ home. Its movement was still lethargic and missing its usual energy. Even after all it had put him and his family through, Gerald couldn’t help but feel a bit of pity for it as he put the car in gear and began his drive to the hospital.




Two

Gerald hobbled out of the Sierra and towards the front door of Apple Blossom Cottage on his new pair of crutches. He hadn’t even made it to the front door before being greeted by the welcome sight of Janey running up to meet him and holding him in a loving embrace. It had been far too long since she had done that to him.
‘Hey, it’s great to have you back,’ he spoke as he kissed her forehead. ‘I missed you, kid.’
‘I missed you too daddy,’ she spoke. ‘Mummy told me the truth when we got back and saw the state of the place. It was pretty clear it wasn’t rats. As crazy as her story was, I knew she was telling me the truth about that creature. There’s no way you could leave that much mess and damage about the place and her not be pissed off at you if it wasn’t true. Are you going to be okay?’
‘I am now,’ he beamed. ‘We all are.’
Once inside, he had seen Joy had been busy on the clean-up operation. The place still looked like a warzone but at least she and the kids could move around the place without the fear of standing on an animal trap or shredding their feet on glass.
There were plenty of tears, hugs, and cups of tea as Gerald recounted his battle with the Haglard and his subsequent rescue of it. For Elliott, as remarkable as the story was, for him, it was no more extraordinary a tale than some of the cartoon adventures he was used to seeing broadcast from the ‘Broom Cupboard’ of Children’s BBC. To Janey, though, it tore down much of the cynicism she had spent the last few years fostering. If hobgoblins were real, then anything else she would normally scoff at could be too.
‘I think this place is going to be more interesting than the city after all,’ Janey spoke.
Joy looked a bit more pensive.
‘It’s going to be okay, isn’t it?’ she questioned. Unlike their children, her concerns were of the practical, not the magical. This house had, along with her husband, taken a beating that would take a long time to repair.
Gerald simply smiled.
‘Everything is going to be okay.’ He hobbled to the sideboard where he retrieved the camera. ‘When the Haglard was sleeping off its injuries, I took the liberty of taking a few photographs. Some publications will pay big money for these images, and just in case there will be questions over the authenticity of them, I have this as well.’ Gerald pointed to the camcorder on the sideboard. ‘I just need to use the camera film up with a couple more photos.’ Gerald ushered his family together so he could take some snaps of them. It was of stark contrast to their first family photo in this home, yet in many ways, this one felt more perfect.




The End
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