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––––––––

Toby and Lucy were approaching their seventh year of marriage. That was only a sixth of what Toby’s grandparents— whose relationship he greatly admired— achieved, but it was a good start. Finding his dream girl only a year out of high school, they tied the knot five years later. 

Like any marriage, they had rocky patches. Lately, for instance, Lucy had been a bit like a bear with a sore head. Toby had tried many times to cheer her up by making light of the situation; his favorite being to poke her playfully in the ribs asking, “Where is my happy wife?” “Hey, Grumbles, what have you done with my happy wife?” But she had failed to find humor in anything he said or did. 

In time, he felt, it would all pass. Like a bump in the road.

He didn’t love, or hate, his job as a bank clerk. In fact, he was rather numb to it. But it didn’t matter because he returned home each day to a clean house and the comforting aroma of home cooking. That was until today. Today, something was very different. There were no beans boiling on the stove, or chicken roasting in the oven. His wife was nowhere to be seen. 

Standing only a stride length inside the entrance to his home, he called out to her. There was no answer. ‘Odd,’ he thought. He tried to remember returning home from work when Lucy wasn’t preparing dinner, couldn’t. 

The door closed behind him. Strangely, he could not remember whether he pushed it shut or whether it swung closed of its own accord. 

The last remnants of daylight were fading fast and the meager glow of dusk-light filtering through the windows, would soon be completely gone. He tried the light switch. Nothing. Striding across to the other side of the lounge room with some urgency, he tried another switch. He began pointlessly flicking it up and down, as if it would somehow coax the bulb to life. Again—nothing. 

No wife, no dinner, no power. A sense of wrongness settled around Toby like a pea-soup fog and before he could take another step, absolute darkness settled in with it. ‘Was it possible for the sun to set that fast?’ He had never known it to before. ‘And,’ he thought, ‘Where the hell is Lucy?’ Her car was still in the carport and she would have left a note if she went for a walk, surely?

“No need to panic Toby,” he said in an unconvincing attempt at a brave voice. “It’s probably just a power failure or a blown fuse. No big deal.” 

Swamped in blackness, his hearing became magnified. The steady, slow drip from the tap, became a deep metallic thump as it hit the bottom of the stainless steel sink. Its hypnotic rhythm made it feel like time was losing pace and slowing to a crawl. The fine hair at the base of his neck began to bristle and his heart was beating fast. 

Hands spread flat on the wall and following the sound of the dripping tap, Toby felt his way around to the kitchen, along the bench, until he eventually found the drawers. Then, counting down three handles, he pulled one open and rummaged for a key-ring penlight he remembered throwing in there some months ago. He hoped Lucy hadn’t cleaned out the drawers. She was always cleaning up his things, so he could never find them when he needed them.

In the drawer he ran his hand over several items; nail-clippers, a square plastic folder full of cooking recipes, and what felt like a leather bag, until ...bingo! The penlight was still there. 

Thumbing forward the sliding switch to the ‘on’ position, a small ring of light illuminated the inside of the drawer. Inside was the handbag he had felt. He recognized it as the one he gave Lucy for her birthday last year. He had been busy around that time, so his mother picked it up for him at her local shopping mall at a bargain price. 

Thinking about it, he had never seen Lucy wearing it. Strange, that it was in a junk drawer. He thought when he gave it to her, that she liked it. Feeling a tinge of hurt, he closed the drawer. “What the hell do women want?” Toby mumbled.

With the torch pointed at the floor he headed out of the kitchen. The fuse box was outside and he began suspecting that the fuse breaker had been thrown by a power surge. It wouldn’t be the first time. Since he had it installed, it had paid for itself many times over by circumventing burnt fuses and potential fires.

As Toby moved past the entrance and into the hallway, he stopped dead in his tracks. A flickering light was coming from his bedroom at the other end of the hall. ‘Has she been in the house the whole time? Surely not.’ He had earlier called out to her and she did not answer. After almost forgetting they had a bit of a row just before he left for work, it suddenly dawned on him that she may be giving him the silent treatment; the ol’ cold shoulder.

The argument seemed pointless to Toby. Lucy claimed she had asked him three times to pick up an item that had arrived down at The Lucky Ladle houseware depot. It was an electric wok she ordered from them three weeks ago. After ten years of reliable service, hers finally gave up the ghost. The Lucky Ladle was right next to the bank where he worked. He couldn’t remember her asking for the favour. But, hey, ‘she must be right’ he thought, ‘women are always right, aren’t they?’ 

Despite the fact Lucy had become more easily agitated of late, he considered, ‘Would she really hold a grudge all day? Surely not.’ Nevertheless, he felt he better check on Lucy before the fuse breaker. Maybe if he offered a token apology and take her out to dinner they could forget all about this morning?

Emanating from outside, through the windows, headlights suddenly flashed through the crack in the curtains, as a car drove up the street. The illumination of a tall figure stopped Toby dead in his tracks and he fumbled, almost dropping the penlight in his fright. Sweat began to bead on his brow as a terrifying vision flashed before his eyes. A vision of a man he had never spoken to but one he was very familiar with. An ugly, dangerous man he had run from before on multiple occasions. 

His penlight shed a barely adequate light onto the figure.
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