 What you take with you

Your parents will tell you that the monsters under your bed are only in your mind, but you should understand that that doesn't make you any safer. After all, what could be worse than having these things, these creatures of nightmare, with you everywhere you go? At home or at school, at work or on the bus, they never leave you. You carry them, nurture them, and they can make their presence felt at any moment of their choosing. Being taken unawares by the monsters… it happens more often than you'd think.

***

Jamie Harper had been having an awful day. He'd woken up after a restless, terrible dream-filled sleep and left for the office with the unshakeable feeling that he was being followed, which of course was stupid. It started as he was walking along the road on his way to the tube station and cursing at his iPod for seemingly deleting all of his playlists. As he reached the corner of his street where the hedge obscured his view of the next road, he walked straight into someone coming the other way. Mumbling an apology, he glanced up and found that there was nobody there. Frowning and looking around, he continued on his way. 

He’d always considered himself lucky for living at the far end of the underground line as he usually managed to get himself a seat in the mornings, although today as he’d hopped aboard the carriage and narrowly missed being caught in the doors, he’d looked around and seen that all the seats were taken. Sighing to himself, he took hold of the hand rail and stood in the centre of the carriage, half leaning, half hanging and wishing he’d called in sick. At the next stop, when another batch of sour faced commuters began to board, a man in an overcoat squeezed past Jamie and sat down directly in front of him. He stared down at the man burying himself intently in his newspaper and blinked. He could have sworn someone had been sitting there not a second before. He cursed himself for being half asleep and missing the empty seat. 

Things like this continued to happen to him throughout the day. He’d stepped away from his desk and into the little kitchenette that served his entire floor as a source for tea, coffee and a place to cram sandwiches into an ancient refrigerator and was waiting for the kettle to boil. As he stared in a half focused way at the notice board advertising first aid courses and sponsored walks, he heard the door open and close behind him. A draft made him shiver, and he turned to nod at whoever else was looking for a five minute escape from work, but there was nobody there. He couldn’t help but feel that it was the same nobody he’d encountered twice today already. Feeling the hairs stand up on the back of his neck, he decided to forgo his coffee and walked briskly back to his desk. 

His feelings of unease grew after he was convinced someone had been looking over his shoulder the entire time he’d spent in the rows and rows of filing cabinets where they kept the client files, even though he was the only one who ever bothered to actually do any of the filing anyway, thank you very much. He couldn’t wait for this day to be over so he could get home and shut the door behind him. Maybe he was coming down with something, he thought. Maybe he’d actually take that sick day tomorrow. 

His mood brightened once he returned home. His flatmate was away for a couple of nights and all he wanted to do was put his feet up in front of the television with a couple of beers and a pizza before he crashed out. He felt quite at ease until a muffled thump coming from the bathroom made him jump. Hoping against hope that it wasn’t the rickety cabinet coming down off the wall again he went to investigate, but for the life of him couldn’t find what had made the noise. Before he went back to the sofa, he stopped in front of the shower curtain that he’d left pulled around the bath. He made as if to tug it back and then wondered why. “Stupid” he muttered to himself as he walked out, leaving it in place. 

A couple of hours later he was in bed and had been trying to finish reading an article he’d saved about the ten greatest gangster movies ever made, but had had trouble concentrating and given up halfway through the synopsis of Scarface. He was fairly sure he was suffering from exhaustion or stress and was now completely certain that he was going to spend the day in bed tomorrow. He then realised it had been going on five minutes since he’d put down his magazine but had made no move to turn off the light. Rolling onto his side, he reached out for the bedside lamp, his fingers hesitating above the switch. Growing angry with himself for being such a child, he flicked it off. Moments later, a deep, breathy voice right by his ear said “Sleep well, Jamie.”
  						
***

Timothy Davies was eight years old, and as usual, was the last to finish getting changed after PE. Everybody else had gone to lunch or out to play on the big field. He could hear some of their shouts in the distance, but here in the changing rooms he was all alone. All alone, that is, except for the creature that was waiting on the other side of the row of lockers. He could hear it breathing. They knew each other of old, the creature and he, but that didn’t make it any less terrifying each time it came to him.

He froze, shirt half buttoned, and gulped. He always wanted to cry when he knew it was close, but as his dad frequently reminded him, he was a big boy now. Besides, the last time he’d cried at school, Steven Thompson had teased him about it for weeks. He wasn’t going to let it happen this time, even if there was nobody else around to see. He wondered if he could get out into the hall before it caught him and he had to see its face again. Slowly, holding his breath, he reached for his bag and started to edge along the row of lockers, planning to run for the door with his eyes straight ahead as soon as he could. But it knew what he wanted to do. It always knew. It was following his movements along to the end of the row on the other side, he could tell. He started to panic. Nobody else was likely to come in here at lunch time, and by the time the next class came in this afternoon, it could be too late. This time it might have killed him.

A huge, hairy hand with cracked and filthy claws appeared around the edge of the locker, slowly followed by an enormous, shaggy and misshapen head. It smiled with a mouth full of awful teeth and looked down at him. It was at least three times taller than Timothy, and he was the fifth tallest boy in his class. As the rest of its body slunk into view it blocked his path, forcing him to retreat. He could just see the door behind the monster, but it was too far, too far...
“Hello, Tim.” Its voice was surprisingly soft, for such a huge and ugly thing. It almost purred, almost whispered. “What are you doing in here all alone, Tim?” The boy briefly considered shutting his eyes and telling himself there was no danger, just like his mum had taught him whenever he’d told her about the monster, but he knew in his heart that it wouldn’t work. It was as real as real could be. 
“N-nothing” he said. “I’m getting changed and I have to go back to class. They’ll be looking for me.” He said. The monster moved a step closer, regarding him with cold eyes. 
“That’s a lie, Tim. A horrible lie. You’re all alone.” For every step back that Timothy took, the monster took one closer. “Maybe I’ll eat you this time, Tim. For lying to me. Maybe I’ll eat you whole. How about that?” It held up its great right hand and displayed the claws there for Timothy to see. “Or maybe I’ll pull out your guts and show them to you.” The backs of Timothy’s knees bumped up against the bench that ran between the rows of lockers and he cried out involuntarily. The monster chuckled and took another step forward. It was always the same. It always caught him unawares, and always it would threaten to eat him, or hurt him. Hiding under his bed covers never helped, as it would just stay there until morning, taunting and threatening. He hated it. He hated it. Suddenly from nowhere, Timothy found his courage. He’d heard that if you stood up to a bully, they would back down. Here goes nothing, he thought. 

Its massive shoulders were hunched, but still Timothy had to crane his neck to look up at it. He straightened himself up and stared it right in its ugly face. 
“You get out of my way right now.” He said. “I’m not going to listen to you anymore. I’m leaving and I don’t want to see you again, okay?” It stopped in its tracks, cocked its head to one side and looked shocked. Trembling, Timothy dared to believe for a moment that he’d done it, he’d faced down his biggest fear and won. But then the monster laughed, a nasty dry sound that made Timothy feel sick. 
“Just for that, I’m going to eat your eyes, Tim-Tim.” It said, and reached out a long arm towards his face. Left with no other choice, Timothy ducked under the monster and ran past, out into the main changing room and straight into the P.E Teacher.

“Be careful! What are you still doing in here, Tim? Lunch started fifteen minutes ago. And tuck your shirt in!” Timothy’s heart was racing and he dared to look back over his shoulder, but the monster wasn’t there. 
“I’m going now sir. Sorry sir.” He slung his backpack over his shoulder and walked toward the changing room door as slowly as he dared. It had been a close call today, and maybe next time it really would eat him just like it said, but that was next time. Now, he was out in the school corridor and there were other kids and teachers everywhere and he was safe. He even started to feel a little better, until he glimpsed its horrible face staring out at him from the reflection in class 2-B’s window for a just fraction of a second as he walked by.  


 ***
Stanley Morris lived alone and took little pleasure in life. Over the years he’d driven away his family and making friends had never interested him much, which suited him just fine. People usually steered clear of him once they got wind of that awful business back east. Nothing had ever been proven, but it left a nasty taste in people’s mouths all the same. 

Once a year, on the same day every year, a door appeared in Stanley’s apartment that hadn’t been there before.  The first few times he had been afraid to see what was inside, but after he finally worked up the courage to open it and step through, after that, well, he looked forward to this night coming more than any other. This had become his reason for being, the thing that got him through the misery of his daily grind. He'd raced home from his shift at the hotel where he worked as a porter and burst into the hallway before finally standing in front of the door. The door itself didn't look anything special. It fitted in perfectly with the rest of his place and appeared in the wall next to his closet. No, it was what waited for him on the other side that thrilled him. He couldn't wait to see what was in store for him this year. Not being able to stand the anticipation any longer, he opened it wide and stepped into the fears of Kim Forbes, aged twenty three. 

She was sitting all alone on a low wall, a few feet from a bus stop sign. The street was quiet and poorly lit with a few houses and a shop that had shut for the night on the corner opposite. Through a gap in the hedge behind her, he could see she was cold. She was shivering slightly, pulling her flimsy cardigan around her, steaming breath mixing with the light fog that had begun to appear here in recent nights. Stanley smiled to himself. This was going to be sweet. These little adventures of his were so liberating. He didn’t know how or why he was given these opportunities each year, and he didn’t much care. He only hoped to make it worthwhile, given the short time he had here.

Kim shifted uncomfortably on the wall, then got up and walked to the bus timetable. Hunching over to read it and checking the time on her mobile for the tenth time, she sighed, straightened up and stamped her feet in an effort to keep warm. She had been out with a friend in an unfamiliar part of town, but an argument had caused her to storm out and make her way home alone. She was coming to regret that decision now, as even finding a bus stop that would get her onto the first of the four night buses that would take her home had been hard enough. Stanley found, as he always did in these situations, that he knew this instinctively. He could taste it. He decided to begin his night’s work.

 Moving silently to the other side of the hedge where she stood, he watched her. Every so often, she would turn her head this way and that, looking out for a bus or for other people coming along this silent, empty street. She was wary. That was a good start. Stanley knew from past experience that people couldn’t see him unless he wanted them to, and that if he did, they wouldn’t see the face that the real world saw when it looked at him every day. No, they’d see something rather more frightening and altogether personal. Even so, he enjoyed stalking them, preferring to remain hidden and only revealing himself at the perfect moment. 

She was staring along the road away from him, willing a bus to appear so she could get warm and be safe with other people. Stanley brushed his hand back and forth through the hedge, making the leaves rustle. Kim looked back at the hedge distractedly before resuming her vigil. Casting about for something that might make a better impression, Stanley spied an empty beer bottle lying by the path. He picked it up and hefted it toward the nearest street light, missing it just barely. The resultant crash as the bottle smashed in the road made the young woman yelp and spin around, trying to see where it had come from. That was more like it, he though to himself. He wanted her good and jumpy, he wanted her to be a quivering wreck by night’s end to give him something to savour for the rest of the year. Keeping to the hedge still, he crept further along so that he was directly behind her again. A quick rustle of the hedge made her turn again, this time more agitated, and she took a step back towards the kerb. Stanley grinned to himself. He was just getting warmed up. 

Just then, a bus travelling in the wrong direction caught her attention, making her turn away from him again and throw up her hands in frustration. Stanley walked away along the length of the hedge, stepped over a low wall at the other end and marched briskly across the road. The thickening fog was a bonus, he thought. Wonderfully theatrical. He found himself wishing he could record all of this to play back later on. Turning, he took up position on the opposite side of the street. He wanted her to notice him now. He couldn’t be sure what this one would see, not yet, but he was far enough away and it was misty enough that it wouldn’t matter. Just his presence ought to be enough... he coughed once, loudly, just to be certain she heard. Sure enough, she whirled quickly and saw the dark figure watching her from the fog across the street. He sensed her pulse quicken, but to her credit she didn’t let her fear show. She moved back to her seat on the wall, pretending not to have seen him all the while keeping him in her field of vision. He stood there, watching her for a good five minutes, soaking up the discomfort and nervousness that came from her in waves. He started to walk slowly along the pavement and stopped on the kerb directly across from her. She stole a furtive glance at him, plainly afraid now. He debated whether to walk toward her, or allow himself to vanish into the fog and try to pop up beside her in a moment or two but her bus approached and ruined everything.
  
The sense of relief he got from her was palpable. She flagged it down and boarded as quickly as she could. He watched her take a seat by the window and look toward him. He decided to let her see him truly then, just for a moment before he stepped back and melted into the shadows. The satisfaction he got as he saw the colour drain from her face was worth it. 

The bus moved off, its tail lights becoming a fading glow in the mists. It had been fun, but he felt as if he’d been robbed of a grand finale. The door appeared as if from nowhere in a blank wall behind him. He regarded it for a moment or two and made up his mind. He would not be going back, not this time. Stanley Morris was dead. This would be his life from now on. Now, he was Kim’s monster. He’d catch up to her later. When she thought she was safe. 


