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Haunted by the Crooked Man

CROOKED TREES CREAKED and groaned like the creepy, crooked man in the early dawn. Deep in the heart of darkness, raging red eyes glared through the inky veil. My pulse trembled in the face of death as wisps of charcoaled flesh peeled from his bones. Casting long, bony shadows along the ground, dirty grit kicked up clouds, while stone crumbled beneath each haunting step. Winds whipped and snarled coldly as it rattled through the ravages of twisted metal and shattered glass. His cloak tails flailed in the wake of each heavy boot as evil stalked his prey.

Rusted hulks of abandoned cars carrying the scent of decay mingled with the sharp tang of blood, as streaks of crimson marred the thick chalky gravel path. Streetlights swayed gently, their flickering silhouettes blending with the pale moonlight. It was swift, almost graceful in its horror—a sinister prelude to an imminent, chilling death. Anticipation of the worst tasted sickly sour yet with distinctive, vibrant and coppery undertones, blood. My stomach churned violently, yet no vomit came—only dry heaves that left me feeling hollow.

His arm sliced through the breathy white clouds as diesel engines rumbled in the hissing air. Chains rattled, their metallic clinks choking out the silent night before painful wails, gargled and bloody, erupted around me. The poor man’s body was gruesomely torn to shreds. Limbs and flesh lay in a bloodied heap apart in a sick display of violence. And then, nothing but silence and darkness, a cruel emptiness, until my eyes bolt open. 
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‘GERALD,’ 


‘My fragile sanity weaves through terror. A tiny paper boat floating down the ‘blood swollen’ Willen river. Fighting bravely to right itself against the treacherous, murky current and never-ending whirlpools. Whose frothing jaws, hunger to drag the tiny boat to the river’s darkest depths.’ 




Deep in the heart of darkness, raging red eyes glared through the inky veil. Another sleepless night had been and gone, another blood filled bad dream. It’s always him—the crooked man. I woke gasping for air, my vest clinging to my clammy skin. I couldn’t stop shaking. The nightmare’s terror, much like my flimsy nightwear, still clung to me, a persistent echo of dread that refused to fade. 

Fear is a curious thing. Whether we like to admit it, we all have a little something tucked away in the deep recesses of our consciousness that scares us. He is my deeply disturbing something. Fumbling for the lamp beside a half-drunk glass of water, I tried to shake it off. His presence has become my constant companion, a shadow I couldn't escape. My hand lingered over the creased space beside me, looking longingly, lost in a daydream. As much as it still hurt, I knew it would be empty, as it had been for a while now. Leaving me to choke back the tears; Charlotte was no longer there. God, I miss her so, and part of the reason I can’t let it drop. The details matter and they don’t add up.

My chest was tight; everything about the dream felt so awfully real, as if I saw it through his eyes. Every gust of wind, every particle of dust mingled with blood—I could smell it all, the iron tang heavy in the muggy village air. This was all I could think about as I sat at the bar, waiting patiently for my guest. The terror that had gripped me for the second night in a row had me paranoid, unable to sit still. Was it his torment or this place that was driving me mad? The omnipresent gloom of Willowbrook seemed to seep into everything that made me... well, me.

South of the unashamedly picturesque Pennines, where wanton winds howl through the oppressive shadows of the Yorkshire Dales, lays our Hellscape. Nestled among rapturous hills, it exists under a near-constant, haunting cloud. Winter lingers here nearly three-quarters of the year, but this season feels colder and more sinister. Each drift of the tavern door brings an icy gust that slices through to my pimpled flesh.

Fog has swept in early tonight, a ravenous beast devouring the dim glow of village streetlights under its bloodthirsty blanket of grey, gnawing at my fear, the dread that I won’t see what's coming—the crooked man—until it's too late. Darkness surrounds us, and nobody seems to care. A sinister veil conceals the truth from the mundanes in this inconsequential village. Nightmares and evil lay in wait, and I straddle both sides of that elusive curtain, never feeling as if I belong to either. 

For most of my life, I’ve felt I'm meant for something more, but what? Even the ironic, crusty village welcome sign, with its lopsided haunches and faded green boarding, now bore the words ‘Welcome to Hell’ sprayed over the loose white lettering. It kind of suits, actually, but the cheeky bastards missed a trick; they should’ve used red instead of blue. You know, for impact. That little extra menace to go with the vandalism.

Before you call me crazy, you need to know the full story, the good and the bad, probably mostly bad. But as the saying goes, never judge a book by its cover. Besides, haven’t you heard? Crazy seems to be the new normal. Crap, I lost my thread. Where was I? Ah, yes. From what I’ve said, the only person deserving my blame is dead. It’s hard to believe a year has passed, yet it feels like yesterday.

It’s an incessant weeping wound. Festering. An itch I long to scratch, knowing full well it does me no good. But I can’t move on. I must know what’s wrong with me. Perhaps I’m defective. Not in a broken toaster kind of way, but wrong, made weird or different. It’s hard to explain and has worsened since Father died. It scares the crap out of me. Many things have happened, and I struggle to explain what I’ve been seeing. Let alone hearing, wait... Fuck, it’s suddenly got cold in here. Or is it me? Brrr... goose pimples shuffle across my neck... The sort that makes you shudder and twist your body like some bloody contortionist.

‘Hush, little baby, don’t say a word. Mamma’s gonna buy you a mockingbird, and if that mockingbird don’t sing, Mamma’s gonna buy you a diamond ring.’

Fuck... Charlotte? Is that... No, it can’t be. Just breathe, Gerald, breathe. Right. Where was I? Again!

Ah, that’s it—the things I’m seeing, the recent nightmares, and like then, the teeth-jarring voices. Even before him, there have been moments. Always when I least expect it, fleeting. A passing mundane in the street. I see their faces. For a moment, it takes my breath away—a shimmer or a ripple, and what should be a normal, glum face is death or the dead walking. Pale flesh changes to mottled, grotesque grey, decaying, oozing old, toxic blood. There’s a rotten meat smell.

My mind gets foggy, like a slow-motion haze. I try to get attention, but no words come. I hear the shrills of a pain-riddled yawn without their mouth moving, aside from spewing blood, and their cloudy stare focuses on me. I look behind to be sure, hoping they’re seeking someone else. They’re not, and a horrible, churning grimace comes with that haunting stare. When any of it fully registers, or I realise it’s not a hallucination, the mundane paleness returns.

At the age of somewhere between eight and ten, I don’t know exactly how old I was when the darkness first revealed itself to me. Plenty of nightmares came with them, too, as you'd expect. My mother, even then, may have been playing games, toying with the truth and my sanity. She would roll her eyes before I’d dared utter the first words, displaying a wry smile without trying to be condescending, as mothers do and say, “Now, now, Gerald, I’m sure it’s your childish imagination. Next week, it’ll be dinosaurs.” It’s the heavy exhale of relief at the end that tells more.

I didn’t argue because, eventually, they stopped—until my late teens, that is. That’s when they evolved. They were not just dead faces anymore but scenarios—remnants. I ended up calling them. Each one depicted somebody dying—sometimes more than one—before fading into a spooky cloud.

Then, at the beginning of this year, life got turned on its head. And the rest? Well, you’ll find out soon enough. Since then, I’ve been sliding, mentally and physically. A smouldering ember of darkness is held within, growing with an evocative sense of déjà vu. I’m not even sure this moment hasn’t happened, and I’m simply reliving the memory. No, it has to be real. The pub door drifts open, but nobody’s there. A chill floats through it, biting, prickling my flesh. I’m awake in the now, waiting and hoping my time isn’t being wasted. I need the impending medical report to get answers, good or bad.

‘Hush, little baby, don’t say a word. Mamma’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.’For god’s sake, not again, please stop. Please stop. Breathe, not much longer now.

I'm struggling to handle all these things. I have so many questions and crazy threads to pull on in my search for the truth. The most burning question is why they left me stuck somewhere wicked that the world would sooner forget and so unprepared.

Why didn’t Father tell me the truth about all those haunting experiences or that my life would be pummelled until I hit rock bottom and changed forever? There’s a neat yet poignant turn of phrase: what is it... Oh, that’s it. “The sins of the father are to be laid upon his son.” Poetic, right? In a nightmare-on-Elm-Street kind of way.

‘Let me in, Gerald, and we’ll eat those sins together. And you, listening... Will you walk into my parlour, said the spider to the fly. Utter a word, and I shall peel your flesh as though it were wings. In case you think I misspoke, I’m talking to the one shaking; for hell’s sake, are all you mundanes made so weak and desperate? Heed my warning. After all, 'tis the prettiest little parlour that ever you spy.’

There he goes again. I try pretending I hear nothing, but it’s damn near impossible. It’s as if all these noises and voices are competing for space in my brain. So hard to know if what I hear is real or if you could hear him a moment ago. If you couldn’t, well, you're lucky.

If you only understood how bad it is here. I know experiences sway me, but it’s different, darker. Even old maps have us and the surrounding five villages clustered together, representing the "devil's pentagram." Now, if that isn’t painting a bloody weird picture, I don’t know what will. For now, I’ll park that there and leave it to your imagination. Believe me, this place isn't right. All you have to do is look around and watch the other mundanes going about life, pretending. I can’t anymore.

You could say I refuse to lie to myself anymore, not since the noise. It’s all of it, everything that Willowbrook encompasses. I’m bloody scared.

‘Awww, poor little Gerald, you know there’s no need to be. Although that fear is so intoxicating... Sniff. And you there, yes you, I see you continue listening to this weakling. Tut, tut... Come now, Gerald, let me in.’

Oh god. You heard it this time, right? Please tell me you heard him. I... I don’t know how much more of this I can take. I need to know I’m not alone. If I see behind the veil, surely others can. They have to. I need them to. The nightmares we kid ourselves aren’t real. We hide from the secrets sewn into its dirty fabric. Since he appeared, I have struggled, like moments ago, to discern reality from illusion, nightmare torment from a mental breakdown. Why can’t I escape?

He haunts me. His eerie whispers saturate our cobbled streets, their sinister melancholy swallowed by the cruel darkness. A shiver coils down my spine at the thought of what’s lurking.

‘I’m not going away, Gerald, so why don’t you let me in?’

Shut up... Leave me alone. He doesn’t stop calling. Well, it's more of a wail. Every word is as though he’s weeping, yet low and slightly hushed. That may not make sense to you, and in truth, it's hard to describe other than it’s so cold.

‘All you have to do is open up and let me in.’ 

The mere thought of his bony fingers, covered in decaying grey flesh and tipped with razor-sharp nails. His demonic eyes pierce with a deep, garish red vibrancy, framed by the unusual yet intimidating attire of a dirty, bloodstained trilby that’s caught the chaotic splatter from what I dread to think—previously murdered mundanes.

I know... I sound a few sandwiches short of a picnic; mock me at your peril. Then I hear the desperation as he calls out, ‘If I let the evil in, my pain will stop.’ I don’t want to give in. But since Father died, I no longer want to endure the pain; I’m weak, and he knows it.

His cloak flutters like torn wings, whipping into a menacing symphony against the empty night. ‘Let me in, and the pain fades,’ he continues toying with that ‘tiny paper boat’, appearing briefly in the shadows—a fleetingness in the still air, a ghostly figure in reflections when no one else can see the torment that plagues me. In the cold, the unforgiving night that smothers our mundane little village is a faded blot on a map, easily overlooked.

What gets me is this place would seem appealing to outsiders. Other mundanes who didn’t have to endure 'weeping willow'. Shrouded in all the traditional charms of thatched-roof homes from yesteryear and quaint shops. Even uncannier is that it never harbours over 1,500 souls. It doesn’t dare, as though that’s a magic number, and no one seems to question it or leave unless it’s in a pine box. Surely you're getting what I’m saying now?

Charlotte and I dreamt of escaping, taking the twins and exiling ourselves somewhere far away and warmer. But the grip of this cruel place and Charlotte’s sudden death kept those dreams forever out of reach. Damn, see, my head is a mess. I forgot to mention that I lost my wife just six months after my father. Perhaps now you’ll understand why I hold such disdain for ‘Willow’ and why I’m barely holding my shit together.

There are various reasons bounded around for our meagre populous by those who dare to see beyond their blinkers. Some say it’s because of a hex or dooming omen dating back to the Domesday Book, brought on by bedraggled travellers or AWOL knights running from their troubles, seeking refuge. Only their sins came with them and never left. In some weird way, I can imagine the ‘knight’ one fitting for this place.

Others whisper that deep within the hallowed halls of the less-than-‘godly’ ruins of St. Peter’s church (trust me, the rumours are about what went on), there’s an unspoken rule etched in blood, a pact that binds the village to some exaggerated dark omen, one scribed by Satan himself.

Personally, I believe most of that is nonsense, but the way my life has spiralled, I’m mindful that in every embellished tall tale, there’s an element of truth. What our village lacks in its ability to attract fantastic tourism, it compensates with a dark and rather morbid statistic.

It has one of the highest mortality rates in mainland U.K., especially from murder. It's been like that for centuries and does little to ease my terror. Whether any were because of a curse, evil nonsense, or something more sinister in this godforsaken village remains a mystery. Still, its dark legacy has earned this drearily quaint place the apt nickname ‘Weeping Willow.’ And the black cloud above.

A wise person might say it’s merely a village leaning towards what will garner the most attention. Mark my words; those numbers will grow. I can feel it with every glimpse of him.

***
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It was nearly 7:30 p.m., and I was still waiting for the report to arrive. A man by the name of Colin Milton was due to bring it—a friend of a friend. Colin was the type who could pass for a librarian or an undertaker: weird and gangly, the quiet sort probably bullied in school. Sketchy, yes, but I hoped he could clarify my nagging doubts about my father's death, his health, and the rumours of his drinking. However, Colin had been reluctant to get involved, fearing for his job at the hospital and wary of the local gossip.

In Willowbrook, the mundanes clung to rumours like flies to dung. I knew little about Colin, and whether he could be trusted was up for debate. If he were shady, surely there would be stories? But then, the absence of rumours was in itself suspicious in such a small town. Everything about him was a blank, squeaky-clean slate—perhaps too squeaky. Only time will tell.

I took another swig of whiskey, contemplating a refill as pieces of my beer coaster accumulated beside the bar.

“Another one, luv?” The question snapped me out of my thoughts, a husky voice tinged with a northern accent cutting through my melancholy. I saw a tall, curvy, smiling brunette in her thirties approaching. Her heels clicked unevenly on the floor—one slightly more worn than the other—creating an uneven rhythm.

For a moment, my mind blanked. I struggled to recall her name, muttering under my breath, “Shit, what’s her name? Oh, wait... It’sJanice.” I gasp as I glanced back at my glass and then up again.

When will this torment stop? Her face had changed. Janice’s face was horribly corpse-mottled grey, with gory, blackened blood oozing from her eye sockets and mouth. It had happened again, flipping unnerving.

“S... s... sorry, what?” I stammer, recoiling into my seat, fingernails digging into the wooden armrests as I struggled with the horrific vision. Was this a deranged hallucination?

“I... said... When the gates of hell erupt, Solomon will bring forth the 72 that will usher in the Apocalypse, and the dead shall rule...” I was stunned, expecting the usual call. Instead, I’m left puzzled. Janice’s voice became a curdled, agonizing wail, blood spewing endlessly from her mouth. I clenched my eyes shut, then snapped them open again, not daring to breathe.

“Hey... you okay? Fancy another one, luv?” Her voice was back to normal. I cautiously met her gaze; she looked just as she had before—no blood, no deathly pallor.

“Um, yes, please, Janice,” I croaked, the smoke and nicotine roughening my voice. Unfortunately, I'd taken up smoking again after a decade. I needed something—anything—to keep my nerves at bay.

Janice placed a drink on a fresh coaster, glancing at the mess I’d made with the previous one. “So, your day was that bad?” she probed, sensing my discomfort.

“Er... Sorry, what did you say?” I forced a tight-lipped smile, avoiding her gaze. I noticed I’d made a strange pentagram coaster, much the same as our little village cluster on the maps I mentioned already—a design I didn’t remember making. Confused, I sank deeper into my seat.

A breeze brushed my cheek, unsettling me further. I shook it off as if it were just a draft. “I said your day was that bad? Isn’t this one of those religious star things, you know, what those devil-worshipping freaks are into? You come here every night; this is the most I’ve seen you do. We exchange small talk, and you keep to yourself, clutching that newspaper. You always look so lost in thought. So, what’s going on with you? Especially with this masterpiece?” Janice inquired, pointing at the pentagram.

Again, I shifted uncomfortably, knowing I needed to consider something suitable to deflect further probing. My eyes darted to a rowdy crowd, struggling for the right words. The back of my neck trembled with a constant coat of gooseflesh, feeling that featherlight graze again—this time from below my hairline to the edge of my collar. Doing my best to shake it off, I tucked my shoulder tight as if to make a shield or something. Pointless, I knew that, more a reflex than anything else.

“Uh, I do not know why I did that. I must’ve seen it somewhere; besides, I like it here. It’s your whiskey. You don’t water it down,” I stammer, wracking my fragile brain to recall anything.

“Water it down? Who on earth would do that?” Janice’s disbelief hung in the air. She inspected my newspaper, pointing out that I always have it with me.

“That newspaper you’re holding, it’s the same one you had yesterday. It’s been about six-”

That haunting whisper buzzed past its venomous plea. “Let me in,” pierced the silence. My pulse thumped beneath my skin.

My head darted from left to right, looking for ‘him,’ only seeing oblivious customers happily drinking. “Y ... Yes, it’s all about the gossip pages and the crossword inside. I’ve been enjoying revisiting them. I’m a little stuck on a few words, so I take my time. It’s my little haven to juice up the brain matter when I’m here.” I continue twitching, my right hand trembling slightly.

“But that’s a six-month-old newspaper, and I can’t recall you opening it once. Not at all.”

‘Let me in; you got to let me in.’ The Crooked man’s icy call grated across my earlobe, inducing a temporary numbness. I was unravelling. If there was anything I could take from this moment, the whispers were different tonight, and it had me spooked. There was a purpose to it. How else can I explain it? My eyes lurched at the door, seeing it glide closed with no one there. Then to Janice, who appeared normal.

With an awkward smile, my throat tightened as I struggled for words. Janice’s probing was relentless, believing there was more to the story. A glance at the newspaper revealed lines familiar to me and could be recited by heart:

‘A tragic accident on the M1 occurred just before midnight; a silver Ford Granada was slammed into the concrete bridge support and divider from the slip road. The casualty, a twenty-seven-year-old woman, a mother and a wife, died at the scene, leaving behind two young daughters in the car, unhurt. And a caring husband. A passer-by states a swerving lorry that had nearly caused several accidents along the stretch rammed her vehicle sideways. Believed the driver may have been drunk or under the influence of drugs,’

‘Let ... me...in...and...the...pain...will...fade.’

The crooked man cut through again. Stomach churning, a shiver stood my arm hairs on end as a trickle of panic sweat drifted from my uneven sideburns. Darkness will not leave me be, and I can’t say how much longer I can resist.
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Janice looked around, noticing an empty glass, and an abandoned newspaper far newer than the tattered rag I clung to. She slid it over, trying to give me something fresher to read, perhaps to distract me from destroying more of her coasters. Little did she know, I held on to it as a ‘carrot,’ something to drive me on in my search for answers, even if it felt haunting. When she glanced at the front page, her expression darkened to match the cloud above. Janice stared at the main article.

“A 59-year-old man found hanging at 3 a.m. in his home is being treated as suspicious after signs of foul play were discovered,” Janice read aloud in a morbid, droning tone. “Police found the full-time scrapyard worker, a father of three and grandfather of two, after neighbours complained about a strange smell coming from his first-floor apartment.”

Janice paused, her smooth, lightly blushed face reflecting concern and curiosity. “Do you remember him?” she asks, tapping the photograph on the article under my nose.

Feigning vagueness and slightly irritated by the grimy potent ink's stink, I reply, “Not really, no. Why?”

“You must. He borrowed your bloody lighter before the two of you talked like nattering old hens for forty minutes. Near the end, you exchanged a whisper, and he was soon gone. Come to think of it, his face looked a little shocked. What did you do, dare him to ask me out?” Janice explains, attempting a little humour tapping the photo again. Her eyes widened, trying to force me to recall a memory I didn’t want to. Not my finest hour. The longer I didn’t answer, I noticed the quiver of her bottom lip. Building anxiety mixed with fear.

Playing along, I concealed the true nature of the encounter. “Ah, yes. He seemed okay, maybe a little on edge. I can’t think why.”

‘Oh, come now, we both know that’s not true.’

The Crooked man cooed again, grazing my ear, forcing me sideways, releasing a shudder, my eyeballs bouncing as I searched for the voice, hoping he wasn’t loitering nearby.

Janice nodded, her face troubled by the news of the man’s death. “I know. What a small world. He’d been in a few times before and always seemed nice. Now we know why.”

“A small world indeed,” I mumble, diverting my attention back to my glass before taking a large sip, scorched by the sharp burning down my throat. It was a momentary respite, but I couldn’t decide what I was washing away—the grief or the awkward article.

‘That won’t help. Look at the servant and then your hands; you did that. Look, they’re covered. Drenched in blood,’

My tormenter teases, his tone dripping with melancholy. Making me twitch, I looked at Janice and gasped. A wisp of black cloud drifted and scooped a small knife from a lemon board. It encircled her throat but never touched. Janice’s flesh peeled open like slicing butter, allowing a river of blood to flow, the colour draining from her skin.

I looked at my hands. They were covered in blood, my throat dry with shock, no end to my torment tonight. A quick blink and everything returned to normal. The blood disappeared. Relieved but confused, I lurched for another shaky sip of my drink, this time smaller. My throat felt shrivelled.

That tiny boat was spinning in that river, like a kite caught in a hurricane. Janice drifted to attend to another customer. Still puzzled and unnerved, I slid my watch from beneath my jacket cuff, admiring it momentarily. It was my dad’s, an old silver Rolex with an ivory face, worn with age but with a newer, replaced underbelly. The clasp was sticky, but that didn’t bother me. Dad had worn it for five years before that fateful night.

On Halloween last year, at a family gathering, he called me into his study to give me the watch. I thought little of it other than being happy and honoured. Yet Dad was restless, peering out the study window several times after handing the watch over. Besides that moment and work stress, Dad seemed in good spirits, at least as far as I saw, so there was no need to question why. Years had taught me not to pry too much into my father’s business.

We didn’t know Father would be gone a year later. A bizarre accident while walking home from the pub. A reason for meeting Colin. Father was said to have stumbled drunk, crashing into some scaffolding, forcing it to collapse. Which was bullshit; none of us had seen him drunk, ever. It wasn’t his way. Sure, some wine or a glass of whiskey here and there, but that’s it. So, I figured it would be good to get my hands on the real toxicology reports and hope they explain how such a sturdy structure collapses after a collision with one man. The details didn’t add up, not that anyone would listen except for a friend who reached out to Colin for me.

‘Awe, poor Gerald, if you can’t handle the pain, just let ... me...in, before it’s too late,’ each tormenting whisper became more haunting. The relentless shivers continued to ripple over my shoulders.

I remained fixated on the watch in a hazy daydream, fighting to ignore the Crooked man’s haunting noise. Weary of the time to get home, I didn’t want to be late. Colin was due with the report any moment now. Assuming he had the guts to show up, I trusted Nathan to mediate, and when he says, ‘It’s in hand,’ I believed him.

‘Don’t pretend, just ... let...me...in, let... me... in,’ wailed the voice, tempering my anxiety, merging with the surrounding chatter. The noise became a disheartening background hum. Massaging my neck to soothe the pressure, I stowed away the watch, squeezing my eyes shut for a moment, praying for peace that had been elusive. The anticipation for Colin’s arrival added to the unrest. Reflecting on the events of last week, the hours leading to the ‘hanging,’ the timeline was unsettling if Janice could link the victim to me. How challenging would it be for the police? Lost in that morbid daydream, the haunting whispers broke through.

‘Don’t fight it; let ... me...in, and let’s make the Willows weep. Be on the right side of what’s coming.’

My head dropped, running a hand through my hair, grappling with the struggle against the relentless calls. If it’s not the remnants, the Crooked man is messing with my ‘Tiny’ boat with unrelenting ease while the swollen river thrashes against the bankside. And now that river flows with blood.

The pub door drifted open, and an icy gust ghosted in. I jumped, reaching for the shiver down my neck, hoping it wasn’t the Crooked man. Everyone has something that scares or haunts them. He’s my very morbid, very spooky something. Shock soon turned to relief when I saw who it was. The clock ticked to 8:10 pm as Colin shuffled in, head bowed and shoulders hunched. He looked sheepish as he made his way to the bar.

His anemic, gaunt figure was enveloped in a dull brown tweed suit, its drabness only emphasised by the dark, almost ominous overcoat draped over his shoulders like a modern-day reaper’s cloak. He adjusted the spectacles perched on his nose, briefly scanning the other customers before finally making his way to the bar.

Colin’s hands trembled as he gripped the newspaper Janice had shown me—the mysterious death of a 59-year-old scrapyard worker. I tried looking away, motioning for Janice to bring another round of drinks to calm my nerves about the news.

Colin sipped his whiskey, his eyes meeting mine with newfound confidence. He opened his satchel, revealing a weathered, light brown folder with reddish-brown hues that grabbed my attention. Swiftly, Colin removed the folder and slid it in front of me—a well-organised stack of papers that spoke of Colin’s precision and dedication. That or some OCD.

“Have you read it?” I raised a curious eyebrow, knowing how limited my scientific knowledge was and how it might hinder my understanding of technical jargon.

“I have,” Colin replies, his voice no louder than a whisper, tainted by foreboding shadows.

“And?” My curiosity danced with dread, their intertwined waltz teetering on the precipice of knowing.

“Would it surprise you if I told you that your father had next to no alcohol in his system?” Colin’s revelation hit me like a sledgehammer.

My head tilted, a mix of shock and confusion swirling. “For heaven’s sake, you’re saying he wasn’t drunk?”

Colin nodded, confirming my suspicions. “He sipped what’s left in your glass.”

“And he bloody well didn’t stagger about in a drunken stupor.” I could feel my blood boiling, knowing the situation wasn’t right. Colin helped prove it.

“No, but something else is happening, and it gives me the creeps. His veins were coursing with adrenaline. I mean, off the charts high. It was as though he experienced the rush of an exhilarating climax, but this was the epitome of fear, Gerald. Your father’s dopamine, adrenaline, and glutamate levels were through the roof.”

My face churned as the horrifying details settled like a suffocating fog. My father, who lost his life because of an alcohol-induced mishap, had fled the pub in sheer terror.

While grappling with the implications, the recent newspaper article, with its ominous headline, seeped into my thoughts. How did a “Hanging Man” earn a front-page feature? I needed the truth and to clear my father’s name.

With a last gulp, I drained the remnants of my whiskey, the amber liquid offering some clarity to my fragmented world, just in time to catch the trailing words of Colin’s warning.

“Be careful if I were you, Gerald. There may be some truth to the stories of ‘enemies’; otherwise, how else do you explain the fear?” Colin’s once-pallid face now seemed drained of all colour—an unnerving sight for a man who already looked anemic.

I shuffled the papers, patting one end on the bar, when two small square pieces of card dropped, smooth with a slight polythene coating. I knew what they were—Polaroids. No sooner had I flipped them open than I got the shock of my life. Jabbing them at Colin, I reeled in disgust.

“What the hell are these? Why? What on earth is going on?” The Polaroids depicted a small pentagram-like symbol inside two circles, drawn in blood beside my dead father’s trapped, outstretched leg—the scaffold accident. The same I carved in the coaster and another coincidence for the position of our village.

Colin gulped as a bead of sweat dribbled from his brow. “Shit, I’m sorry, that slipped my mind. I found them by chance with the paramedics’ papers from the scene that night. I wondered if you knew about them. If not, then that little creepy thing adds to the mystery of your father’s terror.” Colin settled into his words as he spoke. Yet, seemed a little too quickly.

‘Why is it I get bound to you? Your eyes may fail you, but common sense should not. Do you mundanes believe every fanciful tale spoken?’ The voice hissed around me, speaking sense, yet I couldn’t be certain whose sense it was. Mine or was I insane.

“Beats me. It wouldn’t seem so obvious, but it’s made in blood and crazy enough for photographs to be taken. Yet my father gets branded a drunk and up to no good.” My anxiety continues to build, glancing at my watch on edge.

“I know. But make no mistake. Be bloody careful; this is just the beginning, and I fear if that symbol holds any meaning, darkness lays ahead,” Colin’s disquiet wasn’t reassuring with the Polaroids and what Colin knew now. If there was more to my father’s terrifying experience, I understood the warning—it seemed I’d opened a can of worms, adding another layer of danger to an already fraught journey.

Our conversation drifted into a sea of whiskey meant to steady rattled nerves as an abrupt chill pierced the air, and a whisper brushed against my neck, teasing. I scanned the unaware pub crowd, but everything appeared normal.

That was until I noticed him in the corner. Hidden amidst the clouds of cigarette smoke, tall and gaunt, clad in that black coat draped over his frame. The wide, dirt-stained trilby made his presence far more sinister. The Crooked man sat in chilling stillness, holding a pint of Guinness with elongated fingers, frozen in a picture of mystery and menace. I didn't need this now. The noise and whispers were one thing, but with him sitting there, taunting, while I unravelled, it was too much. Or was it another illusion?

Sparks tingled the back of my neck. I recalled another time, a passing moment when life... well... was less unhinged. It was from the hospital—the birth of the twins. It was a weird but happy day, although I almost missed the birth because I’d gone to the canteen for coffee. While in the hallway, I crossed paths with a stranger. I remember his words clear as day. ‘Any change for the phone?’ the guy says. A chill rushed through my body as if it was happening now.

I was busy stirring my coffee when those words echoed a few feet away. I turned to see a tall man wearing a grubby black canvas hooded raincoat and an unusual-looking dirty black trilby pulled down to conceal his face, leaving only a menacing chin visible.

The man’s voice had blood-twisting gravel that would’ve usually bothered me were it not for the special day. In haste, I scooped a handful of change from my pocket and handed it to the man, who grabbed it with black leather-clad hands. Unlike now, the leather did little to pad out the bony surface or disguise how unusually long the man’s fingers were. He’d held my hand for under five seconds, but the impression lasted. Little did I realise I'd crossed paths with the Crooked man.

“What are you looking at? Shit, is anyone watching? Did anyone see?” Colin interrupts, riddled with anxiety.

“A guy in the corner at your six o’clock. He’s dressed in all dark clothing and wearing a funky-looking hat.” Colin turned his head left, almost giving himself whiplash. His confused expression made me seem like I was going mad, which would’ve been understandable. I still saw him clear as day. Was it only me? Was I alone, after all?

“Are you messing with me? There’s no one there. The symbol may have been a tipping point for you,” Colin’s words were emphatic, causing an awkward shuffle in my chair.

My heart thumped against my ribcage. Reliving every vivid detail of that hospital scenario and any fleeting glimpse since, I could taste the sterile, metallic tang in the air, making it difficult to dismiss it as a hallucination.

Moving closer to Colin, I whispered. “Colin, I’m telling you the truth. He was there, you know. The hooded raincoat, the trilby hat—it’s too weird to be a coincidence.” I stopped short of muttering, 'the Crooked man.'

Colin’s skepticism wavered, and he glanced toward the empty corner where I’d mentioned. To him, the place remained empty. He picked his words, sounding worried. “Gerald,” he says, “I understand the stress you’ve been under. Our minds can play tricks on us in times of great turmoil. Hallucinations and delusions aren’t uncommon.”

That part, I understood; as I said before, I call them remnants, and they centre on death, except for tall and scary. My frustration was bubbling, a mix of anxiety and terror. My fists squeezed so tight that my knuckles turned white. “I’m not going crazy, Colin. I can't be. I know what I bloody saw, and I’m not one to be taken by delusions. That guy is genuine. You can call me paranoid or whatever you want, but I swear, I saw him.” I was trying to convince myself more than Colin, at least for now, to get through this meeting and resume 'abnormal' service.

Colin’s gaze shifted between me and the empty corner, torn between rationality and fear for my well-being. His analytical mind struggled with the inexplicable, but his empathy drove him to acknowledge the profound anguish I’d experienced.

“We should wrap things up and go,” Colin suggests, uneasy. “You need to take it easy, and let’s talk somewhere safer and more private—you know, just in case.”

I agree, though I wasn’t too happy about it. As we finished, I couldn’t help but worry that I was the only one who could see the Crooked man. I was determined to dig deeper, no matter how insane I looked or how far it took me into the darkness.

***
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“24 Hours Earlier in Rugby,”

Moonlight shone through the curtains, unveiling a shocking crime scene. A blue and white strip of crime scene tape was draped across door number 17, with silver-plated embellishments and signs of a violent break-in. Forensics moved about detachedly. The constant clicks of the camera reverberated through the room, capturing the brutal details from many angles. A horrid stench of death filled the air. Gagging could be heard around the place. In the background, police radios hummed and fizzed.

DS Michael Dalton and I stood dejected, thinking, why the hell us again? The old boy, unable to bear the overpowering stink, smothered Vaseline under his nostrils. No matter how much death he’d come across, he was still uncomfortable whenever he got a whiff of a ripe corpse: that and the fact our sense of smell is far too attuned for this line of work.

The scene was a confusing puzzle, and I bloody hate puzzles. A ladder was strung up against the ceiling, a decaying corpse was suspended, and the chaos caused by messing up the lounge. We gawked at the disturbing sight. There were too many perplexing threads to untangle that linked the man’s life and who may have wanted him dead. 

We were supposed to be recovering from our not-so-relaxing break in Scotland. Only to be summoned for another favour. The tab is getting high, and I still need a quiet little chat with our Mr Locke. DI Bainton, the man in charge of this constabulary, had an eerie feeling about this murder. With all his wealth of experience, nothing he came across stood out like this. He feared there was more to it. Bainton was right.

The double-locked front door was the first alarming detail. This confounding factor made it impossible for anyone normal to leave—arrive, yes, but not leave. The ladder was hooked through the gap in the bannisters, but not attached to anything. It defied the laws of physics and reasoning, spanning the ceiling with a noose dangling from it—a horrific call to the now motionless victim. DI Bainton was left wondering, grappling with a mystery that worried him.

Michael led the way for a change. I wasn’t in the mood, not so soon. The tough rope fashioned into a noose was thick and strong. It encircled the victim’s neck like a squeezing boa constrictor, painting a horrific picture.

Michael whispered as he drew near. “Georgie, do you see what I do?”

“I do, Michael. It’s a freaky one.”

Michael moved his flashlight across my face, creating eerie shadows as he spoke. “Locke’s bill keeps getting bigger. How long do you think?”

I looked at the sick mosaic of death and suffering before us, attempting to understand the nightmarish tale imprinted in anguish and blood. “Judging from the body’s condition, I would guess it has been here for about a week. The flies buzzing around the ruptured blood vessels and the bloated tongue that’s been partially chewed off—it’s fucking awful. This could be personal, Michael. It’s possible the killer stayed to watch the life drain from the victim’s eyes. And it truly reeks.”

Michael’s face furrowed, looking the body up and down. “But, George, how? How could the killer do this? I mean, leave it like this? And why do you think they ‘hung around’ to watch? Know what I mean? Hung?”

I couldn’t stop myself from letting out a low laugh at Michael’s morbid humour. His words lingered. “I’m not sure. It’s all too weird, and there is no evidence of a fight.”

“I noticed that too. The whole thing is bloody ominous, matey, and we’re being screwed. So, be careful, Georgie,” Michael says, his voice tinged with concern.

My ears twitched, my eyes changing. Fortunately, I stopped before my red grew brighter, feeling something was amiss. “Shit... they haven’t left... we are not alone, Michael. I sense it, or them. Something dark, evil, and pissed. I don’t know why I’m picking up on it, but I am. The anger... it’s terrifying, Michael... There’s going to be another victim soon if there isn’t one already.”

As Michael’s jaw dropped, we held our breath with dread as we continued our investigation. My hackles were going haywire, and I kept looking over my shoulder, expecting to see somebody there. As sure as the devil’s death knell tolled its haunting chorus, there will be another, maybe many.
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‘HOME,’

––––––––
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The house was quiet, disrupted only by the 9 o’clock news. Cigarette smoke meandered through the hallway, searching for the draft that ushered it through. I slung my coat on the hook, and keys clattered into a multicoloured dish on the side table that Charlotte dared to make in one of the few pottery classes she stuck to before realising how boring it was. My footsteps betrayed any attempt at sneaking in, creaking floorboards wailing through the hall.

It was 9:01 p.m., a minute past the childish deadline, and I knew judgment would follow soon. Mother’s words, “Your priority should be the girls,” tormented every step, a reminder of where my obligations lay as a single parent. I couldn't help but feel a little patronised. I’m the only one who hasn’t given up the search for the truth while juggling everything. And the constant, nagging noise in my head.

“Is that you, Gerald?” Mother’s voice, half-engrossed in the flickering television, called out.

“Yes, Mum, it’s me. Who else would it be?” I reply, weary from a long day and no closer to the truth. I knew what would come next: the well-meaning but stifling advice. The kind I wasn’t in the mood for. My experience at the pub went a step further than what’s gone on lately. Those photos, I can’t believe it. Why weren’t we shown them at the time? Bloody sick. I walked slowly, delaying as long as possible.

“Oh, I don’t know, Gerald. Why don’t you fucking let me in, and let’s find out.” Mother’s voice was different and cold, like the whispers and Janice at the pub. I stopped dead. My throat dried up; I struggled to respond. A dribble of sweat bobbled on my brow.

“Wh... What? What did you say, Mum?” I could barely talk; fear and confusion had set in. Okay, it was more like it had returned home like me, having moved in a while now.

“I said...Your priority should be the girls, not chasing shadows. Christ, are you okay, Gerald? See, I knew all the extra strain you’ve piled on would get to you.” Mother’s words echoed, all back to normal but full of worry. The mention of shadows sent an involuntary shiver down my spine, forcing a glance over my shoulder and questioning if I’d heard the different voice at all or whether it was in my head.

I kicked off my shoes, each thud a heavy exclamation of my arrival. Oooh, that immediate feeling of shoeless feet, curling the toes in freedom. It’s so soothing, especially after another shit day. A pile of mail on the table beckoned; there was a small, unassuming yellow ‘jiffy’ package, no larger than an A5 sheet and two inches thick. My name was stuck across the front, a pre-typed label. The imprint around the package resembled a cassette tape, filling me with dread. Who would send a tape? My head was racing, seeking answers where there were none.

“Oh yes, that came around 3 o’clock,” Mother says. “I was just returning from the baker’s with the girls when I caught a Royal Mail delivery guy about to leave a card. It needed signing for.”

Turning the package over, I heard a faint rattle from within. My heart quickened, and I glanced up at the mirror, catching a fleeting glimpse of a dark shadow darting past.

“Did Dad ever mention attending any... private parties or meetings?” I ask, hesitating, afraid of what might be revealed. The package in hand rattled again, and a sense of impending doom settled in.

“Well, he had his nights out,” Mother began, her voice carrying the tone of reminiscing, “like anyone else. We weren’t joined at the hip just because we were married. But as far as I know, nothing out of the ordinary. No secret swingers’ clubs or anything.”

Her words made me recoil at the thought, but I had to ask to delve into my father’s past, even if it meant confronting uncomfortable truths.

“Oh, come off it!” Mother retorts, unable to hide her amusement. “We were young once, too, you know. Did you think your generation invented the seedy stuff like sex, drugs, and rock and roll?”

“Again, with the sex stuff, Mum,” I mutter, thoughts consumed by the mysterious package. “Seriously, though, has Dad ever seemed worried about anything? Anything at all that struck you as odd?”

Mother didn’t respond. She stood by the kettle, her hand poised over the switch, her face a mask of contemplation. Her hand trembled, mirroring the unease that I had sensed.

My fingers gripped an open edge of the package, ready to tear into it, when I remembered Frank’s ominous warning: “There are things in this world you don’t want to mess with.” I had ordered nothing, and my gut tells me I had to continue.

The sound of a spoon clinking against a teacup filled the air as Mother refocused on the clock. She took a deep breath and carried my coffee into the lounge before grabbing her handbag and keys.

“Right, I’m off,” Mother announced, her smile forced as she came over to kiss me. I looked up from the package to see Mother... I jumped back, my hand shaking... I nearly dropped what was in my hands. Mother’s face had changed. Like Janice, mottled grey flesh, blood oozed from her eyes and mouth. She looked dead, and I was terrified. Not only about what I was seeing, but about everything. 

My mind was cracking. Or felt so. Mother breezed closer. I could smell the overwhelming stench of decomposing flesh, blood, and, oddly but no less scary, the sweet toxicity of embalming fluid. I clenched my eyes tight. My feet wouldn’t move, and I couldn’t seem to tilt my head further away. It’s cold, oh so cold...

“Oi... Come here, you daft sod... You’re never too old for a kiss from your mum.” My eyes bolted open. Mother was back to normal. My heart wouldn’t stop thumping. “Now. Remember to drop the girls off on your way to work and ensure you go. I hear the new boss isn’t as friendly as the old one.”

I smile and nodded, shaking off the endless nightmare. My attention went back to the package. Mother noticed and rolled her eyes before heading for the door.

“It’s probably just a video Charlotte ordered for the girls,” Mother suggests, her voice fading as she left. “Don’t stress too much about it.”

Of course, I knew she was right, but I couldn’t shake an odd feeling. I tore the cassette tape open with trembling hands and stepped into the lounge. My eyes widened, staring at an ordinary cassette tape with a white sticky label—one of those you buy to record a show or movie you might miss. But it was the red felt-tip handwriting that left me stunned.

“Things you need to know–Tape One,” the words taunted. It was father’s handwriting. “What the hell?” I mutter, trying to understand how it was possible.

The mention of “Tape One” had me wondering if more tapes were coming, but my thoughts kept returning to Frank, his ominous warning, and what was so bad that he hung himself, assuming that’s how it played out. Not that
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