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The Fresher 

 

University kicked off with the usual bang. Alcohol-fuelled exploits involving riotous 

students, throbbing drum and base, drugs, dancing, falling over and noisy sex were about to 

add to the turbulence of the rainy, blustery evening. But it was the start of Freshers’ Week for 

the first year students at Falmer University after all. It’s what everyone did. It seemed that 

fresher friendship building was most effective in an environment of drunken lunacy. 

Josh Harding had arrived with his parents at Falmer at about midday. The pretty 

campus was built snugly into the green, lush hills of the South Downs, just on the outskirts of 

the huge, seaside city of Brighton. It was an excellent setting for Josh’s three year law degree. 

Unfortunately Josh felt nauseous on the journey down, and by the time the evening arrived, 

he felt worse. So his first night looked set not to be quite as exciting as he expected. 

Was it psychological? Was it leaving home? Josh loved his home, and this would be 

the longest he had ever been away. He couldn’t tell what it was, but his stomach had been in 

knots all day. And at eight o’clock, he felt those knots unravel and release his lunch in a wave 

of vomit into one of the two communal toilets on his corridor. 

Not an unusual way to begin Freshers’ Week. But unusual in the fact that he hadn’t 

touched a drop of alcohol. 

Josh had moved into Room 32 of Neville House on the Falmer campus. His room was 

nearest the toilets at the far end of a long corridor, on which twelve people lived, on the top 

floor of the building. At eight o’clock, the people he lived with were gathered in the kitchen 

drinking and laughing and getting ready to go out. As he was knelt down over the toilet, the 

window was open and he could hear, just over the pound of the wind and rain outside, the 

drunken friendship building of all these people he had barely been able to introduce himself 

to. 



CHRISTOPHER BERRY – THE FRESHER 

2 

 

Needless to say, he felt like he was missing out. Now he just wanted to go home. 

Josh finished being sick and sat for a moment on the toilet before taking a deep breath 

and getting up to leave. 

He went back to his room and locked his door. 

His window was open a little. The wind and rain thrashed at it fiercely, and the fringe 

of his curtain was getting wet. But having been continuously vomiting for fifteen minutes, 

Josh’s body was overheating, so he left the window open. As he sat down on his bed, he 

started to cool down. Then a draught made his door rattle suddenly and his heart skipped a 

beat. He reached out to put his hand through his closed curtains to pull the window shut. 

The room went silent. 

He went to ring his mum, but he put the phone back down when he heard the people 

on his corridor come stumbling past his door, all drunk and laughing and shouting in an ear-

piercingly high pitch, running around the toilets, crashing doors, and running up and down 

the corridor. 

Blimey, these walls are thin, Josh thought. He heard his next-door neighbour pop back 

into her room for a can of beer to take on her journey to the Brighton seafront, where the 

clubs would be heaving with freshers painting the town red in celebration of their first night 

at university. He knew she was getting a beer and knew exactly where she was going because 

he could hear every word she said, as if the walls were made of card. 

Bye bye privacy, Josh thought. None of us are going to be able to have a private 

conversation, an argument or an orgasm without the rest of the corridor knowing about it. 

Maybe that’s what uni’s all about.  

Then suddenly his door handle was pushed down, emitting a startling metal screech. 

His heart skipped another beat. The lock banged as the person tried to get in the room. Josh 



CHRISTOPHER BERRY – THE FRESHER 

3 

 

heard clear and barely concealed giggling outside the door, which gradually faded out as the 

person moved on to annoy someone else. 

Josh clambered into bed, clothed, eyes shut, pulling the covers up past his face to bury 

himself. He still felt sick. He had a headache now too. He waited. Gradually all of the 

drunken noise started to fade out. They all went out. Even though the weather was dire, it 

seemed that first night clubbing was something everyone just had to do. Except, 

unfortunately, for Josh. 

But at this point, he wanted everyone to be gone. When the noise died away he 

breathed a sigh of relief and got out of bed.  

The corridor was silent. 

He went to his cupboard that his mother had packed full of food before she left and 

took out a line of chocolate. His head spun. He couldn’t figure out what was wrong with him, 

but at least with everyone out, he could relax a bit. 

He went to his door, took a quick peek through the spy hole and unlocked it. He 

poked his head out into the empty, quiet corridor. Judging by the purple stains, drinks that 

were probably snakebites were spilled in several places across the floor. There were a couple 

of beer cans. But no sight or sound of life. 

And then something else. 

On the floor down in front of him, at the foot of his door, was a little white plate. With 

a chocolate chip cookie on it. 

Josh thought little of it really. None of his neighbours were coherent or really knew 

what they were doing. One of them obviously left it there. He went back into his room and 

shut the door. 
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Josh lay down on his bed to stretch out his painful stomach. He started to play a film 

on his laptop. He settled his head on his pillow and for the next half an hour he felt himself 

drifting in and out of sleep. 

Suddenly, inexplicably, Josh’s digital alarm clock went off. The alarm was not a soft, 

gently-awakening beeping but a grating, piercing screech that felt like someone with a taut, 

shrill voice shrieking in his ear. Whenever it woke him it always startled him and left his 

heart thudding. He really needed a new one. He reached over to it and slammed his fist 

against it to turn it off. 

It was nine o’clock. He checked the setting of the alarm. Nine o’clock. He hadn’t set 

it to go off at nine. He hadn’t set it at all. 

Confused and now very much awake, Josh got up from his bed and went over to his 

sink to throw cold water over his hot, sleep-deprived face. The queasiness had nearly died 

away. He just felt drained. He dried his face and went to his door, desperately needing the 

toilet.  

The corridor was still silent. Still empty. A cool, steady draught worked its way down 

past each door, catching Josh’s bare arm as he stepped out from his door, causing 

goosebumps to rise on his skin. 

Strange. 

There, in front of him at the foot of his door, was the little white plate again. On it 

now were just crumbs and smudges of chocolate. 

But Josh had heard no one. Through the paper door and walls, he had not heard any 

soft rustling of clothes as someone passed his door. No footsteps. 

Someone must have gone past in the moments he was drifting in and out of sleep. 

He went to the toilet. 
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The still vivacious wind whipped the blind at the window in the toilet. Another cold 

breeze snuck in underneath the blind and Josh shivered. 

He returned to his room. 

“What the….” 

Outside his door on the floor was the little white plate with another chocolate chip 

cookie on it. 

Josh laughed. “Someone must like me,” he murmured. 

This time he decided to pick up the plate and take it into his room. Someone was 

obviously leaving these cookies for him. He sat back down in front of the film he had missed 

quite a bit of due to falling in and out of consciousness, and ate it. 

The film finished at about half past ten and Josh lay back down, not bothering to get 

into bed. He soon fell asleep. 

He dreamed of home. 

Screeech. Screeech. Screeech. Screeech. 

His alarm. 

It was midnight. 

But he hadn’t set it. There was obviously something wrong with it. 

Brutally yanked out of his deep sleep, Josh reached over and, with a surge of anger, 

took the alarm clock, switched it off and tossed it across the room. Its plug was attached to 

his multi-adapter that was sent flying across the room with it, pulling his laptop speakers off 

his desk. “Fuck!” he exclaimed, sighing a heavy breath of frustration. 

He needed the toilet again. 

He opened his door. 
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Outside on the floor was another little white plate. This time with a tower of about 

seven chocolate chip cookies on it. Someone really did like him. He went to the toilet, 

planning to take the cookies back into his room to eat them.  

Someone obviously wanted Josh to have them. 

But at the same time he was unnerved. 

Who? 

Josh went to the toilet. When he came back to his room he gasped. 

No cookies. Just cookie crumbs. And the plate was broken in half. 

Slightly disturbed now, Josh kicked the plate away from his doorway and went back 

into his room, locking the door behind him. 

He glanced over at his bedside table at the plate left for him earlier. He felt a tiny chill 

creep inside his spine. 

He didn’t go back to sleep. He picked up his alarm, plugged it back in and put it back 

on his bedside table. He wanted to test it. Then he took a book from his shelf to read. It was a 

guide to student life that he had picked up free that day from the student union reps who had 

been handing them out all over the campus to newly arriving students. 

The book was written by students who had been to different universities across the 

country, and there were opinions, information and funny stories about each one. There was a 

section about Falmer University which Josh turned to first, containing descriptions of the 

university from past students: 

 

When I arrived, the university had only been running a year. And yet it 

still seemed to be doing everything right. Enough resources, good teaching, good 

accommodation. 
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Well, things might be good, Josh thought, but they’re not perfect. Falmer was not 

Josh’s first choice. People he knew who had done degrees at Falmer had some negative 

things to say about it, about such things as the costs and the lack of contact time with tutors. 

And Josh himself already had some negative things to say about, for one, the state of the 

communal kitchen upon his arrival. 

 

For a really new university, built just a few years ago over the top of the 

old Falmer village, I was very impressed and I felt it looked set to become one of 

the best.  

 

Interesting, Josh thought. Built over the top of the old Falmer village? 

Josh read quite a bit of the book before it happened. 

The alarm. 

1am.  

He turned it off. He didn’t understand what was wrong with it. 

He went to open his door, just to check. 

He was right. 

The broken plate was gone. Now there was another plate. Two of them in fact. Both 

with several chocolate chip cookies on them. And then there was a glass of milk beside each 

plate. 

“What the hell?” 

Bewildered and now quite freaked out, Josh remembered the one other person on his 

corridor who he suspected might not have gone out. Vicky, he thought her name was. He 

wasn’t sure. He spoke to her briefly. She was nice to him, quiet and not the clubbing sort. He 

couldn’t remember which room she lived in so he proceeded to knock on all the doors of his 
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corridor. No answer from anyone until he reached the room at the other far end of the 

corridor. 

“Come in,” a low, quiet voice said. 

Josh walked in. Vicky lay on her bed with a cup of hot chocolate watching her 

television. 

“Hey,” Josh said, “erm, someone keeps leaving cookies and milk outside my door. I 

was just wondering if you’d heard anyone go past or seen anyone.” 

“I thought everyone was out. Someone’ll just be joshin’ with ya.” 

“Well who is if everyone’s out?” 

“Well, not everyone. There’s you and there’s me.” 

“Are you saying you’re the one leaving cookies at my door?” 

“No, chump,” she said, laughing, “there’ll be others down the other corridors who 

didn’t go out. They’re obviously tryin’ to get your attention, mate. Maybe someone wants 

you. You know, wants you.” 

“You mean someone’s stalking me. By leaving me cookies and milk? Mmmm. 

Anyway, each time I come out of my room the cookies are gone and one of the plates I found 

them left on was broken.” 

“That’s a bit random.” 

“Okay, well I think I’ll just go to bed and see if they’re still there in the morning. See 

you later, Vicky.” 

“See ya, mate.” 

He shut her door. 

Things had changed again when Josh got back to his room, as Josh had expected. 

Both glasses were knocked over, milk spilt across the floor. The cookies were gone. And the 

plates were not just cracked in half but smashed into many little pieces. Frustrated, Josh tore 
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open his door and burst into the room, locked the door behind him and got into bed. He 

unplugged his clock and settled down to go to sleep. 

Five minutes later, he was. 

Something different awoke him next time. 

Scratching. 

Josh turned over in bed, his heavy eyelids lifting just slightly. His eyes followed the 

sound to his door. 

Scratching. Scraping. Like fingernails scoring the wood. 

“Oh great. They’re back.” 

But Josh couldn’t hear voices. He couldn’t hear breathing. 

Only scratching.  

He bit his lip. Now awake, he got out of bed. His window was open. He had opened it 

again before going to sleep. The night air that crept in through gaps in the curtains and 

churned through the room chilled his bare legs. He went over to the door and listened. 

More scratching. A long scrape down his door, like someone dragging sharp 

fingernails all the way down. But no voices. No other sounds. 

He looked through the spy hole, careful not to make a sound. Careful not even to 

breathe.  

No one there. 

But more scratching. 

Josh took a deep breath, swallowed hard and unlocked his door. 

He opened it. 

The corridor light had gone out. Maybe it turned off at a certain time, but Josh thought 

it always stayed on. He was sure it did. But now only pale moonlight and orange lamppost 
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light poured in through the window at the other end, and the light was thin by the time it 

reached Josh’s end of the corridor. 

There was no one at his door. But as he pulled it open, there he noticed the deep 

scratches that had been made in the wood. Swallowing again, he poked his head out of the 

doorway to glance down the corridor. Whoever did it must have been there. 

He gasped. 

Washed over by a very thin, soft shaft of orangey-grey light, a small boy sat against 

the wall of the corridor, a few doors down, with his knees hauled up to his chest and his head 

resting on them, and both his arms enfolded around his lower legs. He was curled up in a taut 

ball. 

Josh’s heart thudded. He moved out of his doorway and walked slowly toward the 

boy. 

His clothes were a dull grey colour. A little grey T-shirt and shorts. His skin was pale. 

He could have only been four or five. His head was down so Josh couldn’t see his face. Down 

beside the little boy was one of the same white plates that were being left outside Josh’s door. 

With a half-eaten chocolate chip cookie on it. And a half-empty glass of milk stood beside 

the plate. 

Wary, and with beads of sweat slipping down his face, Josh gently and slowly 

approached the little boy and knelt down close to the boy. “Who are you….” he whispered in 

a voice that seemed to quieten and fade like a dying wind. 

Josh started to place a hand on the boy’s pale arm. 

“GO AWAY!!!” 

A sudden, rasping shriek surged from the boy’s mouth as his head shot upwards, and 

his eyes seared into Josh’s. Stunned, Josh shot up and stumbled back against the wall.  
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Josh clasped his hands together and covered his open mouth, pressing hard until his 

front teeth were almost chiselling into his lips, trying to stop a scream of terror from 

escaping.  

His horrified eyes met with the little boy’s half-hollow stare. 

One of the boy’s eyes was missing.  

A deep, sunken hole, sealed by black, dried blood, was in its place. The other eye 

studied Josh suspiciously. Dragging his hand away from his gaping mouth, Josh was just able 

to utter softly, “Oh my god.”  

The little boy dropped his head against his knees again, face down. Josh stepped back. 

He continued backing away, sweating, breathing hard, sliding against the wall toward his 

door. He kept his eyes fixed on the boy the whole time. 

Not looking, he backed into someone else just before he reached the door, and spun 

round immediately. 

A little girl. 

“Looooook out,” the little girl murmured eerily. A tiny voice. Soft. Whispered. She 

gave a quiet sigh. She too looked about four. 

Josh couldn’t breathe. He looked at the girl, in her little grey dress, with pale skin like 

the little boy. Dread filled Josh’s throat, making it taut and sore, stopping any sound from 

coming out.  

But Josh wanted to scream. 

The little girl had several holes in her forehead, deep like bullet holes, each hole dry 

and black. Josh could see deep into her skull. 

Josh threw open his door. He nearly tripped as he backed into his room, now not 

taking his eyes off the girl, who just stared at him through naïve, harmless eyes, as if 

wondering why he was so frightened. 
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The door slammed shut. 

Josh clutched his head, clenching nearly every muscle in his body. He collapsed on 

his bed, drained by fear. What is going on? Something terrible… horrible. Josh’s mind was 

spinning. 

He climbed back under the covers of his bed, cold, shivering. He shut his eyes and 

squeezed the covers around his body. He stopped breathing. He could hear and feel the heavy 

thump of his heart and the blood through his veins was throbbing like a dance club. 

He lowered the covers, taking a peek over the top. He screamed. 

“Noooo! Get out of my room!!”  

Josh shot up from his bed. 

The little grey girl walked toward him. Somehow she had got into his room. She still 

had the same sad, helpless expression. 

“What is wrong?” Her voice was high and concerned. 

“Leave me alone!” 

The girl gave another quiet sigh, shrugging her shoulders with a sense of confusion, 

like she didn’t understand his fear.  

Then she turned her head to the little white plate on Josh’s bedside table. She eyed the 

cookie crumbs and her sad, thoughtful expression changed. As she turned her head back to 

Josh, in a sudden, sharp jerk, her features had twisted. Her eyes had narrowed to form an 

angry frown, her lips had pursed, and her teeth were grinding. 

“What?” Josh said. 

“Noooo!!” the little girl shrieked, and she raised her hand and lurched at Josh. Josh 

saw her long, sharp fingernails come plunging towards his face.  

Fingernails that could score through wood.  
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In the grip of a sudden rage, she swiped him across the face, driving her fingernails 

through his skin. Streaks of blood slashed the wall. Josh clutched his face, bleeding profusely 

from three ample gashes across his cheek.   

Horror froze Josh. 

“Yoooou tooook miiiine!!!” The little girl’s prolonged and terrible shriek was so 

piercing that it echoed off the walls. She picked up the plate and tossed it across the room at 

Josh. He dodged it, throwing himself against the wall. The plate struck the wall and shattered 

into pieces. 

Josh saw that the girl was clutching in her hand a sharpened pencil. 

She lunged like a snake. 

Josh dodged her path and the girl lurched past him, plunging the sharp pencil into the 

mattress of his bed. 

Josh lost his balance and fell backwards against the open window. The glass smashed 

under his weight. 

His final scream was blood-curdling. 

 

Down the other end of the hall, Vicky’s window was wide open. Sounds of shouting and 

yelling had been travelling in through her window for a few minutes now, but with so many 

drunk, screaming students going past the building that night, Vicky had ignored it and simply 

turned up the volume on her DVD. It was Josh’s final scream that made her realize where the 

shouting had been coming from, and that something was wrong. 

She went down the hall towards Josh’s room. The hallway light was on again. 

There was nothing unusual. Nothing sinister. 

And every room was silent. 
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She opened Josh’s door. A chilly draught rushed at her face. The window was wide 

open and Josh’s curtain was flapping in the wind. The room was dark. There was a mess of 

white shattered china on the floor in the corner of the room. There was blood on the wall. 

Swallowing hard she went slowly over to the open window. 

And looked out. 

Sprawled on the concrete below in an uncomfortable position, with his limbs spread 

far apart, his body bent, and his neck twisted at an awkward angle, was Josh. His eyes were 

frozen open in a cold, dead stare. A small puddle of blood had formed on the concrete 

beneath his head. 

Vicky barely uttered a sound. She tore out of the room and rushed to the toilet.  

To throw up.  

 

*               *               * 

 

The next day, Falmer University was reeling in the shock of what had happened the night 

before. Freshers’ Week had not gotten off to a good start. The news spread across campus 

like a contagion. Neville House had seen its share of police throughout the night, 

interviewing witnesses, gathering evidence and taking photographs, and by the morning a few 

people had left flowers at Josh’s door, across which a Police: Do Not Cross sign had been 

affixed. But most people weren’t going anywhere near Neville House. There was an eerie 

feeling of death about the place.  

Vicky was steadily recovering from shock. She had come back from the hospital 

earlier that morning, but she hadn’t yet gone back into Neville House. She wandered around, 

bought a newspaper, waited for the café to open, and then bought herself some breakfast. 
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The newspaper was for the university, produced by the student union, but was 

yesterday’s paper, and therefore would not contain any reports about what had happened to 

Josh. Vicky was relieved. She wanted her mind to be on anything but last night. 

Somehow, though, she was drawn to a student-written article predicting the events of 

the first night of this year’s Freshers’ Week:  

 

We can expect this year yet another night of drunken debauchery and 

students waking up in strangers’ beds. But something the university likes to try to 

hide from its new students, and it’s obvious it would, is that Freshers’ First Night 

at Falmer University has another rather more horrible tradition. 

It is common knowledge that Falmer University was built upon the old, 

long abandoned village of Falmer when it opened six years ago. But what the 

university hasn’t chosen to tell people is that Neville House was actually built on 

the site of the old school house in the village. And it hasn’t chosen to tell people 

that one day many years ago, in a classroom of four year olds, something terrible 

happened there. During milk and cookie time. 

One little boy stole a little girl’s cookie. A fight broke out between the two 

children. They beat each other, screamed at each other, and threw things. The 

teacher was out of the room. When the teacher came back in, the fight had 

already ended. Ended quite badly. Both children were found to have stabbed 

pencils into one another’s heads. It wasn’t certain which one of them had died 

first. But the little boy had only one wound. He had been stabbed in the eye. The 

little girl had several. She had been stabbed several times in the head. 
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Every year, on the first night of Freshers’ Week, one student living in 

Neville House dies. And every year, Falmer University explains away each death. 

Suicide because of homesickness. Alcohol poisoning. Freak accidents. 

So Neville House residents – you have been warned! 

 

Vicky shut the newspaper. Her coffee cup, teetering in her clammy fingers, toppled 

onto its side and coffee spilled across the table.  

If only she had read the article yesterday. 

 

 


