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 While You Sleep

 



One

Light
snowflakes filled the February air, falling slowly to the footpath.
Tim Hennessy stepped out of Brixton Tube station. He paused next
to a busker playing a
saxophone, taking a moment to put his Oyster card back in his
wallet.

Though
he’d often taken the one-hour flight from Dublin, Tim had never
been in London during a snow storm. Darkness had already fallen,
but the sky glowed in the weird way of snowy days.

He was
half an hour late, and
he hoped he hadn’t missed his Airbnb host, a graphic designer named
Alex, who was meant to meet him at the apartment.

Tim
checked the address on his phone, and set off walking down the
street, dragging his
cabin bag behind him, the virgin snow crunching under his boots. He
stopped off at Sainsbury’s on the way, to grab a sandwich and a
Coke.

Cars
eased along the road, moving only a little faster than Tim. Five
minutes’ walk took him to the address. The terraced brown-brick building had three
storeys above the ground, but Tim’s apartment was in the basement.
He pushed open a creaking metal gate, and dragged his bag down the
narrow steps.

His
phone buzzed, but he paid it no attention. It was probably
just Alex, checking
where he was. No point stopping to read the message. Especially now
that his fingers were numb from the cold.

At the
bottom of the steps, Tim pressed the doorbell. He was pleased that
the door looked new and solid. Next to it, a small window
was protected by a crosshatch
of metal bars. Secure, Tim thought.

Lights
were on behind the
curtains, so hopefully Alex hadn’t given up on him yet.

Tim
shuddered, partly from the cold, and partly from nerves. Even if he
hadn’t been in London for a horror movie festival, he might have been edgy. That was
just his personality, though it was something Penelope never
learned to like.

The door swung
open.

Tim
smiled at the lanky man standing in the doorway, long blond hair
framing his pink face. He was about ten years older than Tim, maybe forty.

“Alex?” he
said.

The man
looked him up and down, stony-faced. “You must be Tim.”

“Sorry I’m
late,” Tim said. “My flight was delayed by the weather.”

Alex
dismissed the apology with a wave of his hand. “You’re here
now. That’s what
matters. Come on in.”

Tim stepped into
the hall and waited for Alex to close the door. The place looked
clean and modern, with varnished pine floors and warm terracotta
paint on the walls.

“Do you mind
taking off your boots?” Alex said.

“No
problem.”

Tim
unlaced the boots and shrugged his feet out of them, then followed Alex to the
sitting room. Alex slumped in one of the two big leather couches,
gesturing for Tim to sit in the other.

Between
the two men, flames blazed in the fireplace. Tim
couldn’t remember the
last time he’d felt the warmth of an open fire. He’d forgotten the
way the heat pressed against your face, how your eyes burned
slightly from the coal. He gazed up at the vibrant oil paintings on
the wall, prints of Van Gogh.

Alex
sighed. “Well, you look
normal enough.”

“Pardon?”

“It’s
just that I’ve been letting this place out for two years now, and I’ve met some strange
people.”

Tim smiled. “I
bet.”

“Like
the last guy. Creeped me right out. Always eating cough sweets.
Never saw him without
one. You should have seen how many wrappers he left in the
trash.”

Tim
laughed.

“Well, I’m
here for a horror movie festival. Horror fans are some of the
nicest people you’ll ever meet.”

Alex said,
“That’s true, actually.”

He gave
Tim a quick run-down of
the apartment, told him the Wi-Fi password and handed him the keys.
He was out the door within five minutes.

Once he
was alone, Tim walked around, taking a look at each room. A
kitchen, two bedrooms, a sitting room, the hallway. He decided to
take the larger bedroom.
That one had a double bed, with identical bedside units and an
identical wardrobe on each side.

Tim
didn’t bother unpacking. He just opened his cabin bag on the
bedroom floor and took out a change of clothes. Alex had left him
plenty of towels.

Nice guy, Tim
thought.

He
checked his phone. The
text he had received earlier had been from Penelope. Tim had hoped
she’d be able to get there tonight. She was coming on the train
from Manchester. He glanced at her message and felt his heart
sink.

Sorry. I won’t make it tonight. Train cancelled because of
storm. Hope to see you tomorrow.

Tim didn’t
reply. He would only be in London for two nights, and he figured
he’d need all that time to patch things up with Penelope.

Oh well.
Nothing he could do. Hopefully the trains would be back to normal
tomorrow.

Tim
showered. Afterwards, he
slipped on a clean T-shirt and clean boxers, and brushed his teeth
before slipping under the covers of the bed. It took a long time
for him to fall asleep in the strange bedroom, despite his
weariness – but finally he did nod off.

In the
morning, Tim woke up
disoriented. Everything looked strange, from the bed itself, to the
lampshade on the ceiling to the twin wardrobes on either side of
the bed.

It took
him a moment to remember
he was in Brixton.

He
padded to the bathroom,
still tired, and flicked on the light switch.

His eyes widened
when he caught sight of himself in the bathroom mirror. Vicious
pink scratches covered his face.


Two

As Tim
stared at himself in the mirror, his heart pounded, pounded so hard and so fast he
was afraid it would tear through his chest.

He
gripped the white ceramic of the sink and stared at his reflection
in mute surprise. The bathroom was bitterly cold, making the hair
on the back of his neck stand up.

Leaning
close to the mirror, Tim
examined his face. The biggest scratch started below his left eye
and extended down to the corner of his mouth. It was narrow but
bright pink. Another scratch stretched from the other corner of his
mouth down to his chin. Smaller scratches appeared on his neck and
forehead.

“How the
hell did that happen?”
he muttered.

Tim saw no
blood – the skin wasn’t broken – but he felt alarmed.

His
bladder reminded him that he had come to the bathroom for a reason.
He relieved himself,
causing steam to rise in the frigid bathroom air.

Afterwards, he returned to the bedroom. He searched around
under the pillows, wondering if something sharp had found its way
into the bed and hurt him as he shifted his body during the night.
A pin, perhaps? A sharp
piece of plastic?

The search
revealed nothing but two soft pillows, a soft duvet and a soft
bedsheet. There was no sign of anything he could have scratched
himself with.

Unless
it was his fingernails. They were a little longer than he
liked them to be.

Once Tim
had dressed, he got his
clippers out of his toilet bag. A small canvas bin sat in the
corner of the bedroom, lined with a plastic bag. It was empty
except for a receipt from a DIY shop.

CUTTING.
£2.99.

“That
would be a good name for
a horror movie,” Tim said.

He
pulled the bin over to
the bed, sat down in front of it and trimmed all his fingernails,
aiming into the bin as he cut.

When he was
finished, he checked his phone.

Nothing from
Penelope.

Still
early, he thought, though his phone said eleven thirty.

After tinkering
with the central heating for a few minutes, and hopefully setting
it to come on for the rest of the day, Tim headed out.

He
planned to grab breakfast on the way to the cinema, before enjoying
a day’s worth of movies,
back-to-back, with friends he hadn’t seen in months. Some were
Irish, others English. All were horror nuts. They met a couple of
times a year, at events like Fright Fest, Horrorthon, and other
genre events. That was how he and Penelope had met.

Outside, the
ground was white, though snow was no longer falling. The chill air
made Tim’s ears ache. He pulled up his hood and headed for the
Underground station.

The day
passed pleasantly. He met up with his friends and forgot about the
scratches until someone
asked about them. He shrugged off the question.

After the fifth
and final movie of the day, he made his way back to Brixton on the
Tube. Penelope had texted him while he was in the
cinema.

More
disruption today. See you tomorrow.

Tim
sighed. His flight to
Dublin the next afternoon was at three o’clock, so he wouldn’t get
to spend much time with Penelope, even if she reached London
early.

He stopped off
in Sainsbury’s again and grabbed a microwave dinner on the way back
to the apartment.

The
apartment was cold,
though Tim was sure he’d set the timer correctly. He tinkered with
the settings again, and finally heard the heater clicking and
clacking as it began to heat up.

He ate
dinner at the kitchen table in silence, thinking about
Penelope. Nothing would
have pleased him more than to speak to her at that moment. He took
out his phone and called her. The last time the two of them had
spoken, she had said she was open to talking about things. Tim
hoped she meant that.

A phone
rang somewhere nearby.
Tim didn’t pay attention at first. He figured that the sound was
coming from the apartment upstairs. But when he ended the call to
Penelope, the ringing stopped at once.

Curious.

He
dialled her number again and immediately heard a phone ringing
somewhere nearby.
Letting it ring, he followed the sound to the kitchen. When he was
there, the sound seemed to be coming from the front of the
building. He walked up the hall. A small telephone stand with a
single drawer stood next to the door. Tim pulled the drawer open
and found a phone inside. The screen was illuminated and said, “TIM
CALLING”.

Tim ended the
call and stared at Penelope’s phone.

She had come
here? She had arrived? Then where was she? What about her text
message?

He went
back to the kitchen and
checked the note Alex had left, which listed his phone number. It
was already late, nearly ten o’clock, but Tim phoned Alex anyway.
The host answered after two rings.

Tim said,
“Sorry to bother you.”

“No
problem. Is everything ok with the apartment?”

“Yeah. It’s just…
you know the other person, my friend, who was meant to arrive
yesterday?”

“The
lady?”

“That’s right.
Did you hear anything from her?”

Alex said,
“Yeah. She texted me yesterday and told me she’d be late.”

“Nothing since
then?”

“Sure.
She arrived this
afternoon. Haven’t you seen her?”

“No,”
Tim said, his voice rising an octave. “You met Penelope?”

“Sure did. At
about half four. I gave her the second key. She said she’d meet up
with you later.”

“I found
her phone here, in the apartment, but I haven’t seen her.”

“Maybe
she went out for something?”

“But why would
she leave her phone here?”

Alex said, “I
couldn’t tell you. She arrived safe anyway. That’s all I know.”

It seemed that
Alex wasn’t able to clear up the confusion.

Tim
said, “Okay.
Thanks.”

He waited up
late, but Penelope never showed. Her text was so vague.
More disruption
today. See you tomorrow. The text never said she wasn’t coming to London until
tomorrow. She might have arrived but decided to stay with a friend.
Or else she didn’t want to see him after all. Tim didn’t know what
to think.

After
midnight, his eyes began to droop, a cue that he ought to get some
rest. He had a quick shower and went to bed.

He
tossed and turned but couldn’t settle. He thought of
Penelope, then of the
marks on his face.

“Stupid
scratches,” he muttered.

Could his
fingernails really have caused those marks? He had never scratched
himself before. If he was doing it now, what did that mean? Was it
about stress?

An idea
occurred to him.

He
switched on the light
and got his camera from his cabin bag.

He set
the camera up on its tripod, on top of the bedside unit. He pointed
it at the pillows and set it to video mode. The camera had plenty
of storage space, so it ought to be able to record hours
of video. Tim went back to bed.
In the morning, if any more scratches appeared, he would know what
had caused them.

Finally he
lapsed into a fitful sleep.


Three

During the
night, Tim had a terrible nightmare.

He
dreamed of daggers made of ice. Thousands of them were
falling from a blood-red
sky, each one lit up from within with an impossible, blinding
light. In the dream, Tim was standing in a deserted field.
Ice-daggers fell, stabbing him all over his body, sinking into his
flesh and lighting up his insides.

He
collapsed on his back on
the frozen grass as the daggers stabbed him again and again.
Looking up, he saw one immense dagger, much larger than the others,
hurtle towards his face.

He screamed as
it plunged into his eye.

Tim
awoke in bed, drenched with sweat. It was morning. A pale light entered the room through
the curtain on the barred window.

Brixton, he
thought. Movies.

It was
okay.

Just a
dream.

He sat up, still
giddy with fright, taking a moment to reassure himself. Then he lay
back and closed his eyes while his breathing settled. He lay there
for another half minute, until his bladder forced him out of the
bed.

He went
to the bathroom and relieved himself. His left eye ached, in the place where he had been
injured in the nightmare.

Tim
flushed the toilet and
stepped over to the sink to wash his hands. He froze in front of
the mirror.

He was
scratched much worse than the previous morning, the pink
lines criss-crossing his whole
face, the marks deeper, angrier. The skin was broken in many
places, but it was his eye that made Tim stare in horror – or
rather the eyelid.

Blood dripped
from it.

He
pressed the eyelid down with one hand and stared at his
reflection with the other eye.
His eyelid was crusted with almost-dry blood. It had been stabbed,
Tim thought. He could see small, round marks. The sight of the
injury made Tim’s blood turn cold, like the daggers in his
dream.

A shiver
of fear raced through
his body, travelling down his legs to his feet.

He
hurried out of the bathroom and walked around the
apartment. Nothing else
seemed amiss. Penelope’s phone sat where he had left it, on top of
the stand in the hall. There was no sign of Penelope
herself.

Tim
returned to the bedroom. He felt the pillows again, squeezing them,
running his hands over them, seeing if he had missed something sharp during his search
the previous day. Again, he found nothing.

The
injury was no accident, and he hadn’t done it to himself.

Or had he?

How could he
be certain?

Tim
checked his own phone. He had received a message from
Penelope during the
night.

I’m here,
baby.

Tim’s hands
became clammy. He wiped the cold sweat off the screen of his phone,
and read the message again.

Here?
Where was here?

How could she
have texted him when he had both phones?

The
sudden urge to get away, to run, overpowered him, but he fought back the
feeling.
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