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The Set

	 

	I look down at my hands, splayed on the steel table before me. They are ordinary enough, I suppose. There is no trace of blood on them. I examine my nails. No hint of darkness underneath or at the roots. And yet… I have done such terrible things.

	I look up at the young man sitting across from me. I have forgotten his name and am embarrassed to ask. His thick-framed glasses gleam in the unforgiving light of the interview room. His manner is relaxed, or at least more relaxed than mine. I suspect he has done this before. Spoken to bad people. To killers.

	But he is not a cop. Not a detective. This unimpressive man in his dated brown suit was described to me as “a civilian consultant”. Not a forensic expert, or the FBI, or whatever. A consultant. He might be a professor of criminology or perhaps a psychologist. He has a slightly academic air. He reminds me of a high school teacher I had. Old Mr. Stackhouse—Stacker, we called him. He taught science. Very efficient, kind of humorless, and much respected.

	“Mr. McCloud, are you willing to talk about your experiences?”

	The skinny guy’s tone is so neutral that he might be discussing the weather. No hint of judgment or trace of contempt for me, for the deeds that define me now. I find myself warming up to him, despite everything.

	“My experiences? That’s an interesting way to put it, Mister… sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

	“I am Leonidas Moreland,” he replies without annoyance. “You may call me Leo if you like. Most people do.”

	Leonidas. The Spartan king who held the pass with his three hundred against Xerxes’ Persian hordes. Someone less like a mighty warrior of old would be hard to imagine. Yet this Leonidas has a resolute expression. Firm jaw and unflappable demeanor. This guy has seen some things, I conclude, looking him in the eye.

	“Okay, Leo,” I say, “you want my story. Where do I start?”

	“At the beginning.”

	He takes out a small notebook and a pencil. Old school. I like it. While the guy can’t be much over thirty, if that, he seems old for his years. Perhaps he’ll understand. Hell, suddenly it seems important that somebody understands. That someone believes me. But the police called him after I gave them an honest account, so there’s only one logical explanation…

	“Are you a psychiatrist, Leo?”

	“No,” he says. “I am an expert on the paranormal.”

	I lean back in the uncomfortable chair, which—like the table—is bolted to the floor. I glance over at the two-way mirror and then up at the gimlet eye of the camera. Red light. Recording. Is Leo lying, to give me the chance to condemn myself to a mental institution? Would the police in Nashua call in a medium or psychic or whatever?

	“I am telling the truth, Mr. McCloud,” the young man says. “I am a ghost hunter and trapper by profession. Detective Conroy asked me to talk to you because of the unusual nature of your testimony.”

	“Ghost hunter?” I wonder if this is still a deceit. “Seriously?”

	“I have a business card.” He reaches once more inside his threadbare jacket.

	I raise my hands.

	“No! No, I’ll go along with it. What the hell. If you want to hear the story I told the police, you can hear it.”

	He gives a slight nod. I begin to speak, watching as his pencil races across the lined pages of his notebook.

	 

	***

	 

	You said I should begin at the beginning, but when was that? When I fell in love with the prom queen and got married way too young? Or some childhood experience that made me… I don’t know, an incurable romantic? What makes a man who he is, Leo? How did I become the Paul McCloud sitting opposite you in this godforsaken room? I don’t think anybody can answer this without raising a dozen more questions.

	Whatever the reason, I ended up a father at twenty and I was totally unfit for the role. I had a steady job and put food on the table for Kerry and little Julie. It was the Reagan era. Sure, there were problems, but a man could get a job that paid enough to live on. What I couldn’t do was act like a grownup when I wasn’t working at the auto repair shop. I was a good mechanic, and there was plenty of overtime. But there wasn’t a manual for maintaining a relationship, or at least not one I was aware of. I got plenty of advice from my folks and Kerry’s folks. They were all good people; they were just skeptical about us being so young.

	And they were right. There were too many fights and too many tears. Kerry eventually took our daughter to live with her parents, and I was left in a cold-water apartment with—well, a bad attitude and a drinking problem. That was my twenties. Not quite a deadbeat dad but pretty close. Kerry found a better man, and soon, she was living in Dover with another kid on the way. I lost touch with my daughter and didn’t really mind.

	So, I was an asshole, but I was still a good worker. The booze didn’t stop me from doing my job, it just stopped me from having a life outside that shop. Finally, I had the sense to join AA and get my life back together. I kicked the bottle and haven’t touched a drop since. That was when I was forty-three. Oh, and there’d been a few girlfriends during my drinking years, but things never ended well.

	Once I got sober, I decided to smarten up in other ways. Took a business course at a community college. Minored in American Literature, because one of those ex-girlfriends had been a reader, and I’d been bitten by the same bug. I got a taste for books. Discovered a new world, you could say. Most of my time was still taken up with work, but when I had a free hour or two, I’d immerse myself in a novel. That’s when I wasn’t fixing up old stereos or transistor radios to sell online. Oh yeah, that was my side hustle—old-time electrical goods for the nostalgia crowd.

	Is this still relevant, Leo? Going so far back? It is? Well, okay.

	About four years ago I injured my back. Not for the first time. You work auto repair, and you get used to scrapes, cuts, and even electric shocks and burns. A young man shrugs that kind of thing off. But you can’t when you’re past sixty. I couldn’t work anymore. I made myself a little workshop in my garage and did some tinkering, fixing up stuff I found at yard sales or whatever. I was okay for money; got my retirement sorted, in fact. But I was at a loose end.

	I thought books would be my salvation. Cultivate a rich inner life and all that jazz. I started hanging around the library more than usual, going through all the books that took my fancy. That was when I saw a poster for a book group. On impulse, I joined. You know how those groups work? A bunch of people meet up once a month and discuss a particular novel or whatever. It didn’t occur to me that it would be mostly ladies of a certain age. Not that that was a problem. I just felt self-conscious, a guy in patched denims and a plaid jacket sitting there talking about Charlotte Brontë or whatever. But after some initial awkwardness, it was all right.

	That was how I met Becky.

	She was a teacher and quite a bit younger than the others. That kind of made us two of a kind. Misfits, you know? We hit it off right away, like people do sometimes. She was pretty, smart, and had a lot to say for herself, but in a good way. Life and soul of the party, you might say. At first, I guess I was just being kind of flirty in a silly way, never meaning anything by it. But then, she suggested we grab a coffee after one of the meetings, and somehow, I found myself telling her my life story. And she told me hers.

	A whirlwind romance, they called it. Among other things. But we were wed within three months and Becky had moved into my place. It was great. I’d lived alone for so long that it took some adjusting for both of us. But that’s what I needed. A woman’s touch and a home that was neat and didn’t smell of chili and old socks. Some of the guys joked about it, not always behind my back. Marrying a woman nearly twenty years younger. No fool like an old fool, et cetera. But I didn’t care.

	I was happy. We spent a lot of time together, just doing regular stuff. Went on vacation—Florida, the Dominican Republic, Hawaii. I felt young again, thanks to her. I didn’t care about the knowing looks and whispered asides. Why should I? Have you ever been in love, Leo? From that expression, I guess not. Well, you’ve still got most of your life ahead of you. And I’m living proof that it’s never too late.

	Shit, yeah, that came out wrong, considering the circumstances. Sorry.

	You want me to get onto the… the difficult part. Okay. Here goes. About three years into the marriage, I found something new to tinker with in my little workshop. We’d been going to garage sales and hanging around junk shops and such. Becky had zero interest in fixing up gramophones or jukeboxes, but she put up with my hobby. I tinkered when she enjoyed nights out with her friends.

	Then, one weekend up in Manchester, I stumbled across the set. Literally stumbled; tripped over it in the back of this old geezer’s shed. The place was dusty as hell and draped in cobwebs like a castle in an old horror movie. Most of the junk he’d collected was worthless—chunks of Bakelite, rusted metal, and skeins of wires draped everywhere. Then, I saw it. A black box, what had once been a fine finish looking dull, scratched, and battered. It looked like nothing, but I felt the need to take a closer look. I pulled it out from a big pile of junk and looked it over. I saw the word “Marconi” on a faded label. And then, I opened it.

	It was a crystal set. You ever heard about those? Back in the day—like, First World War, or even earlier—radio sets were passive receivers. They didn’t amplify the sound. You had to listen through these little headphones. A crystal inside picked up the signal. Hence the name, right? Of course, when radio valves came in, you got amplification, and the crystal set went the way of Prohibition and the Model T. But I recall my grandpa talking about crystal sets, and I’d always wanted to give one a try.

	I bought it for a hundred bucks. The old geezer might have thought he was driving a hard bargain, but I knew I could make a whole lot more if I could restore the thing to working condition. When I got the set home, I could hardly wait to get started. Becky made fun of me a little, but she was used to my hobby. She brought me sandwiches and coffee and let me get on with it. She had a job, after all.

	I got the crystal set working after a week or so. I needed to source some components online, which wasn’t cheap. I already had most of what I needed. Anyway, after some false starts, I finally got the special thrill when something starts working after God knows how many years. I twiddled the knobs for maybe twenty minutes, hearing atmospherics. Howls and shrieks. Distant lightning, you know? Oscillations in the upper atmosphere. Stuff like that.

	Then, I heard voices. I had no idea what I was hearing at first, but it turned out to be a kid on a CB Radio in Manchester. Then, I heard another voice, with an accent. Turned out, CB boy was talking to a girl somewhere in northern Quebec. It felt strange, almost like being a voyeur, listening to those kids chatter. Love’s young dream, maybe. I thought so at the time. I remember mentioning it to Becky, and she rolled her eyes.

	Hard to believe we were so happy then.

	Yes, I need to get on with it. Those guys behind that mirror need stuff they can show to a judge. So, this is how it started. I’d been using the crystal set on and off for a few days when I heard a new voice. This wasn’t a trucker passing through or the kid in Manchester. It was a small voice that sounded… strange. It was faint like it was coming from far away, or a really weak signal. But it somehow felt close at the same time. As if I was listening to somebody whispering on the other side of a door. I know that makes no sense, but it’s how I felt.

	Anyhow, the voice. At first, I just heard what sounded like one side of a conversation. You know how annoying that is—some jerk on a bus or whatever, shouting into his phone. But this was different. As I tuned the set more finely, I heard the voice more clearly. And I thought it was somebody reading a story. But on old-time radio. I remember my grandpa telling me about how the family would gather ’round the radio set. So naturally, I kept listening, wondering who was recreating the feel of the old days.

	Then, I realized what the story was about. It was about me and my life. My biography, if you like. Talking about my childhood, my family, and my job. My struggles with the bottle. AA. The book group. Meeting Becky. All that stuff. I was shocked—I mean, who wouldn’t be? I turned the damn thing off and just sat there, staring at that old black box.

	But then I rationalized it. How could I know I’d heard anything? Maybe all I heard through those tiny headphones was white noise. Random sounds. More atmospherics. And I was forming words, sentences, out of chaos. Being on the booze all those years, I reasoned, I could’ve done some permanent damage to the old noggin. That’s common, right? I thought, okay, this is kind
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