
The Neighbour - by Chris Barraclough

He’s doing it again, the bastard. Playing Cliff Richard at two in the fucking morning. If the lack of sleep doesn't drive me mad, then Summer Holiday for the hundredth time this week sure as hell will. But, of course, it’s too late - I already am mad. Not that it would be politically correct to use a word such as ‘mad’ any more. It’s a mental disability, that’s what it is. Head trauma. Fucking brain fairies sprinkling pixie dust about my cranium.

I grip my pillow with sweat-slicked fingers and slide it out from beneath my head, before pressing it as hard as I can into my face. Even death would be a welcome relief at this moment. I’ve never met my neighbour, but already I despise them more than anyone else I’ve ever despised. I honestly thought my mum was the only person in the world who still listened to this junk, but even she's outdone in her love for Cliff by whatever thing has moved in next door. Those gratingly sultry tones seep through my paint-streaked walls at all hours of the day and night, and there’s no escape. Trapped in a shithole flat with Cliff Richard; if I was dead, this would be my own personal version of hell. 

If you’re wondering why I don’t just leave this damn place to escape the torture, it’s because I developed agoraphobia a few months back. I haven’t stuck a foot outside the apartment since a little run-in I had with a mugger, coming out of Tesco’s. No biggie, just a fractured finger and a busted face. The pain faded quick, but the mental damage stuck around to play a little longer, and lately it’s been getting worse. Now I have these blackouts about three times a week. The first one struck at half past eight on the third of August, exactly two months ago. I was gazing out of my window at the featureless dull haze that constitutes a view when my vision suddenly darkened and filled with tiny black bubbles. I only just made it to my bed before I passed out in a sweating heap amongst the crumpled porn mags and empty water bottles.

Precisely three hours later I woke again. When I passed out, the neighbour had been playing Tom Jones at full pelt; upon returning to the world, it was Lionel Ritchie. My dad would have been dancing in circles and waving his arms wildly at his sides; the ‘dad dance’. Personally, I prefer unconsciousness. 

The blackouts started to come more frequently, but I was too afraid to leave the apartment to get myself checked out. My phone had been disconnected so I couldn’t even call anyone for help. Just a passing thing, I figured, fuck it. Brains heal, same as bones and bruises. Just give it some time and the attacks will stop, and I'll finally grow the set of concrete balls I need to step out the door. But then I woke up last Tuesday, face-down amongst a pile of crisp packets, with the Eagles (‘Take It Easy’) echoing around the darkened flat. Immediately I realised something was wrong - or rather, different. Some of the photographs I had pinned to the walls were gone, torn straight off. Someone else had been here. 

I checked the locks on the door, and all five deadbolts were in place. No way could anyone get in through there. Windows - first the bedroom. Closed tight. Second, the bathroom. This one was wedged open a couple of inches. I pulled it up as far as it would go, the splintered wood of the frame biting into my fingers, but all I could manage was a gap of six and a half inches overall (which I measured with an old tape measure I got last Christmas, in a victorious cracker-pull with mum). If the culprit had got into my flat through there, they had to be either a squirrel or a baby. Squirrel was the most likely, as a baby couldn’t scale the walls to reach the photographs.

Just to be sure there were no more visitations, I nailed the window shut and kept the bathroom door closed at all times. Even if the little furry bastard was an Einstein amongst squirrels, there was no way he was getting in through the window again. I was quite chirpy after that, even with the constant barrage of motown ‘hits’, and I whiled away my time by writing whatever came to mind on a large blank pad. My mind was an engine, churning out an endless stream of thoughts and ideas, and I liked to get as many of them down on paper as possible.

It took two days for another blackout to strike, right when I was in the middle of jotting down my opinions on sweet potato. This time when I woke, I found that I’d slumped forwards out of my chair and sprawled across the tattered carpet. A thick streak of dribble had oozed across my pad, which was wedged between my face and the floor, turning my words into a bubbling river of black ink. I pushed myself up to my knees and screamed, my hands clawing at my hair, tearing out frizzy tufts that exploded out into the dusty air like dandelion seeds. More of the photographs had disappeared; bare, yellowing stretches of dry wood was all that remained. 

Barging into the bathroom, my eyes fell on the nails - still embedded in the window frame. Glass was intact. Back into the bedroom, and both the window and the door were locked up tight. I clenched my eyes shut and concentrated on every breath that entered my body, easing the fiery air out of my lungs as slowly and quietly as possible. My heart was kicking like a startled horse, and right then - at that very moment - it started. Gloria Gaynor’s ‘I Will Survive’ at full volume. 

My hand slammed back four of the five deadbolts before I faltered, collapsing against the door. I wept, drawing my fingernails down the wooden surface and peeling away thin shards of dark red paint, which stuck under the tips of my nails like specks of congealed blood. Then, when the tears had formed into a sticky second skin across my cheeks, I turned and walked back to my bed, slinking under the duvet. 

I couldn’t sleep any more. The attacks came more frequently, until they were once or twice a day. Each time, items and photographs would vanish from my flat, and the grim truth could no longer be ignored. I was schizophrenic. The blackouts weren’t blackouts at all - I was actually taking these items and stashing them somewhere. Why, or where, I had no idea. Maybe my other personality was a joker. Maybe he was a complete dick, and enjoyed seeing me suffer - although he never could of course, unless he was somehow secretly videotaping me. I tore the flat apart looking for the missing items and surveillance equipment. Not a damn thing. Maybe my other self wasn’t agoraphobic - yeah, that must be it. He could leave the flat any time he wanted, taking off with my crap - probably selling it. Maybe he’s saving up for a new car or a yacht or some such shit. 

Now here I lie, in a flat that’s almost completely bare. My bed is all that remains, and of course the endless warbling of Cliff tossface Richard. Back home, when my mum played his records on her crappy old ghetto blaster, I could simply leave - go for a stroll through the woods or something. But now, trapped in this flat at two in the fucking morning, there was no stroll to take. Just endless cheesy hits. Please don’t tease me living doll, cos I love you the minute you’re gone. 

Too much. My brain bursts, an excruciating heat filling my skull and almost popping my eyeballs clean out of the sockets. I throw back the deadbolts and my naked form stumbles out into the hallway, expelling sprays of sweat and a vicious stream of curses. I crush my palms against the wall, side-stepping away from my room and towards my neighbour’s door. My eyes are squeezed shut. My forehead scrapes along the rough wallpaper, leaving a dripping smear the whole way. I think I’m whimpering, but I’m not certain. I’m too busy counting each and every step, shouting and screaming the numbers in my head to block out Cliff.

After just a few paces, my stomach is convulsing so bad that I’m sure it’s gonna pull itself right up my throat and burst out from between my lips. My eyes snap open and those familiar black bubbles dance across my vision, bursting and melting right there on my corneas. I want so bad to scream but my lungs are deflated. Already my limbs are turning numb, jerking me along until finally my outstretched fingers nudge something solid. Creeping closer, my hand grips the doorframe and then slides across the door itself, searching for the handle. There, cold and slippery in my grasp, and somehow I manage to twist it and the door caves in and I plunge after it, collapsing to the floor of my neighbour’s flat. 

My head rises just enough so I can see into the room, finally resting my eyes upon the domain of my torturer. A startled cry is all I manage. There is no room - only a bright white light, and the sound of my mother's voice, breaking apart with sorrow. An invisible hand wraps around mine, squeezing gently. The music is still playing as the light consumes me, and my head drops to the velvet touch of the floor and an exhausted smile crosses my lips.


