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      “Death or glory becomes just another story” 


    

    
      The Clash
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  Prologue

  
  




Forrest Avenue was a nothing street slicing like a thin blade through the middle of a nowhere suburb. Not rich, not poor, just nowhere.

Tree-lined and barely wide enough for two cars to squeeze past each other, it was the start of a shortcut imparted to him by an in-the-know traffic cop from his station some months prior which shaved close to ten minutes off his journey home compared to the expressway, even though said shortcut was made up of a number of these narrow streets which forced him to stay well under the speed limit to allow for pets, kids and old folks popping out from behind trees and parked cars, an especially hazardous phenomenon in the evening twilight. On the radio, Elvis belted out “Suspicious Minds” and Owen Hoath thrummed his fingers along on the steering wheel to the last song of his life. 

When sudden movement snagged at the corner of his eye, he slowed his car to a crawl. He turned to look but there was only a house like any of the others around it and nothing seemed amiss. He wondered why something that had likely been a pulled curtain or a closing door had caught his eye so forcefully, was about to drive on and put it down to “over-copping”, what his sister called his professional paranoia, when it happened again. 

A single window was set into the house’s redbrick base, next to steps leading to the front door. Something had been placed inside this basement window to block the glass but a corner had been pulled back and light shone out in the dusk. By the time his eyes confirmed that what at first appeared to be a trapped bird was in fact a hand slapping against the glass, it had disappeared.

He brought the car to a complete stop as he stared at the large triangle of exposed light and waited, catching renewed movement just before the glass broke outwards. 

The hand reappeared immediately, fingers now jutting out through the newly made hole. Even in the half-light and with a sizeable front lawn between him and the house, he could see that the hand was small and was ripping itself bloody on the jagged glass. 

A part of him was still on his way home, looking forward to seeing his wife and to the small pleasures of a weekday evening; dinner, TV and maybe sex if one of them didn’t fall asleep first. That part of him was still hoping that the mints and soap he had used liberally before leaving the station would be enough to cover any traces of his illicit lunch time cigarette. That part of him had put down whatever he was seeing to an unsupervised child in their parents’ basement, one who would soon be dripping tears and blood onto the kitchen floor while a grown-up grabbed antiseptic ointment and bandages. So, he was almost surprised to find he was already pulling over to the curb, already picking up his radio handset, turning off Elvis who was trying to warn him that they were caught in a trap, can’t walk out.

He radioed in and established who and where he was before requesting an additional unit to assist with a possible domestic disturbance. When the dispatcher told him a patrol car was on its way, ETA ten minutes, he responded that he would hold position in his car and keep eyes on the house. Even though he’d identified himself as a detective, he still mentioned that he was in plain clothes and driving an unmarked car because he didn’t need some itchy-fingered rookie yelling threats while he tried to calm them down and pull out his badge without getting shot for his troubles. 

The hand had disappeared while he was on the radio, the window now a small and unremarkable black rectangle, so someone had either turned off the basement light or replaced the covering. The other windows had the curtains or blinds drawn and he didn’t detect light escaping anywhere, not even a crack around the front door. He wanted very badly to look stupid when he and his back-up knocked and bothered an already harried parent, busily bandaging their adventurous child’s hand, but something inside him gnawed at that prospect with increasing ferocity. 

He sat and waited for his back-up because smart, well trained law enforcement professionals didn’t enter unknown situations alone. When a hoarse scream issued from the house and was cut off just as abruptly, he transferred his standard issue revolver from the glove compartment back to his belt holster. As a smart, well trained law enforcement professional, he knew he should stay put or failing that, at least call in that he couldn’t wait for back-up, but he was already out of his car and running across the street while telling himself all this. 

He crossed the yard and ran up the front steps, hammering with his fist on the door and yelling “Police” before backing as far to the side as the little porch allowed, crouching against the wall. 

No response. 

He beat on the door again, commanding anyone inside to open up. 

Despite the adrenalin, he could still feel the potential for embarrassment bubbling, could foresee the hell he’d catch when the innocent homeowners went on TV to complain about crazed wannabe heroes who should go and bother the real criminals and use their taxes for something worthwhile etc. etc. But if he was wrong, he’d take his licks and it would be fixed. If he was right, and he waited for his back-up, maybe it couldn’t. 

Besides, innocent homeowners would be opening up by now or at least twitching curtains. Even less than innocent ones would usually be yelling belligerently through their door to ask what he wanted. 

This house stayed still and sullen.

The handle didn’t budge when he tried it. The door was sturdy and the steps offered too limited a run-up for him to get it open with his shoulder or foot. In the movies, the hero cop takes down the door with one kick and then each of the bad guys a bullet a piece without losing stride. In reality, one man without a battering ram or back-up is more likely to give himself a fractured ankle or a dislocated shoulder while giving the person on the other side of the door plenty of time to line up their shot.

Moving around the side, going low and quick past the darkened windows in case someone threw one open and started blasting, he heard a door slam somewhere inside the house. 

The back door was older and less substantial than the front, a diamond-shaped glass panel set at head-height which, like the neighbouring window, gave a view of floral curtain and nothing else. 

The knob moved freely but the door wouldn’t open. He pushed harder and found that the resistance was located at the top alone. He pulled out his gun, took a breath, and drove the handle through the glass.

He reached in with his free hand, avoiding the shards of glass sticking from the frame, and grabbed at the material covering the little opening, pulling out a tangled mess of curtain, black plastic and electrical tape, an inexplicable decorative arrangement that upgraded his alarm bells from ringing to screaming. He threw it aside and reached back in, all too aware of how vulnerable his groping hand was to a knife or a meat skewer or biting teeth. He finally found the bolt at the top of the door and fumbled it open. 

Now there was no resistance when he turned the knob. Allowing the door to swing open gently, he stepped aside, using the wall for cover. 

When no shots came flying at him from inside, he stood before the doorway, peering into a space so untouched by the last throes of evening twilight that as he held his gun before him, it disappeared into a blackness so absolute, he might have been facing a room full of unseen attackers. 

He stepped inside and felt along the wall until he found the light switch which revealed that for now, all he was facing was an empty kitchen.

Small with worn but clean linoleum flooring, cream-coloured cabinets and no place for someone to hide.  The large window over the sink was covered with black material thicker than the plastic used to cover the door panel and which was nailed instead of taped to the window frame. The garish floral curtains on show from the outside were just set dressing, no-one would ever look through these windows.

He moved across the kitchen to the single open doorway that must lead to the rest of the house. He strained his eyes, but the kitchen light only went far enough to create an army of shapes and shadows in the adjoining room. He registered a chemical smell and a stronger organic one beneath it but instead of dwelling on the implications he laid a finger on his gun’s safety and flicked it off, marvelling at how his eyes and weapon seemed to move in perfect unison, as if attached on a pulley system. Considering how little he’d had occasion to handle his gun, he took this as a comforting sign that somewhere in his lizard brain, his academy training was doing its work.

Stepping into the darkness, he felt for another switch on the wall but this time wasn’t so lucky. He swore under his breath and gripped his weapon in both hands, squinting at the murk in front of him; trying to catch any movement but seeing none. 

Moving forward cautiously, he willed his eyes to adjust but they were being slow and stubborn and he cursed himself for the flashlight left in his car. He bumped into something and after a moment’s panic felt the back of a couch which he used as guide, brushing his hip against it as he crossed the room, finding the front door and a set of switches next to it. He flicked them all and whirled around as the room lit up.

Someone was on the couch, the top of their head just showing above the back he had walked alongside; pale, hairless and gleaming under the light.

He pointed the gun and hesitated, wanting to say loudly and forcefully, “Police, don’t move” as much to steady himself as to warn them, but this house was deathly still, the head wasn’t moving, and he knew it would be worse than yelling in a graveyard. He moved around the couch until he had a full view, the mingled smells of cleaning products and spoiling meat growing stronger. 

His team had been briefed on The Cherry Tree Killer, every cop in the city had been. It was well over a year now of missing children, pleading parents, finger-pointing, and no end in sight. The Cherry Tree Killer or just Cherry Tree, so called by some journalistic genius because the first two known victims were from opposite ends of Cherry Tree Road. The second child was really from around the corner on Donnito Street and subsequent victims hailed from all over the city but why let the facts get in the way of tabloid expressionism. He tried to remember the pictures of the missing children flagged as possible victims, but it was impossible to reconcile the figure before him with the few photos he could remember in any detail. 

He had seen dead bodies before, part of the job, but never one that filled him with such sorrow or such pity. The hair on the boy’s head had been shaved off, the eyebrows too. The eyes were mercifully shut but he was sadly sure it wasn’t a figment of his imagination that the eyelashes were also gone. The child was naked, small hands resting in his lap, the nails cut painfully short, showing purple crescents of exposed skin that would have been red and sore had the blood been flowing. 

The last three victims had been found similarly shaved and preened, profilers calling it a new development in the killer’s progression. Owen thought progression was a dirty word for this sort of thing. He didn’t entertain the notion that this had been the child at the basement window for the same reason he didn’t reach out and shake a shoulder or put his head against the narrow little chest to listen for a heartbeat. The yellow sheen of the skin and the odour of putrefaction that defied whatever chemicals had been applied to the body meant the boy had been dead a few days.

He knew that by the time police discovered the body of Virginia Holcomb, the first child identified as a victim of Cherry Tree, she had spent a month in the killer’s company. Signs of sexual assault but no DNA. Signs of beating but not enough to cause death. Signs the body had been gouged and invaded with foreign objects but not so viciously as to kill. As if he wanted to see how far he could stretch his new toy before it broke. The multiple stab wounds covering the little girl’s face, throat and torso had done it. The official line was that the shock had killed Virginia Holcomb before the blood-loss could.  He had been with the department long enough to wonder if this hadn’t been a soft untruth offered for the family’s sake. 

He could see no wounds on the child before him, but they’d be there somewhere. Maybe Cherry had poured the same bleach used to clean the body down the little boy’s throat first. How long had he been here before he was allowed to close his eyes for the last time? How many torments and mortifications to earn a look of nobility on his features that a hundred years of living wouldn’t buy? A look that suggested death had in the end been accepted as the nearest thing to the warm embrace of his mother he could hope for.

If he had a final moment where his mind screamed at him to fall back, this was it. 

His instincts told him to get out, his reason told him to listen to his instincts, and his training shouted at him to take his instincts and his reason outside and wait for back-up. His eyes took in the ruined, discarded thing left sitting in front of him, transfixed on the slightly puffy face that should have looked tragic and ridiculous but instead looked dignified, almost regal, and he thought of the hand in the basement window, of the child still alive somewhere in this haunted house, and the moment for last doubts passed.

Now, the gun shook in his hands, but it didn’t feel wrong. It felt like an engine, humming and vibrating. 

He headed into a hallway where the light from the living room showed doors on either side and stairs at the end climbing up into darkness. Like the kitchen and the living room, the walls were bare, no pictures, no photos of anyone, smiling or otherwise. 

The first door opened to a small guest bathroom, just a toilet and sink. He turned on the light before moving on because if he couldn’t have daylight, he’d take all the help he could get. If it had still been bright out, he would have ripped the coverings from every window he found, regardless of the danger of showing himself, just to get rid of the mess of shadows and black he was pushing through like thick, threatening undergrowth. 

Before he had a chance to try another of the hallway’s doors, he heard movement upstairs. 

He eyed the unopened doors before him, thought again about the basement and the bird-like hand in the window but when more noise came from overhead, the choice was taken from him. 

He kept his back against the wall as he climbed the stairs in case one of the doors he hadn’t tried burst open behind him. Upstairs, he was grateful to find a light switch straight away but much less so to find himself presented with even more closed doors. Five terrifying, frustrating possibilities that represented more time than he felt he had. Was the child in the basement still down there, bleeding out on the floor, or were they up here, behind one of these doors with a desperate and cornered Cherry Tree, a monster deciding how best to finish his own horror story?

The first door on his right led to an empty bedroom where he quickly established there was nobody behind the door, under the bed or in the closet. An unloved guest room; plain bedclothes, utilitarian furnishings. 

The bedroom directly opposite was just that. Posters on the wall yelled loudly about kids’ movies and TV shows while cartoon characters frolicked on the neatly made bedspread. A small mountain of stuffed animals occupied one corner of the room. Too much colour, too busy. As if an alien had made a shrine to what they thought human children might enjoy but had unknowingly constructed something to give even the most ADHD-afflicted kid a migraine. 

A latch and open padlock hung off the door. The window was covered like the others but also had a series of long metal bars crossing it horizontally, set into the wall on either side. Other than the bed there was no furniture, even the door of the built-in closet had been removed. 

He looked again at the stuffed toys. Nothing sharp, no hard plastic, nothing that a desperate child could use as a tool or a weapon. He didn’t start to cry, didn’t scream or fire his weapon into the ceiling, but he began moving much faster, sick of the dreamlike pace at which he seemed to be wading through the house. He moved faster than he knew was wise but the movement felt liberating, an action against the oppressive surroundings. 

He marched across the hall and wrenched open the next door and, with a clock ticking in his head, launched in feet before eyes; never good.

The floor shot out from beneath him and he scrambled for balance on wet tiles but over-corrected and fell forwards instead, his chest colliding painfully with the edge of a bathtub while his knees cracked to the floor. One flailing hand bent backwards against the side of the tub while the other arm ended up submerged to the shoulder in the startlingly cold liquid within, the shock causing him to lose his grip on his gun. 

He fished for his weapon frantically, causing the contents of the bath to slosh onto his face, into his eyes and mouth, and the harsh burn of chemicals was much worse than the cold of the water they were mixed with.

Crawling away from the tub, coughing and retching, he used the sink to pull himself to his feet. He wiped at his eyes with his jacket collar, but it was soaked and didn’t help. He smacked at the light switch before turning back to the tub.

Through bleary, stinging eyes, he saw that it was full of a dark, reddish-brown liquid that was completely opaque. A small leg attached to an even smaller foot and nothing else moved obscenely on its disturbed surface.

He didn’t allow himself time to be disgusted before he rushed over and thrust his arm back in. When the sound of breaking glass came from the top of the hall, he didn’t waste time looking around, just registered where he needed to go next. 

The fumes made his head spin, his throat want to close, but adrenalin did its best to cancel out these effects. He grabbed something that wasn’t a gun and pushed it away, doing his best not to dwell on the flesh he had felt disintegrating under his grasp. He finally found what he was looking for and dragged it out of the mess, liquid pouring from its barrel. 

As he ran out of the room, he slid involuntarily so he gripped the door frame and swung himself in the direction he needed to go, momentum speeding him toward the room at the top of the hall. Eyes swimming, blood booming in his ears.

He flung himself shoulder-first at the door, not caring that he knew better. When it didn’t give, he hit it again with no more luck. When he grabbed the handle, he realised it wasn’t locked. 

In the second that hung in the space between turning the handle and throwing open the door, he had just enough time to wish goodbye and good luck to the part of him still heading home to Anna, and to hope that the dripping gun in his hand would still fire. He did not have time to think about the choices taken from him or to regret ever having learned about a shortcut through a nowhere street. 

That would come later. 








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Sitting on the cold cement floor was giving me a sore ass and cramped legs but these were a small price to pay in pursuit of pseudoscience. My mother said once, “Wil, I don’t know where this morbid fascination with ghosts and dead things is going to lead you” and my father said way more than once, “Wil, if you don’t learn to buck up and apply yourself, I don’t like to think about where you’ll end up”. I looked around at the crumbling, rusting interior of the prison and couldn’t help but smile.

I never considered myself a true believer so much as someone who truly wanted to believe. I had no personal experience of the paranormal, no inexplicable night-time childhood incident to set me on my course. Instead, the supernatural crept into my youth through books and films, becoming a fantasy that made more sense to me than knights and dragons or small Japanese creatures that needed to be captured and collected. The fantasy became a preoccupation and the preoccupation became habit, a permanent part of my personality. My investigatory experience was a history of confirming that none of the lights or smells or noises I came across were the least bit otherworldly in nature. So it goes when you’re chasing ghosts, most of your time is spent proving that what you want to believe in doesn’t exist.

The east wing of the prison stretched out before me, tall and narrow, lit only by the moon peeping in through the skylight windows. Most of these were missing their glass and I wondered whether a window with no glass was really a window anymore and not just a hole. There were rows of cells on both sides of the corridor and above these, another floor of the same. The upper cells were reached by stairs and a metal walkway that ran along the four walls. The vast space between the opposing sides of this walkway was fitted with an iron mesh to deny the dubious luxuries of suicide or a hospital stay to the prisoners housed in the upper cells.

By the time the place was shut down, it was known as Parkhurst Correctional Facility but when it opened (and then locked) its doors over a hundred years earlier, it was simply Winter Prison, named after its commissioning governor, Terrence Winter. The prison eventually took the less ominous name of Parkhurst from the township that grew around it to accommodate the guards, bakers, butchers, and other merchants, along with their families, that made their living off the backs of the inmates. As the city expanded, the township became a suburb with the prison lurking on its outermost edge, hidden behind artificial hills to save the free Parkhurst residents a constant reminder of why they were able to take advantage of such low property prices. These hills were reputed to be filled with city waste and the bodies of careless or recalcitrant convict labourers. Whether this was true or not, plenty of death had been recorded within these walls, some doled out by the inmates, some by the guards, but most by the government. Hangings which eventually gave way to electrocutions as science caught up to society’s desire to punish. 

Given this history it had, as per Doug’s classification, a “promise of high yield”. After a year or so with Douglas J. Allan Paranormal Investigations, this was my eleventh investigation but despite Doug’s occasional promises of high yield and my own brilliant methods, we had not yet managed to crack the case of life after death or solve the mystery of the paranormal in general.

Regardless, I knew in a few weeks’ time we’d be poking around some other building, all of us stuck like our peers, from the enthusiastic amateurs to the televised “professionals”, between dreams of personal glory and the nobler fantasy of lifting the curtain and proving that life isn’t as boring as ninety years of breathing or as obvious as crumbling walls and rusting iron. 

There was also the desperation to recapture childhood thrills, for some the first time they saw a bedtime shadow move out of sync, for most of us a memory of the time our parents sat us in front of a TV in the hopes of a few moments of peace without paying attention to what was on. I’m sure if an honest poll was conducted of the world’s leading paranormal experts, more would credit their career choice to movies like Ghostbusters and Poltergeist that brought the supernatural to the masses than to parapsychologists like John Beloff and Harvey Irwin who brought it to the textbooks.

Something stirred along the corridor.

I watched as one of the cell-doors opened slowly, the torturous sound of squealing metal echoing toward me as a rich, red glow crept into the corridor. 

With as little movement as possible I brought up my camera and clicked off two shots while quietly saying, “Flash, flash” for the benefit of the recording equipment. It took a while to get used to vocalising every action and sound for posterity but by now it was a firmly ingrained habit.

Familiar hopeful butterflies in my stomach touched down again as a living, breathing head attached to a disappointingly corporeal body came into sight. The miner’s lamp crowning the head was filtered red just like my camera flash, the purpose being to preserve an investigator’s night-vision, though it doesn’t hurt that it looks cool.

“Time is zero-four-fifty. Have exited Cell Twelve-B, north end of east wing. Closing door.” The door closed with another metallic scream. “Approaching Wil Tagg. End recording.”

Liam walked toward me, one hand moving to his homemade utility belt, turning off his audio recorder with a soft click. Even in the half-light, I could see his blue overalls were coated in some kind of white dust.

“Zero-four-fifty. Still seated at south end of east wing. Liam Andriano has exited Cell Twelve-B and is approaching. End recording.”

He turned off his headlamp, switching to his similarly red-filtered flashlight. I stood, switched mine on too, and saw that his face was covered in the same chalky substance as his overalls. Now that he was up close, the smell told me it was soot.

Liam happily spent most of his time during investigations in air-conditioning shafts, wall cavities and other hidden crevices. I once suggested that his fixation with small spaces was fuelled by a subconscious urge to crawl back inside his mother’s womb. He had countered that the same could be said of any man during sex. I swiftly ended the conversation at that point, unable to match his gambit.

“How did you get in there? I’ve been here since we set up.”

He wiped his brow, uncovering a swath of pink skin amidst his powder-coated face. It was of constant amazement to me that he didn’t suffer from serious respiratory or skin conditions.

“Started off in an oven, there was a hole and…” he paused to check his watch, “two hours and eleven minutes later I’m in Twelve-B.” 

He sounded neither mystified nor surprised by this series of events. 

“Anything interesting?”

“Architecturally yes, otherwise no,” he replied. “Took some temps and EMF’s.” 

Common speak for temperature readings (I had an infra-red thermometer in my backpack) and Electromagnetic Field readings (I favoured a Trifield meter, also in my backpack). There’s no proof that temperature changes or disruptions in the EM field are proof of ghostly activity but until someone proves otherwise or invents working proton packs and ghost traps for us to play with, we have to make do.

“You get anything out here?” Liam asked in return.

“Not that I noticed but maybe something will turn up later,” I said. “Just about to do question time if you want to join?” 

He nodded and I placed my recorder on the ground between us.

“This is Wil and Liam, located at south end of east wing,” I began awkwardly. “Time is zero-four-fifty-four. If there is anyone here that would like to talk to us, please feel free to do so.”

After a suitable pause to allow the recorder to pick up any EVP’s (think electronically captured ghost-talk) I continued.

“Can you see us? Can you hear us?” 

I was glad that the low light prevented us from having to look each other in the eye because I always felt stupid conducting question time, like a kid playing celebrity interviewer. 

After another pause, Liam chipped in, and I felt less self-conscious.

“What is your name?” He spoke loudly, with no trace of discomfort. “How can we help you?”

“Where are you?” I added after another pause.

“Are you dead? Do you know you’re dead?” 

We went on like this for fifteen minutes, questions followed by silence rather than answers.

“Do you know that I love you?” I always finished with this one, figured it had to be a button-pusher.

“What happens to our pets when they die? Are you a dog?” Liam’s standard sign-off ended with a series of barks and growls.

We lingered for a couple of minutes, letting the recorder run in case anyone wanted to leave a parting message. After this, we took apart the tripod and wireless camera that had been feeding back to Central Control and started making our own way back there.

As we moved through the prison, I did my best not to drop Doug’s expensive camera while Liam swung the tripod around like a baton, giving me his critique of a Supernatural rerun he watched lately. We crossed an open courtyard and entered the main building where we stopped talking, wary of fouling up someone else’s recording.

Turning a corner in a service corridor at the back of the building, we stopped short, shielding our eyes from the overpowering white glow flooding from an open doorway up ahead. We looked at one another, shrugged, and went into the light.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Once my eyes adjusted to the glow, they took in a large space that once served as the prison kitchen. Long departed fridges, exhaust hoods and other appliances had left their phantom, grease-brown imprints on the grubby walls. 

In the middle of the room, a spotlight and video camera stood side by side, looking down at a set of old-fashioned keys on the floor. Between the light and the camera, a middle-aged woman sat on a folding chair, also looking at the brass keys. 

Across the room, a matching spotlight and camera took in this scene and an almost matching woman, her hair a little darker, half-moon glasses perched on her nose, sat on an identical folding chair, observing.

Marian and Eloise Davis were sisters whose sole areas of interest in the field were psychometry and the use of trigger objects. Psychometry refers to the ability to make associations such as memories or feelings from touching a person or object. Trigger objects, such as the set of old prison keys the sisters were using, are items believed to hold a special significance to a place or person, used in the hope that a spirit will concentrate its energy on acting upon said item. They once caught on camera an antique fire-fighter’s helmet wobbling slightly without being touched. I had seen the clip, it was pretty good. Better yet, the group they were part of at the time was called IN-SPECTRES. Much better than DAPI which, when spoken (dappy), sounded like Swedish baby food.

Marian kept her focus on the keys while Eloise looked away from her sister just long enough to give us a distracted smile. Not the most exciting pair but give them an inanimate object to play with and just watch them light up.

We continued on, eventually passing through a tall archway into the mess hall, a cavernous space in the middle of the prison, lit up with several of Doug’s spotlights. It housed Central Control which referred to two separate yet mutually inclusive components. It was the nest of computers, monitors and other tech that co-ordinated and recorded our activity and it was also Douglas J. Allan, who sat amidst the glowing screens and tidily spread cords, collating, compiling, commanding. With his sensible haircut and starched short-sleeve shirts, he looked as if he had been assembled in the same factory as his gear.

One of the laptops by his side displayed thermal imagery from a camera mounted somewhere inside the prison while another acted as a computerised ghost-box, randomly generating sequences of numbers and letters as part of a program that Doug and his son Cal had developed based on the idea that an entity would be able to interact with the program and create words or number sequences out of the chaos. I wasn’t sure how the ghosts of illiterate convicts would wrap themselves around this but it definitely looked impressive. 

Doug had a tablet in his hand and was flipping through the feeds from various cameras we had set up around the complex. When he looked over his shoulder and saw us standing patiently, awaiting instruction, he made a series of quick movements with his finger and popped the tablet back into its dock, now displaying four different feeds, each taking up a quarter of its screen. 

On the bottom left tile, the view was dark-green, night-vision, showing a seated figure and a large square object in an otherwise empty space. My heart gave a little kick.

We waited while he typed some figures into a spreadsheet on the widescreen monitor before him. We didn’t expect a “won’t be a second” or a “sorry, be right with you” and weren’t disappointed. Liam busied himself scraping some black stuff from under his right thumbnail with his left thumbnail but only succeeded in transferring it across. I watched, hypnotised, as he began the process again in reverse while I ran through names that shat all over DAPI. Dark Ops, Night Watch, P.A.R.A Troopers or just P.A.R.A. (Paranormal and Anomalous Research Agency). Liam once came up with I.N.D.A.R.K. but we were never able to come up with the component words to justify the acronym.

“Anything?” Doug asked without bothering to turn around.

We both answered in the negative.

“It’s zero-five-fourteen, I want us out before zero-six-hundred. Wil, help Samantha pack up. Liam, collect Stuart.”

We about-faced and marched off like good henchmen. The group had done a walkthrough on arrival so we knew where to find the others. If anyone felt the need to move from their area during an investigation, they first needed to report back to Doug. The only exception was Liam, due to his almost constant motion through pipes, crawlspaces and other womb surrogates.

As we mounted the metal staircase that led from the mess hall to the upper floors of the main building, a thought occurred to me.

“I didn’t see any oven in that kitchen.”

“Huh?”

“The oven you said you went through earlier?”

“It was down in the basement, in the crematorium.”

When we reached the top of the stairs, I turned my flashlight on him. He smiled, cream-coloured teeth showing from a death mask apparently made up of the ashen remains of at least a few inmates. I could tell he wasn’t joking, just serenely happy, a man living his best life, one who attended paranormal and psychic conventions to converse with likeminded people, went to hiking and camping expos to see if the latest climbing or spelunking gear could aid his endeavours. He did this without shame or self-consciousness, and I envied him.

The only person I had ever spoken to outside of the group about what we did was my brother Jo, short for Johan just as mine is short for Wilhelm, which are the kind of names you end up with when both parents have German heritage but neither has a sense of humour. Even then, it was delivered with some inward cringing and a warning not to tell said parents, who I didn’t want to give yet another reason to bemoan the fate of their single, late-twenties, non-college-educated son who drank too much and earned too little. At least they had Jo, the younger, college-educated, engaged to be married, and all-round better child who made in a month what I made in three. He had been living in Bangkok the past few years, working as head of something for a company that wasn’t an airline but issued airline tickets or maybe made systems that issued airline tickets. I could never remember and had asked too many times to ask again. He was engaged to a woman he’d met at his company where she held a job as important and indecipherable as his.

We walked together for a bit before Liam stopped and gently knocked at a closed door. He waited a moment before entering. 

“Stuart, wake up, it’s home time,” I heard him say.

I kept going as what first sounded like a gentle buzzing grew louder and louder until it was the roar of a thousand pissed-off bees. I mounted a small set of concrete steps to the room housing this noise, shone my flashlight on the closed iron door, and saw a familiar piece of red tape with the simple identifier “SAM” inscribed in thick marker. To most people, the sound coming from behind that door would be enough to get their fillings vibrating and their feet moving in the opposite direction but as soon as I heard this blank, static sound, I only saw Samantha, her face and other body parts. 

Sam had chosen one of the solitary-cells as her base. In the early days of Winter Prison, a stay in one of these tiny rooms could last as little as one day or as long, in one case, as eleven years. In the museum section of the prison there was a glass-encased relic dubbed the “Holy Helper” which looked like a vicious cross between a chastity belt, muzzle and bear trap. It had been fitted to any particularly self-enamoured inmates in these cells to ensure they had no time for diversion from prayer and reflection. I entered the room, pointing my flashlight at myself to show who was there, in a romantic frame of mind despite the setting.

She sat on the floor beside a bulky instrument that looked like the lovechild of a boombox and a small spacecraft. She reached over and pressed a button on its side and silence filled the tiny room. Parts of me I hadn’t known were clenched loosened themselves now that Sam’s white noise generator was shut off.

“Zero-five-twenty, cell door opened by Wil Tagg in the last thirty seconds. End track.”

She clicked off the recorder that hung from a cord around her neck and turned on her own flashlight, thoughtfully pointing it at the wall rather than my face.

She wore no ear protection during her white noise sessions but assured me that once you got used to it, the sound was as soothing as the ocean lapping against the shore. She would spend further hours listening back to her recordings at home to check if a talkative spirit had piggy-backed on the thick, senseless soundwaves. Searching for EVP through hours of audio was a drawn-out process for which I had neither the patience nor fortitude. I took the briefest audio recordings possible and by the end of dissecting those I had usually begun to tab between my audio analysis program, Goodreads and porn.

“Time to saddle up and ride out,” I said, and then groaned inwardly. 

I was never great with the ladies, but I was hopeless around the ones I really liked. The first time I met Sam, she was wearing skinny jeans which emphasised the sparse but perfectly proportioned curves of her slim body, and her glossy black hair was brushed over one shoulder, leaving the other side of her long, pale neck on display. All this and a Kolchak – The Night Stalker t-shirt. I hadn’t even been able to say hello or introduce myself properly, had instead cough-laughed a noise that sounded like my name. 

After our first meeting, I spent three months and four investigations trying to work up the courage to ask her out. Then she had shown up with an engagement ring on her finger. Now, I was stuck admiring her from afar, sneaking glances both affectionate and yearning, which sucked but at least meant I didn’t need to do anything about it.

She rose to her feet in a way that couldn’t have been as graceful as it looked to me and then stretched, arching her back and exposing her navel. I did my best to avert my eyes without missing anything.

“Any excitement tonight?”

“Nope,” I replied, playing it safe.

“Maybe next time…we live for next time,” she said playfully.

I smiled because I couldn’t think of anything charming or relevant to say and busied myself dismantling one of Doug’s camera/tripod combos. When she bent over to grab her gear, I told myself to stop looking, but I was barely listening.

As we left the room, she closed the door behind us and tore off the piece of red tape bearing her name before smacking it lovingly onto the side of her generator.

By the time we arrived at the top of the stairs, Liam and Stuart had just reached the bottom and were stepping into the light emerging from the mess hall. Stuart had his clipboard tucked under one arm, a pillow under the other. He was adamant the pillow was required because the canvas of the folding chairs didn’t agree with his bulk, but I had yet to take part in an investigation that didn’t end with our resident medium fast asleep, head resting on pillow, snoring gently.

“Liam and I have a theory that Doug keeps Stuart around because he hopes a spirit will possess him while he’s sleeping,” I whispered, as we took the stairs. 

It certainly wasn’t because of an overwhelming success rate in contacting the beyond. He occasionally suffered headaches he interpreted as anxious ghosts trying to communicate, other times found himself unable to breathe as a vengeful spirit clamped his chest. It sounded a lot like migraines and asthma to me.

“I think Doug’s happy to have anyone around who’ll follow his orders,” she replied under her breath. “Stuart’s van probably doesn’t hurt either.”

While I composed a perfect response that would serve as an expansion of her statement and an act of complicity between us, we made it downstairs, through the hallway, and back to the mess hall in silence at which point I realised my latest chance to shine so brightly that she broke apart her engagement just to have me had been missed. 

Liam, Stuart and the Davis sisters were gathered around Doug who was issuing instructions. I looked over at Liam who flicked his head at Stuart and rolled his eyes with exasperation rather than malice. 

In truth, the main reason that Stuart Westing was part of DAPI was because he wanted to be. If you are willing to show up on a semi-regular basis with the required gear then you will find a place in the paranormal community, which is inclusive above all else, even if this inclusiveness has allowed for the cynical shysters and disturbed minds that many consider a general representation of our community.

While Doug, the legally responsible party, made his way around the compound to ensure all doors and windows were locked, the rest of us hustled the gear out to Stuart’s van. 

Stuart carried out a single bag and then stood, holding the van’s back door open, as if without him martyring himself in the cold dawn air, it might swing shut and kill one of us. Soon after we had retrieved the last of the equipment, Doug appeared to confirm that we were done and then retreated into the prison to fetch our remaining member.

Doug’s son Cal, who was somewhere between his late teens and early twenties – it was hard to tell with all the black eyeliner – was also part of DAPI but whether by choice or due to his father’s insistence, I didn’t know because Cal never actually spoke to any of us. Other things he didn’t do included smiling, taking photos, recording audio, or helping with the gear. His contribution involved placing himself far away from the rest of us and attempting to commune with the dead in the old-fashioned “I invoke the spirits” style, surrounded by thick black candles and ominous looking books which I hoped didn’t contain any spells or incantations that worked because if ever an individual looked like he’d happily put up his hand for Slytherin, it was Cal. I could just see us all writhing on the floor as he cruciated us one by one.

When father and son appeared at the prison doors, Cal favoured us with a dour look before heading to Doug’s immaculate SUV with his army surplus duffel full of candles and malice. He climbed into the passenger seat and slammed the door and as Doug locked the jail doors, I was sure I saw his shoulders twitch. I was sure they twitched again as Cannibal Corpse’s classic ballad “Meat Hook Sodomy” erupted from his vehicle. Death metal is a bit melodramatic for my tastes, I’m punk through and through, at least in terms of musical taste, not so much politics, ideals or standing for anything, but I could appreciate Cal’s dedication to his image.

“Zero-five-fifty-eight. We are out and locked,” Doug intoned, shoving the keys he had used to lock the door and the antique set the Davis sisters had used through the mail slot. “Team instructed to meet at usual location, one week from tomorrow, nineteen-hundred hours. All members instructed to have their reports completed and uploaded prior to meeting.” This was Doug’s way of saying “Bye guys, it’s been such fun. See you at my place next Monday, 7pm, bring your homework!” 

He pocketed his recorder and walked away without another word. Soon his car was leaving the lot, trailing death metal as it passed by the sign that read “Thank you for visiting Parkhurst Correctional Facility Visitor Centre and Museum – Tell your friends that prison can be fun!”

No-one saluted ironically at his taillights or voiced any opinions. It takes a certain type of person to unify and direct people, to source leads and convince right-minded individuals and institutions to allow a group of strange strangers into their house, heritage-listed building, disused church, or active cemetery. DAPI was Doug’s baby and if you didn’t like it, then you could go play spooks by yourself. 

After saying our goodbyes to Sam and the sisters, who were carpooling in the sisters’ mint-green hatchback, Stuart, Liam and I piled into Stuart’s van. Having to white-knuckle through haphazard driving and directionless stories wasn’t great but neither of us possessed transport and throwing Stuart an occasional twenty to keep fuel in his tank was cheaper and easier than trying to get an Uber at odd hours in odd places. As we left the prison grounds, he narrowly avoided hitting their carefully crafted sign while once again telling us about the time he heard a disembodied voice tell him to stop eating white bread.

When Stuart dropped me outside my apartment building, I stayed at the curb just long enough to savour the usual squealing brakes and angry honks as he pulled back into traffic without signalling. Satisfied, I hurried inside and pounded up the two flights of stairs to my one-bedroom mansion. 

My apartment was small but the rent wasn’t bad for a place just outside the city centre and the big plus was the private laundry room which led on to the bathroom. Due to some complex system of vents and fans running throughout the building, my little laundry always smelled of cigarette smoke and fried onions but otherwise I had no complaints. I took a quick shower then dressed for work. 

While I was trying to find a clean shirt, I heard yelling coming from somewhere but was in too much of a rush to pay attention. Still buttoning and tucking my shirt, I raced out of my apartment, slamming the door behind me on my way out. 

Another shout. 

This time it sounded like someone calling my name. Sounded like it was coming from the other side of the door I had just closed. 

I checked the time on my phone, swore and went back inside for a quick evaluation but there was no yelling person in my home, and my TV and stereo were both off. 

The yelling started again from somewhere else, and I shook my head. Probably coming through the vent in my laundry room. It still sounded like someone calling my name, but it was probably some irritable spouse or roommate yelling something like “I WILL take the fucking garbage out”. 

I cursed their garbage and ran.
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My computer’s clock ticked over to one, so I removed my headset and pressed the lunch button on my phone. If I was five minutes late getting back or died choking on a sandwich, it made no difference, in exactly sixty minutes my phone would return to ready mode and if I wasn’t there, the little robotic voice would still say “Incoming Call”.  Our phones didn’t ring any more, even the illusion of choice had been taken from us, and now the calls just pumped into our ears, leaving us helpless to do anything except say “Thank you for calling Alliance Worldwide Insurance, how may I help you?”.

Before working for Alliance as a customer service agent, also known as a phone monkey, I had worked as a bartender, aka drink monkey, and apart from the insurance industry allowing me the luxury of sitting rather than standing, it didn’t make much difference if I was handing out pale ales or health cover. Either way, I sold my time and service to a corporation and when I had done this for enough hours in a row, I was allowed to go home before starting over again the next day.

I grew up believing in the Minutemen’s D. Boon when he sang about promises that don’t mean shit, and about reading the lies between the lines, and I still agreed with Fugazi’s strident warnings to pay attention to what you’re buying, to know when to say no, so I wasn’t unaware of the delicious club sandwich-like layers of moral compromise and modified principles that needed to be swallowed for a punk kid like me to graduate from selling a fatly-taxed, highly-profitable opiate to spending my days instilling fear in people about their money and possessions, but if I didn’t wake each morning as proud and purposeful as my teenage self would have liked, I at least went to sleep each night with roof overhead.

Rising from my desk, I inadvertently made eye contact with Mandy who was stuck on a call that sounded like it was going around in circles. She smiled at me and rolled her eyes. I pulled something between a grimace and a grin and quickly looked away as I gathered my stuff.

Mandy’s first week at Alliance coincided with a mandatory-attendance office party at which, due to a combination of social discomfort and free booze, I got drunk and then drunker and then either asked her out or propositioned her, I could never remember which. I also couldn’t remember her exact response, but I woke up alone the next morning so had to assume the worst. Shortly after this, with her training finished, she was moved to the desk opposite mine. Since then, we spent our days on either side of the same thin partition and I did my utmost to avoid talking to her, or being alone with her, because she was way too nice to me and I couldn’t tell if this niceness was due to guilt-fuelled sympathy for the rejection she’d given me, her way of dealing with my awkwardness, or of hiding her own, but I couldn’t be party to any of it. 

Several times, I had been on the verge of simply apologising to her, telling her I wasn’t normally a lecherous creep, but the words wouldn’t come out. Plus, if all I had done was ask her out, I didn’t want to make things worse by dredging it up again, as if I’d decided to come at it from another angle.

“Hey, apropos of nothing, I’m not a rapist so it is totally safe to go for a drink with me.”

So, I kept my distance, kept making accidental eye contact and offering apologetic half-smiles when I did. I’d seriously considered closing my eyes and feeling my way to and from my desk but that was likely to lead to an even worse moment of impropriety. Based on the normal interactions I heard Mandy have with others, she was whip smart and funny. Once again, as I headed for the elevators, I tried not to think of what might have been.

I joined a handful of others waiting in complicit quiet by the elevators. The only two things most of us had in common were that we wanted to get downstairs, and we all worked for the same multinational insurance provider, often referred to in the media and our minds as All Liars, due to current business methods and a past shrouded in suspiciously high profits made in some otherwise distracted European countries during the early nineteen-forties.

As usual, despite this dearth of common interest, somebody cracked under the pressure and broke the silence which had been working perfectly well. Soon, a chain of unnecessary pleasantries began to coil through the group. 

“How are you?” 

“Good, you?” 

“Can’t complain…who’d listen! Busy?” 

“Oh, you know it! You?” 

“Oh yeah!” 

As we stepped into the elevator, an older guy with a decent moustache asked me how my day was going without managing to sound the least bit curious. I wanted to say, “Not great, I had to kill my giraffe this morning, I think he was cheating on me”, but instead, I gave an oddly pitched laugh and said something about Mondays. When we reached the ground, we poured out like escaping prisoners.

I bought a deli sandwich and headed to my usual lunch spot in front of the city library, where perfectly maintained gardens attracted their usual afternoon collection of college kids, office workers and old folks. Peaceful but central enough to escape the fate of the parklands on the outskirts of the city that had been given over to drug dealers, homeless people, unsuspecting tourists, and old folks. You can’t keep retirees away from a nice bit of greenery.

I grabbed an unoccupied bench and soon I was chewing automatically on my overpriced sandwich while lost in my second-hand copy of Peter Underwood’s No Common Task – Autobiography of a Ghost Hunter. Underwood was describing the beginnings of the Ghost Club and I imagined myself in their London chambers, nestled in an overstuffed leather chair by a roaring fire, a huge brandy balloon in one hand and a cigar in the other while Arthur Conan Doyle and I discussed our latest adventures in spiritualism. Between the fire and the brandy, good old C.D. and I were getting nicely toasted, sharing ever more hair-raising tales, while the London fog pressed against the windows to eavesdrop. I was so caught up in my Boy’s Own fantasy that I was almost late back to work, where there was sadly neither brandy nor cigars. 

The day dragged on and my lack of sleep caught up with me, making every call more of a chore than usual. Not for the first time, I wished I had the skills to escape this infinite phone loop, to produce something tangible and helpful to the world for which the world in turn would pay me. Where would I and all the other phone monkeys find ourselves when the zombie apocalypse hit? Where would the office chimps and retail baboons end up when law and order was a memory? We’d be herded into cages by the carpenters and the mechanics. Lumberjacks would eat us for energy, doctors would strip us for parts, and
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