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A friend
recently told me one of the things she loves about me is my willingness to give
life a shake and see what falls from the tree. In 2009 The Red Book tumbled
down.


All projects
need two things in the beginning—a great idea and someone to believe in
it. Then they need a whole lot of hard work and true grit to come to fruition. Looking
back now I realise what a romantic vision I had of how this ‘little’ anthology
project would come together, including what a breeze it would be. Ha!


There is so
much more to this anthology than initially meets the eyes. Most anthologies are
collected works, stories which stand alone and collected in one place. Newer
anthologies, the likes of Absolute xPress and Pill Hill, are gathering stories
together under a theme, but Chinese Whisperings is built in and of itself. It
is a process—an evolution.


What do I mean
by this? 


The Red Book was built on a rolling timetable—as one writer finished their
story, the next would begin. Creating an anthology along these lines is time
consuming—a blackhole for new players if I am totally honest. This
anthology was initially a 90-day project, which blew out to close on nine
months. Fourteen writers in total were attached to the project in some way. Many
come all the way with us, some had to part company along the road, whilst
others joined at various way stops. All published in The Red Book deserve
their place here. 


After a series
of organisational blunders, which are bound to happen when you’re feeling your
way around in the dark, Paul and I found our feet. The stories were written,
the stories were edited and the stories were re-written again. The website went
up and it was suddenly real. Just what the project needed to propel itself to
the end. The same thing happened when the front cover came through to fuel the
final dash to the publishing line. And here we are.


Despite the
‘touch’ of the CW Fairy (affectionately known as the bringer of misery, plague
and pestilence), which has included for those involved in the project, loss of
employment, serious illness, family issues, miscommunication, personal
upheavals, computer meltdowns and a plethora of other major and minor incidents
(most of which we will laugh about over a beer in the future)—here we are!
It just goes to prove what does not kill you only makes you stronger and
believe me you won’t find a stronger group of writers than the assembled cast
here.


I entrust to
you, The
Red Book, the debut publication for Chinese Whisperings and eMergent
Publishing, and hope you enjoy it. Please come back for seconds with The Yin
and Yang Books in late 2010. 


Jodi Cleghorn - Brisbane, December 2009


***


It began with a
simple idea—a series of short stories connected by common characters and
events. As new characters appeared in the background of one story, they would
be promoted to main characters in a subsequent story.


Like all simple
ideas, it got less simple after that… Jodi came up with the simple idea. Then I
got involved, and the simple idea became stage one of an ambitious business
plan. You hold in your hands the first produce of that plan, a taster of things
to come.


The Red Book concerns ten disparate people, and the key events that tie their
lives together. It is set in an unnamed university town somewhere in North
America.


I'll let you in
on a secret though. The first story, Mercurial,
was set in Australia. The second, Something
Mean in the Dream Scene, was set in England. We didn't try to influence the
location. It just sort of happened. Eventually our ideas coalesced around this
‘Anytown’, as if we had all been called there, in much the same way David was
in Heartache. And as we wrote, even
without intending it, certain locations, events and themes emerged. The
assorted unnamed bars were clearly the same location, and became The Thirsty Whale. The themes of loss,
regret and a sense of resignation at destinies that cannot be escaped hung
heavy in the air.


More than this
however is the struggle of the characters to endure the hardships life has
heaped upon them. At the time we began this anthology, Jodi and I were
co-writing a script, the theme of which was “staying sane in insane places”. This
is something The Red Book characters struggle with. 


Miranda
questioning whether her illness is all in her mind. 


Mitchell
fighting the night terrors that accompany his sleep paralysis. 


Clint, who
finds sanity in insane acts. 


Elizabeth and
Robin, both trying to find a secure place to stand in a world which has lost
meaning to them. 


Simon, who has
more than anyone lost touch with what is real, and what is Not. 


Sam and Susie,
both living unreal lives to escape the nightmares of their past.


 David, driven by overwhelming urges he
cannot understand. 


Jake,
struggling to reconcile his actions with his soul.


Many of the
characters are either running from their pasts, or running towards what they
think their future entails. Throughout it all, there is a presence in the
stories, sometimes explicit, at other times only hinted at—but always
there, in the shadows, watching, waiting, calling…


Bad luck, fate,
the supernatural, human nature—call it what you will, explain it however
you may—these stories can be read in a variety of ways. I won't influence
your reading, just as we decided we wouldn't influence the creativity of the
talented writers who joined this project.


The meanings
that can be taken from each story are nebulous, multi-faceted, and open to
endless interpretation and reinterpretation. Let them whisper to you…


Paul Anderson - London, December 2009
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Jodi Cleghorn



 



The alarm went
off, sending an agonising wave of pulses through Miranda’s head. She gritted
her teeth, fumbling for the snooze button. Seven minutes to decide how the day
would progress from here.


When did I finally fallen asleep? Had the light been
seeping in through the Venetian blinds? Or was that yesterday? The day before?



Easing back
from the clock radio, she unclenched her jaw and rolled onto her side,
remoulding to the body pillow. Miranda forced her thoughts beyond the pounding
headache, to take stock of the rest of her body. Her arms and legs ached, no
better or worse than yesterday, and her bowels felt weak. Nothing new there. She
moved her hands with slow, meticulous strokes over her swollen abdomen which
had once been washboard flat and hard from daily abuse at the gym, then
examined her puffy fingers now devoid of the rings she loved so much. The
effort exhausted her.


Pushing through
the fog wooing her back into the release of sleep, she reached once more and
wrapped her fingers around the small diary on the bedside table. Lying in a
haphazard manner on her side and placing the diary on the elongated pillow,
Miranda scribbled down the symptoms. There would be more as the day progressed.



Erratic mood
swings. 


Unusual
sweating. 


Cold feet.


There had been
new additions in the last week—fevers and sore glands. Or had she just
failed to notice them before?


This little
book was her testament to the truth, not the rambling hallucinations of a
hypochondriac. The notes in her shaky script were concrete facts. Even if she
was the only one who believed it.


The alarm burst
to life again. Miranda moaned, crawling back across the yawning divide, turning
the alarm off and grabbing her mobile. Every fibre of her body screamed with
the effort as she dragged her legs over the side of the bed and sat up. The
room spun for a moment as she tried to focus on the list of “W” numbers, until
she came to work. It only took two rings and she was connected to the outside
world.


“Good morning,
Eloise.” Her voice weak, rasped, devoid of the ray of sunshine she’d always
believed rippled through it.


“Ringing in
sick again, Miranda?”


“I’m not
feeling so good.”


“Of course
you’re not.” Eloise had once been her friend and the sarcasm cut Miranda deeper
than the lack of empathy. 


She is sitting in my chair. Schmoozing with my boss. Imagining
that my job is… her job!



“You will need
to ring HR about applying for holidays. You’re all out of sick leave.”


Eloise’s been in my personnel file checking my sick
leave? 



“But my medical
cert...” Her voice fell in on itself and the words were barely audible.


“Take it up
with HR. Some of us around here have work to do,” and the line went dead.


It took a while
for Miranda to register the strange sound was her own weeping. It didn’t
surprise her she hadn’t recognised her own crying. Increasingly she was
detaching from her somatic experience to cope. She’d been completely
disorientated when Jake knocked on her door in the dead of night to ask if she
was ok. She hadn’t even realised she was upset, much less loud enough to worry
her new neighbour. 


Someone else’s pain. Someone else’s problem. Someone
else’s world falling apart. 



The doctors had
ordered a plethora of tests. She did not have the Epstein-Barr virus, ruling
out Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, the most obvious diagnosis given her symptoms. She
wasn’t suffering from an autoimmune disease or an obscure tropical virus,
compliments of the trip to Thailand earlier in the year. There was nothing. According
to the tests she was a healthy young woman—who just happened to be
wasting away as the world moved on. The latest diagnosis was depression and
she’d been forced to see a psychiatrist. 


The blister
pack of Zoloft with the single crumpled plastic dome had been flung next to the
bed lamp and was gathering dust.


Bad patient! Bad Miranda! Bad girl! Bad. Bad. Bad.



The collective
agreement had been that her physical symptoms were psychosomatic, willing
herself into illness. Abandonment and mother issues from childhood. Self-hatred
manifesting as self-punishment creating an imagined illness.


Psychobabble. Bullshit.



The Zoloft made
her nauseous and even further detached her frail grasp on reality. Regardless
of what the blister packet whispered to her in the middle of the night, she
refused to take another. Miranda was a liar but she would never concede to
being mad, no matter how sick and pathetic she became.The Doctors rationalised
away the skin irritations and the mysterious swelling as side effects of the
Zoloft. The medical fraternity had the audacity to take the moral high ground
with her health—to presume they knew best.


Talking out of their asses. There is no magic
pill—if I’m imagining this. But I am SICK! This is real. 



The frustration
threatened to consume her—when the pain wasn’t vying for that coveted
position. 


Quacks. Con artists. Pharmaceutical sell-outs. There
is no reason to want to make myself sick—to turn my life into… this. Not
even I hate myself that much.



 



Three months
ago Miranda had been partying, drinking, playing the field—madam social
butterfly. She was invited everywhere and everyone wanted to know her. There
had been the promotion to the personal assistant of the CEO. And she’d also
been celebrating her single status—marvelling at the efficiency of the
blow-off.


Andrew!



Her thoughts
turned to him more often now, replaying their relationship and her decision to
end it. It was inevitable, she guessed, prostrate in bed with nothing else to
think of. That one little bit of guilt nibbling away.


Andrew was a
small shimmer of gold amid the charcoal nothingness. When she closed her eyes
she saw Andrew and tigerlilies. His strong lean form. Their tiny black freckles
and extravagant burnt orange petals. Andrew had called them panthers of the
meadows and she’d liked that, even when she discovered he’d appropriated it
from some writer.


Panthers of the meadow.



It appealed to
her feline nature. She could see herself, as she used to be, working a room. The
stealth edge to her sexual hunger. The insatiable need to conquer. Hunting. Stalking.
Married, single, entangled, rebound, bisexual—she didn’t care. Her
arrogance and her vanity left no room for morality.


Then Andrew
came along and the rules changed.


She could still
hear his parting remark, as he’d left her apartment wounded by her announcement
that he was dumped.


“Nice guys
always come last.”


And party girls get sick and no one cares.



Miranda wished
now she had not been so harsh with Andrew. Did she have to throw it in his face
that he bored her to death? Was it really necessary to say his chivalry and good
manners were out of date? Could she have forgone calling him an emotional
cripple, a sap? Did she have to emasculate him saying she’d have considered
keeping him if only he’d acted like a man? She could have kept all the
beautiful gifts he’d showered her with, instead of making like a crazy wench.


She had been a
bitch and loved every minute of it. She’d enjoyed humiliating him not once, but
twice. From the third floor balcony she’d hurled his gifts as he’d left her
building. She was haunted by the sound of the shattering perfume bottles, the
wink of diamonds in the late afternoon sun and the designer handbags lying amid
the wreckage; the jeers and the caterwauling of her neighbours enjoying the
spectacle.


Andrew had been
too good for her—too kind and considerate. She’d half expected him to be
creepy afterwards—it was always the quiet ones you had to be careful of. Experience
had taught her that. But Andrew surprised her, taking it like a man. In
hindsight she liked him for it.


She held it
against him that he didn’t fit the bad boy boots she wanted left under her bed.
The ones who treated her like dirt were the ones which held her attention. Treat
them mean, keep them keen. That was her. It was easier to chase one destructive
liaison after another rather than settle for the illusion of love and forever
after.


Circumstances
had changed. Now she wanted Andrew back. He would have cared for her; changed
her sheets, moved the TV into the bedroom so she could watch daytime TV,
cleaned the diarrhoea spattered toilet, opened the windows to allow the breeze
to clear away the stench of old vomit and stale sweat. Andrew would have juiced
the box of organic fruit and veggies delivered twice a week and brought it to
her in bed.


Never underestimate the health benefits of fresh juice
Mir-ahn-dah. Mother knows best dah-ling.



But she was too
exhausted to use the expensive looking machine “Pauline” had bought online from
her new home in Hong Kong. So it just sat there on the bench. It was her
Mother’s contribution to getting her well again. The machine must have cost a
fortune, the sort of one she’d dreamed about before she’d got sick.


Andrew would
have looked after her with loving attention and never complained about it. He
wouldn’t have relied on internet shopping or someone else’s platinum Amex. He
would have done it because he loved her—wanted to care and protect her.


She picked up
the mobile again and scrolled through the list of “A” numbers stopping at
Andrew. He wanted to make her the centre of his world, all she had to do was
press the button. Her finger lingered on the send button until finally the
phone slid out of her hand. Bile rose up in her throat, bitter and caustic.


I’m really going crazy.



 



Later the
mobile beeped—a reminder of the midday appointment with Doctor Slovosky. It
would be easier to cancel the appointment if not for the fact the shrink would
ring Doctor Do-Good, the lead physician on “her case,” who would give her
another lecture on partnerships in health and wellness.


The irony of
Do-Good’s tirade was never lost on Miranda. Partnership implied two parties
were working together with power-sharing towards a common goal. Do-Good took
her money and left her feeling ashamed—wretched. Then he referred her to
his wacky mate at the University who looked like he’d keel over any moment. They
never once allowed her to be expert on her illness. Some days she wished the
suffering of her dysfunctional body on them all.


Then let them say it’s all in my head.



It was the
point of no return.


Crisis points
demanded action, and Miranda understood if she did not leave the apartment and
make an appearance with the shrink it was the end. She knew it with an almost
obsessive certainty. If she didn’t get up and fight, she was lying down to die
today.


Would anyone care? Would Jake bother to come and knock
again? How bad would the smell of my decomposing body be before someone called
the landlord, or the police?



On weak legs
Miranda went to the kitchen wading through the oppressive agony clinging like
humidity to her. There was a slow-motion feel to every movement, as she set up
the juicer then took out the box of wheat-grass. Persevering, she steadied
herself with a hand on the granite bench every minute or so until she had a
shot glass full of the dark green juice. 


Down the hatch—thadda girl! You rock—yes
you do. You rock Miranda and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.



 



By 10:30am
Miranda looked something like the old Miranda except the Country Road business
suit hung off her emaciated frame and the Shosheido concealer did little to
hide the dark bruising beneath her eyes. She tried not to panic about the
handfuls of dull brown hair drifting to the white bathroom tiles or the growing
number of ivory streaks springing from her temples.


The sky
threatened rain giving her an excuse to take an umbrella—it would double
as a walking stick. Locking her apartment door and the deadbolt with care she
slowly descended the three flights of stairs to the foyer.


Did I go to work yesterday?



She took the
diary out of her bag, leaning against the wall by the door to read.


No—sick
all day yesterday and the day before. Really?


Her memory was
shot. A Swiss cheese maze of conjecture that meant if she didn’t write
everything down it disappeared forever.


“Hello love.” Mrs
Wollstonecraft was right behind her, the shrivelled excuse for a woman who
owned number 10. Her rants, devoid of pauses or the apparent need to breathe,
were legendary discourses on her family and how she was not being moved on into
a retirement home simply because it was convenient for them. “My goodness young
lady, you look atrocious.”


“I’m late for a
doctor’s appointment.” How the woman never realised she didn’t want to stop to
chat was beyond Miranda, as she tried to jam her diary back into her handbag
and escape.


“It’s a good
thing you’ve got that nice beau of yours to take care of you.”


“Pardon?” Miranda
stopped and turned.


“That nice beau
of yours. I see him coming and going all the time. You’re lucky to have someone
taking good care of you. My family are too busy to care what happens to me. Just
want to bundle me up in one of those franchised retirement homes…”


Miranda didn’t
hear the rest. Andrew had been here.


 



The key shook
in Miranda’s hand as she tried to unlock the door, her chest heaving with the
exertion of climbing the stairs again. Inside, by the telephone, she found
another diary—her business diary. The adrenalin gave her a window of
lucidity.


Flicking back
three months she found the date she’d given Andrew his marching orders. The
following weekend she’d gone out dancing and drinking—picked up the tall
blonde with icy blue eyes and celtic tattoo. Alone and sick she’d woken the
next morning nursing more than a hangover. A shiver ran through her. She didn’t
want to think about that night.


And the
sickness had started.


Miranda slumped
onto the couch and forced her thoughts back to Andrew, trying to find the train
of thought Mrs Wollstonecraft had left her with.


Beau—she’d said my beau had been here.



Her mind needed
her body to pace, panther-like across the lounge room, her thoughts tumbling
incoherently over each other like psychotic puppies.


Andrew has been here… Andrew has done something to me…
Andrew’s poisoning me. That’s why I’m sick and the tests haven’t picked it up. Sneaking
into the house… injecting rat poison into my food.



The medical
centre was on speed dial.


“I need an
appointment today. It’s urgent. I’m being poisoned.”


“There are no
appointments for the next three days.”


“I could be
dead before then.”


The morning sun
dissolved into a dark pall and the wind whistled around the building. A cold
sweat spread from her face and down her neck to her chest and back. Miranda
shivered.


The
receptionist sighed and adjusted her tone. “What name is the appointment for?”


“Miranda
Reynolds.”


This time the
receptionist didn’t bother to mask the melodramatic out breathe.


“Miss… Reynolds…”


“I’m not crazy.
Please make me an appointment.”


“You’ll need a
referral back from Doctor Slovosky—that’s the interim arrangement.”


Thunder crashed
overhead.


“Thanks for
fucking nothing!”


Miranda knew
she could not tell the shrink. She could imagine his slow and deliberate hand
writing as she told him Andrew was poisoning her.


Paranoid and delusional.



Miranda needed
proof first. The fear they would commit her, lingering for weeks in the wings,
now strode centre stage. She needed to speak to someone she could trust. She
flicked through the “A” phone numbers again.


“Abby, it’s
Miranda.”


“Oh hello.”


“I’m
sick—really sick.”


“Yeah I heard
on the grapevine.”


“I need help. Actually,
I need to get some food analysed. I’m being poisoned.”


“Really?”


“I’m not crazy.
You have a friend at Uni who’s doing molecular science or something like
that—Tonya, Toni, Tori… you know who I mean. Could you get them to
analyse some food for me.”


“It’s
Tania—and the answer is no Miranda.”


“No? I really
need your help. I thought you were my friend. Please I’m desperate”


“Sure you
are—it’s always an emergency when you call me, like the other hundred times
you rang for something. I don’t care if you’re mad or sick. You need to get
over yourself, girl.”


The phone went
dead in her ear for the second time that morning. This time Miranda knew the
sobs belonged to her.


Am I such a horrible person that Andrew, the only
person who ever really cared about me, wants me dead?



Tears stung her
eyes. She needed the truth. Her hand shook and her fingers found their way to
Andrew’s mobile number, as they did several times every day. But she changed
her mind and scrolled down two more numbers.


Andrew Work.


Two rings and
her call connected.


“I’m sorry Mr
van Dooen is on vacation in Morocca until the 15th of next month,” the
receptionist told her. “Would you like to leave a message?”


Miranda bit
back the relief, allowing anger to burn through her as she terminated the call.
Anger would propel her forwards—upwards.


It was like
ascending to hell, as she clung to the railing, dragging her recalcitrant body
up the two flights of stairs to Wollstonecraft’s door, sweat pouring off her
thin, translucent skin.


“Hello again,
love. You do look dreadful. Come in, have a cup of tea? Have you spoken to that
new man who’s moved in across the way from you?”


“You said you’d
seen my boyfriend.”


Wollstonecraft
seemed to be taken aback and the smile faded from her candy pink painted lips. Exhaustion
was threatening to consume Miranda as her fingers dug into the beige door
frame, keeping her upright. Her breathing was shallow and erratic, but the
adrenalin kept her mind sharp and focused. 


“Yes love, that
delightful young man who brings the box of veggies on Mondays and Thursday. Always
holds the door open for me when–”


“That’s not my
boyfriend, he’s the delivery boy you stupid old woman.” It escaped her twisted
mouth as a snarl, punctuated by wheezing. “He can’t possibly be poisoning me
from Marrakech.”


Fighting her
body’s will to collapse Miranda groped her way along the wall to the banister
and stumbled down the stairs, wondering if letting go would end it all.


Back in her
apartment Miranda collapsed on the bed, crawling under the filthy doona, away
from the nasty world she had created. She didn’t care if the suit got crumpled.
With the last of her energy she wrapped her body around the long
pillow—the last comfort. She’d go straight to sleep this
time—teetering beyond the limits of exhaustion.


Maybe this is all my doing? I probably deserve it.



The rain fell
heavily outside, as her eyelids closed and she wished for an iron roof. She’d
loved to hear the rain at night when she was a kid, coddled in her My Little
Pony jamas, thoughts alternating between her absent father and the rain.


I could apologise to Andrew.



Miranda buried
her head in the custom designed body pillow. It smelt of stale sweat and
something else.


Metallic? It smells metallic? Strange?



She remembered
Andrew bringing around his final gift while she was in the throes of that
hangover, trying to dial down a contact number for the celtic-tattooed blonde
so she could tell him what a sick bastard he was.


Darkness
circled and lurked on the perimeter of her consciousness. Miranda fought to
stay awake and remember what Andrew said to her the last time she’d seen him. It
was significant.


Tired so tired. Sleep first…



She forced her
mind to focus. What had Andrew said?


He said he knew
it was important for her to have something to lie close to in the dead of
night. He’d heard her whimper and cry out in her sleep, though she’d refused to
ever let him know what haunted her nights. A body pillow was what she needed,
if she didn’t want him.


She’d left him
in the hallway and kept her sunglasses on so he couldn’t see the black eye, and
snatched the pillow from him through the crack, slamming the door in his face,
to return to her speed dialling. The intention had been to give it back. Who
was Andrew to tell her what she wanted or needed? She’d envisaged it, in true
drama queen style, throwing a hissy fit at his door, perhaps hit him about the
head with the pillow before making a cinematic perfect exit with a flick of her
dark tresses.


But she’d liked
the pillow, poor substitute as it was. She missed the warmth of his body next
to hers—the rhythmic breathing. The old nightmares had stopped, replaced
by new ones. She was certain she’d written them down. There would be a note in
her diary.


I’ll look later. Tired—so tired. Sleep.



Her heart
thundered, the yang of her breathing, as she surrendered to the oblivion of
sleep.
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Scene





Jason Coggins



 



His first memories:



The first
trickles of self-awareness stirring in a crib.


His baby body
nested in blankets snug and warm.


The dawn’s
light slanting between wooden poles;


slicing bars of
red between closed eyelids.


That self same
body a prison: unflinching like brass.


Unseen eyes
peering coldly down upon him.


 



The Past:



Mitchell’s
mother had wanted to be near her own mother. That is how they came to live
above the Shop in Templeton Lane. Three generations cramped into two rooms and
an attic. It was a frantic home. The conversation of customers, weights
clanking on scales, the thwacking of butter, knives being sharpened, and the
ring of the doorbell filled their rooms as certainly as the smells of cooked
meats and fresh bread. It was hard to imagine a war that required everyone to
carry a ration book was occurring less than a sea away.


Mitchell was
six when war was declared. Back then, ‘war’ had just been another word for him
to learn, like ‘dog’, ‘hello’ and ‘milk-churn’. It was ever-present, flitting
in and out of conversations like the sparrows darting among the mulberry trees
on the Common. During the day, when the shop was open, the word “war” seemed to
fall like bruised apples onto Mitchell’s head. He would come down the stairs
trying not to listen, but the women stood lining the aisles, “war” spilling
from their lips like drool from the chops of a bloodhound. Down amongst the low
shelves and blocks of scrubbing soaps, he picked his way between their
immaculately hemmed skirts; pining for bedtime and an escape from that word.


One day, as was
so often the case, Grandmamma shooed the boy out the backdoor.


Mitchell looked
up, hands shoved deep into pockets, face all scrunched up as he scrutinised
first the sky, and then the garden yawning open before him. The soil burnished
with the uneven efforts of spuds to send malformed shots into the fresh air. Runner
beans hung like bunting from splintery old frames. Mitchell recalled a time
when veggies in the garden had been nothing more than plain old, muddy grub
from the backyard. That was before the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign. Now, every
sprout, spud and bean had been conscripted into the war effort just as surely
as his father had been.


With a sigh
Mitchell looked off down the garden path. Behind the blackberry patch, a stream
ran. The water there ran fresh despite a number of the neighbouring houses
emptying their domestic cisterns into it. It was fast with sticklebacks. Sometimes
he waded out into the stream and ladled the water until he caught a ‘tiddler’
or a minnow or two. These would live in the kitchen for a few days until they
mysteriously disappeared. Mitchell hesitated then picked up a greening jam-jar
full of rainwater. Catching fish was always a good distraction for an hour or
two. His mind made up he dragged on a pair of too-big-wellies. Jam-jar in hand
he started to trundle down the garden path towards the stream.


But his resolve
evaporated the moment he glimpsed a Spitfire in the distance, its climbing
vapour trail a vivid gash in the bright blue sky.


The jam-jar
dropped from his hand, forgotten in his haste to return to the house. As he
scuffed off his wellies on the sides of a flagstone, Mitchell decided the
outside world was a place he could do without. Carefully he opened the back
door and tip-toed up the stairs to his bedroom.


At least, he
reasoned, in sleep he had nothing to fear.


 



The next
morning, the strangely appetising stench of the pigsty next door filled
Mitchell’s bedroom. It was a sweet, enticing aroma that greeted him on warm
mornings favoured by a southerly breeze. The pigs could be heard wheezing below
his window. The birds twittered and twirled with the affairs of a new day. Mitchell
instinctively knew it was early, even by his mother’s standards. The shop below
was silent. As he lay there in bed, his head swaddled beneath a crochet
blanket, the rumblings of his empty stomach alerted him to the possibility of
breakfast.


Yet he could
not move.


Fear comes
easily to children. There is too much unknown in heaven and hell for tiny minds
to fathom. Where the light of their limited experience or the wisdom of
parents’ teachings has not fallen, dark places infested with shadows exist. Mitchell
had retreated to bed to avoid contemplating one such place… and found he had
woken in one even darker.


Head and body
numb as a blackboard. 


His limbs were
beyond heavy. 


Terrified
impulses chased down nerves into fingers, muscles and eye-lids sending orders
to move, twitch, open… do anything! 


But paralysis
gripped tight; and his body steadfastly refused to reply. There was only his
breath, warm and wet beneath the blanket’s smother. Mitchell’s brain triggered
a primal signal to cry out. His ears filled with the anticipated scream and he
imagined the door flinging open as Grandmamma dashed in to wake him from this
nightmare of being trapped in his own body.


But no scream
came. He lay entombed in his own body, petrified like a fossil between the
sheets.


Sometime, just
before breakfast, trapped in the recesses of his own mind, he came to a
profound, terrified understanding that would shape the life which was to
follow: that there was no comfort in sleep—not even for little boys.


 



The Present:



“Doctor
Slovosky you’re a clever guy, right?” Hobbes rocked onto the back legs of the
chair. “So it don’t figure why you’d let a serious crime like this go
unreported.”


Hobbes fixed
Doctor Slovosky with a look that had taken two decades of law enforcement to
refine. It was the look he reserved for the victimised. It was a look that said
if you have Detective Hobbes on your side you were the safest witness in town.


But Doctor
Slovosky was not looking. Instead, he was carefully regarding the mug of coffee
on the desk before him. A skin had congealed over its cold surface.


For a moment
Hobbes lost his confident chain of thought: “I mean—you’re a psychologist
right?” With that Slovosky looked up and the detective mistakenly assumed he
was at last getting somewhere with this interview. “So you know all about how
the brain, you know… thinks. So I ask you now: do you think you’re experiencing
post-natal depression?”


“Post-traumatic
stress,” interjected Charlie as she stirred on the scarred Chesterfield
squeezed between the overflowing book shelves of the Doctor’s office. The heavy
sigh she made during this exertion clearly demonstrated her patience had
finally worn out.


“I leave
psychology to the professionals, ma’am,” Hobbes shrugged.


Physically
Charlie was short enough to have been lost in the back of the sofa; but her
disapproving presence rivalled that of any schoolmistress. She inched off the
sofa onto her feet.


“What you have
to understand about my father,” she started to circle Hobbes, making him
uncertain who was interrogating whom. “Is that he responds to encouragement
exceedingly well; but when it comes to demonstrating initiative, well let us
just say he can be… somewhat backwards in coming forward.”


In contrast to
his daughter, Doctor Slovosky was rake-thin and folded like a deckchair when he
sat down. His gangly frame cried out for a suit that fit and a good meal.


“Psychiatry,”
Slovosky muttered. He looked down at his long feet as if he was a small boy who
was about to be scolded.


“Sorry?” Hobbes
frowned.


“The treatment
of disorders that have a primarily mental diagnosis.” Hobbes glanced at Charlie
clearly confused. “He said psychology,” Slovosky added by way of explanation.


“Dad,” Charlie
stood behind Doctor Slovosky and placed her hands on his shoulders. “You were
assaulted three days ago. Detective Hobbes just wants to know why you didn’t
report the matter there and then? Why did the police have to chase you all
around town just to get a statement?”


“Because it’s
not really that important, my dear,” Doctor Slovosky blinked up at her, “not in
the general scheme of things anyway.”


She sighed
again and pulled at the coat which was slung over the back of the chair. “Come
on Dad let’s get you home.” The coat shifted underneath the doctor and served
to coax him to his feet. He jerked his head by way of farewell to the police
officer and shuffled into the corridor. Charlie shut the door behind him.


“Sorry about that,”
she said. 


Hobbes turned
from studying the spines of the books on the shelf. The countless volumes had
intimidated him. “You sure he’s not in shock?” he said.


“No, that’s
just him. He’s always been… distant,” she smiled uneasily. “He’s excellent at
his job though.”


Hobbes
attention fell onto the chaos strewn debris on the doctor’s desk. “Your Dad
hasn’t made my job easy.”


“And for that I
am sorry Detective,” Charlie’s demeanour weakened and her eyes moistened. “Sometimes
I think he’s sleepwalking through life.”


But Hobbes was
not listening. Instead he aligned himself behind the desk. Yet another immense
volume lay there. Its title washed over him, garbed as it was in clinical
double speech. Instead, the cover illustration tugged at his awareness. It was
an achingly familiar representation of a sleeping woman with demon squatting on
her chest.


“Yeah, me too,”
he replied absently, “…me too.”


 



The rain traced
ghost lines on the street outside. Horizontal surfaces etched into the night by
raindrops shattering against them. Charlie’s car pulled languidly into the
driveway. Its headlights washed the vertical with radiance, giving fleeting
body to fence, bush, and stairwell. The passenger door cracked open and with it
Charlie’s goodnight melted into the patter of rain and the thrumming car
engine:


“Try and get an
early night, Dad. Stay dry…”


Slovosky shut
the door and trundled away. His daughter shook her head before reversing the
car down the drive.


The movement
sensor light cracked on. The spotlight, filled with rain, flickered nervously
on the stairwell. The bedraggled professor resembled a stop-motion scarecrow
caricature as he clambered up the stairs. There he paused for a moment,
seemingly assessing the very nature of the front door before him. Then as if
recalling how the device worked, he unlocked it and stepped inside.


A collection of
mail was strewn across the parquet flooring. The front door closed and he
shuffled into the kitchen leaving a slug’s trail of rainwater behind him. There
he poured a scotch into an unwashed teacup. The dishwasher gaped at him with a
full mouth. A box of groceries aged on the sideboard. He recalled something
about employing a new house cleaner.


The telephone
needled into Slovosky’s solitude, its ringing as persistent and distracting as
Hobbes’ enquiries back in his office.


“I’m sorry to
disturb you at home professor. It’s Oscar here,” the answer phone chirped to
life and Slovosky eyed it sadly as the voice continued, “I was wondering if
you’d told Miranda Reynolds you were going to refer her back to my clinic? Something
to do with blood tests? Look, Mitchell, I really want to confer with you over a
possible Sectioning order here. So if you could ring me back and clarify the
situation I would appreciate it.”


Slovosky had
already left the kitchen when Julian’s voice terminated with a sharp click. The
Miranda Reynolds situation would just have to wait. He suspected the sleep
paralysis would be upon him again tonight. The thought of Ms Reynolds and her
histrionics paled before that. Unlike his patient, he appreciated that some
battles just could not be won.


When your
waking life was nothing more than a matter of passing time until your mind was
trapped once again in your own inert body everything else was incidental… even
being mugged.


Slovosky found
himself staring at his disfigured reflection in the mirror. Reddened,
superficial scars latticed either cheek. His expression as dull, and
conceivably, as bored looking as the one he had worn during the assault. He
shrugged; his face had ever failed to demonstrate emotion. Someone else may
have been able to extract a grain of comedy from a lifetime of failed attempts
to physically mimic feelings.


On his wedding
day Slovosky had tried extremely hard to convey an appearance of joyful awe as
his bride, Apollonia, floated down the isle in a blaze of white. Contrary to
Slovosky’s efforts, photographic evidence of the day suggested the bridegroom
was in pain. Even his newborn daughter had failed to stir his features into
conveying details of his inner workings. When the baby Charlie was first passed
to him, it chirruped in his arms. He glanced up at the expectant expressions of
his wife and midwife and felt obliged to paint a reedy grin on his face that
convinced no-one. Apollonia had become less convinced as the years of matrimony
dragged on. She cited being married to an ‘emotional cripple’ chief amongst
their irreconcilable differences. When she left, Slovosky gave up all charade
of showing emotion.


The face that
had always failed him stared back blankly. He raised the whiskey to his lips.


Am I boring
you, old man? Am I boring you?


That’s what the
mugger snarled as he slapped the flat of a blade against Slovosky’s cheeks. Perhaps
he should have politely informed the young man that nothing he could do would
elicit an emotional response from this victim. Without an expression of protest
or note of fear, Slovosky had divested himself of wallet, cell phone, and even
shoes. Then his attacker, whose own professionalism had been compromised when
his accomplice had referred to him as ‘Clint’, proceeded to rhythmically cut
the professor’s cheeks with playful pats of his knife. 


Am I boring you, old man?



No Clint,
thought Slovosky, I understand… resistance is meaningless.


All those years
ago, something other than a distant war haunted the young Mitchell Slovosky. Back
then adults had much more on their minds than the angst of an insomniac child. Slovosky
clawed his way into his teenage years and the decision to study and become a
learned person was the only act of defiance he had been able to muster in a
short, fearful life. In learning he did at last find some solace: ‘Sleep
paralysis’—or to give it its technical name ‘supine waking
paralysis’—was a global and historic phenomenon. The human race,
regardless of geography, era or ethnicity had always contained individuals who
reported the experience of the mind waking trapped within an apparently
still-sleeping body.


Not that
professional study had cured him. Six decades of sleep paralysis was testament
to that. Altering sleep posture, the self-administration of antidepressant
drugs, lucid dreaming, the elimination of central nervous system stimulants
from his diet, and the avoidance of chronic fatigue had not stopped the sleep
paralysis; but somewhere buried within randomised-control trials, neurological
physiology, perceived realities and madness he had learned an objective
professional calm. He took this to bed with him every night. That cold, steely,
empirical regard—turned inwards—carried him through… one sunrise at
a time.


Choking back
the last of the scotch, Slovosky clumped up the stairwell to his bedroom. With
apathetic disregard he divested his clothes to the bedroom floor. Delaying
sleep only made it worse. Once he had tried to stay awake for five days,
eventually he succumbed, and upon ‘waking’ had been paralyzed for a period of
time he later calculated to have been seven hours. During that time he had
developed a pressure sore on his sacrum and wet himself.


Accepting of
his fate he dragged on his pyjamas and collapsed into the unmade bed.


 



The rain tapped
like a pianist’s fingertips on the pavement outside. The intermittent plop of a
leaf, bending then shedding a teardrop of rain, added a casual percussionist’s
baseline. In the grainy air of Mitchell Slovosky’s bedroom the night was far
from a still one. The cool breeze engorged and deflated the heavy, double-lined
curtains. A stark grey line of streetlight occasionally escaped the confines of
the curtains and scratched at the ceiling. On the floor, corners of research
papers flickered as if being picked at by unseen fingers. The very timbers of
the house, imperceptibly shifted and settled, gently stirring up motes of dust
that had been dancing from one surface to another for years now. In Slovosky’s
own bed, infinitesimal insects busied themselves with scraps of dead skin,
oblivious to abstractions such as night and day.


All the while,
Slovosky’s mind cycled in and out of sleep’s depths. When near the surface, his
subconscious formed vague, fleeting, forgettable impressions of the bedroom. It
faintly observed his shifting position and the accumulating bad taste in his
mouth. Then it plummeted back down into REM and the jumble of dreams that
awaited him there. 


When it came,
the morning was painted red by the blood perfusing Slovosky’s closed eyelids. The
morning air was warm against his healing cheeks. He could feel the itching of a
chin and jaw freshly sprouted with stubble. He tried to raise a hand to stroke
the goo of sleep from his eyes but it did not answer. Cocooned somewhere in his
brain, Doctor Slovosky acknowledged calmly, the phenomenon was once again upon
him. Professional detachment was the key he reassured himself. 


He summoned a
nerve impulse and focused it upon a finger to flex. In the old days, that used
to be sufficient to snap him out the paralysis. He concentrated on this tactic
for the best part of five minutes… to no avail. So he relinquished his body to
immobility and began to observe his own psychosis with the same objectiveness
he applied to his own patients. He noted the weight of his unmoving body
growing indolent against the mattress. He did not attach any significance to
the growing aches on the bony prominences of his body—coccyx, back of the
skull and shoulder blades. The rise and fall of his chest may very well have
been occurring in some far off land. He lay—witness in his own
body—denying himself such descriptions as ‘prisoner’, ‘captive’ and
‘lifeless’ for such words were subjective and their associations too emotive to
contemplate.


But no amount
of mental separation ever held in check Mitchell’s terror in knowing something
was standing at the foot of his bed… watching.


The thing at
the bottom of the bed never announced its arrival. Robbed of vision, Slovosky
nonetheless knew it was there. Its presence confirmed by the sensation of hairs
trying to rise on the nape of his neck. That primitive knowing you are being
observed by unseen eyes. Pure objectification failed him at these times. The
thing standing at the foot of his bed was no neurocognitive hallucination as
the research suggested. It was as real as the thrum of traffic or the sweet
smell of jasmine as carried in through the open window.


The room grew
hotter as the dawn perished and harsh daylight threw itself against the
windowpane. Outside someone sneezed. Soon now, he told himself, soon now, you
will snatch awake and the thing will be dispelled.


But this
morning, something was different.The foot end of the mattress dimpled, the
gradual shift in balance alarming every fibre of his being. 


The thing had
climbed onto his bed! 


Futile as it
was, Slovosky tried to scream. The thing’s weight was now depressing the
mattress on either side of his legs. His rag doll limbs rolled limply into the
indentations of the mattress. Slovosky threw fierce intent into his arms, but
he may as well have been trying to shape clay with thought alone. The bed
clothes pinned his chest where the thing’s weight now pressed down on either
side of him. Then with slow, deliberate pressure he felt one foot, followed by
another, step onto his sternum. The weight shifted into a crouch. Slovosky
imagined he could hear himself crying as a face tenderly lowered itself down to
meet his.


And with the
softness of a kiss a super nova ignited in his skull.


 



This was the first memory of his new life.



Distant—yet
far away—an array of alarms beeping… the whoosh and sigh of a mechanical
ventilator… a not-so distant cacophony of footsteps and muffled unfamiliar
voices. This tableau faded in and out until Charlie and Apollonia’s voices rose
in the mix.


They were
asking questions of someone called Christian. The empirical authority with
which Christian spoke of a ‘catastrophic stroke’ and ‘locked-in syndrome’
suggested he was also one for objectification. Doctor Christian may as well
have been reading from an autocue as his monotone informed daughter and mother
of the medico-legal implications of their ‘loved-one’s’ condition. If only they
could gauge the extent of the patient’s awareness, he said, and then maybe they
could assess his psychological ability to consent to the withdrawal of
treatment. Until that time though, all they could do was wait and see.


With that, and
for one last, long time… Slovosky turned his professional detachment inwards
and accepted it all.
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Tink. Bloop. Tink.
Bloop.


A loud hoot
rose from behind the rusted dumpsters.


“Man, do you
ever miss?” Brandon slapped his spider-like limbs against the concrete until
the crazy laughter bled from him.


On cue, Clint
rolled a pair of coins up and down his knuckles and with a deft flick of the
wrist, both landed almost simultaneously in the tin of fetid water. Tailor-made
butts from earlier cigarettes floated like battleships on top. All this while
reading.


The fading
light forced Clint to give up the theatrics and he leant closer to the
well-thumbed tome resting on his bent knees, and began scribbling points in the
margin, a slow smile spreading across his face as his eyes raced along the
paragraph. He stroked the ornate silver pen, tracing the florid inscription and
butterfly motif tenderly as he contemplated what he had just written.


Brandon’s hand
darted out as if to catch something, only visible to him, collecting one of the
numerous sticky notes protruding from the book. It plastered itself to the back
of his hand, sending Brandon into a wild panic. He tried to shake it off as
though it was attacking him, legs kicking out with each desperate attempt.


“I told you,
don’t touch the fucking book.” Clint ripped it from Brandon’s hand, read the
neat script and reapplied it to the appropriate page. “Touch it again and I’m
going to beat the crap out of you.”


Brandon’s
humour wilted into fear as he recognised the truth in his friend’s face. Clint
looked at his watch, replaced an elaborately decorated bookmark and put the
book away in a waterproof bag he kept inside his backpack. He stood and Brandon
scrambled to his feet, hoping it was time to move on. Stretching, for dramatic
appreciation rather than physiological relief, Clint grinned at Brandon. Opening
a machine-steeled, balisong knife with an expert flourish, Clint moved it about
his body in lightning fast movements, creeping closer to Brandon.


“Don’t do that
so close to my face. You’re freaking me out.”


The tip of the
knife stopped a breath away from Brandon’s pinpointed pupils. 


“Doesn’t take
much, even when you’re not tripping.”


“Can we go back
downtown? Just for a bit—I hate all this waitin’ around.”


“Boring you, am
I?” Clint continued with the knife show.


“Neah. Just
that you know… the thing, ahh… she’s still here. There.” He pointed to an empty
spot a few yards from the dumpster.


“You paid for
the trip—stop whining.”


“She’s staring
at you. I don’t think she’s happy.”


“Keep it to
yourself.”


“I’m serious
man. We went too far yesterday. Cutting up that old dude. She was there, she
didn’t like that.”


“I don’t give a
shit what your screwed up mind says you see,” then he smiled, showing his
perfect white teeth. With a better haircut and fancy shave, Clint could be the
new face of a men’s magazine. “Let’s see if she likes what I have planned next,
huh?”


“Don’t go
messing with my head, man.” Brandon shifted uncomfortably and rubbed at his
temples. “She’s still looking at you. She’s not happy. I don’t think we should
go pissing her off.”


Clint pointed
the knife back at Brandon.


“She’s not
real. She can’t care what we do. It’s a trip, dude.”


“I think I’m on
a downer… Can we go back downtown? I need some more stuff.” Brandon rubbed his
arms. “Max says he has some easy jobs for us, ya know some quick cash. Come on
man. All this waitin’ around. S’not natural.”


“Fuck Max.” Clint
took a second to put the knife in his pocket then finding his balance booted
the can full of butts and small change. Clint turned and ground his finger into
the centre of Brandon’s forehead. “Trouble with you is you have no vision. We
got it sweet here. No investigations. No-one trying to muscle in on our gig. No
Max taking half of what we grab, telling me what and how to do it.”


Brandon bit his
lip and allowed his oily long hair to drop into his eyes. 


“You’re right. You’re
always right. I know ya only lookin’ out for me. It’s just that Max says this
next job won’t have any heat. Be real easy. He’s goin’ to throw in a dozen tabs
as well. You could sell your half.”


“Buddy, this
here is our territory.” He motioned with pioneer grandeur, throwing a well
toned arm around his friend’s scrawny shoulders. “Ours.”


Brandon started
to shake and began scratching his arms again.


“I dunno.”


“Dude, you
gotta get off that crap Max is feeding you. It’s messing with your head. Slowing
your game. I need a partner I can rely on.”


Brandon pushed
the oily hair out of his eyes and slicked it back. 


“P-partner?”


Slapping him
lightly on his back, Clint grinned. “Sure. All the greats had help.” Brandon
would never come close to his brain power, but he enjoyed the adulation and
craved an audience for his victories. 


“I guess the
girls are prettier here. And untouched ’til we get to them.” He sniggered and
scratched at his crotch.


“But we gotta
get smart dude. Shake it up a bit. Diversify.” 


Clint sat back
down, followed by Brandon. Clint took the book back out of its protective bag,
fiddling with the numerous sticky yellow tags sprouting from its sides. “I’ve
got some interesting concepts to play out. Time for them to take us seriously.”


“We’re going to
be the worst nightmare of every chick on campus.” Brandon sniggered.


Clint leant his
head up against the dumpster; his fingers tapping out a circular rhythm. Flies
buzzed from within disturbed by the vibration and noise.


“I’m gonna be
remembered for more than girls. Gonna be revered in the texts and studied here.”


He slammed his
hand down onto the huge criminology tome, caressing the cover like a lover.


“I don’t
getcha.”


“I’m not going
to be known for petty car heists, the odd mugging or rapes of girls. No, that’s
all in the past. The old me. That professor yesterday gave me so much more than
his shoes and wallet. He gave me direction.” He stared straight at Brandon. “But
you’ve gotta stop calling me by my name. Not anywhere on the campus. If you’re
gonna be my partner you gotta remember that.”


“Yeah, yeah.” A
tiny spark of independence flared up inside Brandon, strengthened by the warm
smile of the woman looking on and the loosening grip of the drug. “Blond don’t
suit you.”


“What are you
now—my fashion advisor?”


“You think
you’re some kinda spy—gettin’ your hair cut and dyed every week, coloured
contacts, fakes tatts, growin’ and cuttin’ a beard and moustache? You’re a
nutcase. Maybe you need to go back to those psych chicks you love and be their
patient. Maybe when they catch you, you’ll get committed and they’ll experiment
on your brain.”


White spittle
formed at the edge of Brandon’s mouth and his fevered eyes stared at the woman
egging him on. Clint grabbed Brandon by the throat, holding the tip of the
balisong close and growled.


“I am not
planning to get caught—we got the rich wimps and the girls on this campus
terrified. The cops are too dumb to link our fun and games.” Clint flicked his
knife away, released Brandon and offered a hand to the cowering boy. “Come on. You’ve
convinced me, one last easy one before we step up our activity. I think Miss
Tania deserves our undivided attention tonight. I stopped by her bike earlier
on.”


Brandon stared
and grasped his hand, looking for the woman but she was gone. Clint was right,
it was just the drugs. He shook his head and pushed his hair back again.


“Hey, sorry
dude. Don’t know what got into me.”


Clint looked at
his watch and put the book back, his fingers brushing a velvet hair tie, a
jewelled hairclip and lingered for a moment on a tiny brooch as he did. He
allowed a small smile to spread across his lips.


Sucking in the
cooling air he grabbed a hand-knitted cap, pulling it firmly over his spiky
hair and swapping his backpack for another empty one in a space between the
dumpsters. In unspoken unison, they skulked out of their den and headed towards
the building Tania would be exiting.


Clint’s
thoughts wandered back to yesterday. The old fool had scared away one of his
planned targets and then had just stood there; as if he were waiting for
something. Without protest the old man handed over everything Clint demanded. He
shivered recalling the power. The feeling of being in control of someone else’s
destiny. The thrill of seeing his handiwork etched in the face and psyche of
another. He had briefly thought of pushing his blade into the leathery old
neck, just to see how far it would go. Then Brandon panicked and used his name.
Started blabbering about the chick who was watching them, freaking out they
were going to get caught. But there was no one there.


A double door
opened. Clint snapped back into the present. Glaze-eyed students spewed into
the velveteen darkness. He took a quick scope of the area for anything out of
the ordinary and seeing nothing, nudged Brandon and nodded.


“Meet you at
the racks—looks like Tania’s right on time.”


Clint followed
the slim figure from her lecture theatre as she shrugged her backpack on one
shoulder and chatted on her cell.


“Hey Lizzie,
we’re all catching up at The Thirsty Whale after the meeting later… You have to
come, ok… Don’t bail on me again… I don’t want to be stuck with Abby... Sure,
if you change your mind you know where I’ll be… Yeah, catch ya.”


Clint frowned
as he listened to her conversation. He’d never seen Tania make a phone call as
she left class. As far as he knew, she had no social life and it disturbed him
to hear she had plans tonight. She wasn’t as isolated as he thought she was.


He’d decided as
he lay awake last night that he’d start to leave his calling card. Cut the
pretty faces of these college girls with their short skirts and tight jeans. So
far he’d carefully chosen his girls, the ones who wouldn’t go to the police or
put up a fight. This one would be his last meek girl. The next one would be one
who’d fight or beg for her life. He’d have that power, to grant her life… or
not. Then he’d move on to a different modus operandi—something more
challenging but which still allowed him to have the power of life or death.


Tania flicked
her hot-pink cell shut, shoved it into her jeans pocket and unlocked her bike. She
groaned when she put weight on the seat and looked down at the flat tyre. “Shit
shit shit!”


The car park
was almost empty and her bike was the last in the bike racks. Her shoulders
slumped.


“You ok?” She
spun to look at a funky coral necklet and singlet top stretched over a muscled
chest. His face seemed sort of familiar…


“Oh, you scared
me. Sorry.” She forced a pleasant smile. Clint returned the smile but it didn’t
reach his clear blue eyes.


“You’ve got a
flat. I’m on my way to my bike—it’s got a puncture kit you can borrow if
you like.”


“Really?” Tania
brightened and relaxed. “Hey, do I know you?


“Sure, I’m in
your brain and biology class. I usually sit near the back.” He reached across
to shake her hand and she took it timidly. “C’mon, my bike’s chained up round S
block.”


“Yeah, I
remember you. Thanks so much for your help. And they say chivalry is dead.” Tania
flushed and pushed a few strands of hair back behind her ears. They walked in
silence for the next few minutes, the crackling tyre sighing over the gravel as
they went.


“So, what’s
your major?”


“Accountancy. I’m
doing some psych subjects for electives.”


“Ohhhh. I
thought accountants were—you know—boring. You don’t look like an
accountant.”


Clint heard
Brandon fall in behind and returned Tania’s embarrassed smile. With the
presence of a gifted actor, he awkwardly pointed and slightly stumbled forward,
“It’s just round here, behind the building.”


As they turned
the corner he drove his shoulder into her. Tania lost her balance and slammed
against the wall. Clint used the back half of the bike to pin her by the hips
and forced her hands onto the rough brick wall by her shoulders.


“You might say
I’m the opposite of boring.” 


She struggled
unsuccessfully against the frame of her bike and his crushing weight.


“Get away from
me you, creep.”


“Do as we say
and you’ll be on your way home soon enough.”


“Heh heh, yeah,
riding home soon enough.” Brandon’s leering monotone announced his arrival. 


She tried to
scream but Clint’s mouth quickly smothered it in an awkward kiss.


“You liked that
didn’t you?” His warm breath, freshly minty and overpowering. “Now, do as we
tell you and you can go home. Nod if you understand.”


She trembled
uncontrollably, tears streaking her face as she nodded.


Clint traced
the line of one of her tears down her cheek and licked the end of his finger. He
kept the pressure of the bike frame against her body by spreading his legs
further apart, freeing his hands to explore the trapped beauty.


Brandon shook
Clint’s shoulder urgently, “You said I was first Clint.”


“Shut up, you
moron.” He closed his eyes and breathed heavily down her neck, drinking with
pleasure the raw fear pumping from her body.


Brandon
urgently tapped him on the shoulder again. “That’s what you said after the last
girl. You said, Brandon you can go first next time.”


Clint flicked
an elbow up into Brandon’s face “Keep your mouth shut and I’ll think about
letting you have a go at all.”


Brandon
wrestled with the bike, pulling at it and knocking Clint’s balance and grasp of
it. He then began stretching for the girl’s chest. 


“You impatient
prick” swore Clint as the bike frame’s grip loosened Tania’s position. He
twisted and drove his forearm into Brandon’s windpipe.


Tania seized
her opportunity and pushed past, scrambling into a run. Her athletic legs,
fuelled by fear and her daily bike ride to and from college, allowed her to
break into a head start.


Clint’s eyes
flashed with anger. “Leave her bike you idiot, grab her bag and lets get her.” They
gave a fruitless chase, giving up when she ran into the library complex.


“Come on, I
doubt she’ll raise the alarm. Not her style,” Clint said backing out of the
quadrangle and snatching the cap from his head. “But, if she does we’ve got
less than ten minutes before things gets uncomfortable ’round here.” He threw
the cap into a bin and they ran back towards the dumpsters.


Brandon wheezed
and laughed the whole way. “You let her get away. Ha ha, not going to be famous
now? You let one get away.”


Brandon dropped
Tania’s backpack from his shoulder, its contents spilling over the bitumen and
he bent over it in fits of spluttering laughter, the effort draining his energy
and balance. Clint’s eyes narrowed.


“You moron. She
not only got a good look at you but she knows both of our names. You’ve
jeopardised our little shopping trips on campus. We’re gonna have to lay low
now.”


Clint was
overwhelmed with a sense of calm and clarity as Brandon continued to hoot with
laughter. Its raucous pollution was swept away by a blinding white flash as he
pulled his knife and slashed across Brandon’s chest.


“Laugh on that
funny boy”


Brandon stared
at the gash on his chest as it began to weep.


Although it had
glanced off the collar bone, it had cut deeply on one side.


“You made me
bleed. Whatcha doin’?”


“Going solo. You’re
a liability.”


Everything
slowed down for Brandon, as Clint reversed the knife and plunged it into the
side of his friend’s neck, dragging it downwards from the jaw line to the
collarbone.


In his drugged
state time stood still for Brandon, his face etched in horror as he realised
Clint’s knife wasn’t going to stop. He stumbled forward and looked up at Clint
with a mixture of confusion, trust and disbelief. Clint pulled the knife our
and calmly stepped aside to miss the gush of blood from Brandon’s neck. 


“Enjoy your
last ten seconds of life.”


His whole body
tingled with the thrill of feeling Brandon’s life ebb away. He stood over the
bleeding body as it jerked into a final silence. He knew he should feel
something, but he was empty. Almost as an afterthought, he bent and cut three
lines into Brandon’s slack face, sorry he hadn’t thought to do it while he
lived, while he screamed.


He dragged
Brandon behind the dumpsters, pulled some bags of rubbish out, dropping them on
top of the body. The garbage truck was often late, and usually full by the time
it got to this part of campus. Sometimes it was days before these dumpsters
were emptied.


Clint picked up
his hidden backpack and retrieved a water bottle to wash his hands and face of traces
of blood. Methodically he cleaned the knife and pulled his singlet off,
stuffing it into his backpack and replacing his knife in the small of his back.


Checking his
watch he grunted. “Two minutes to spare.”


He poured the
rest of the water over the ground and on his shoes; stamping the blood and
water into a muddy mess then began rummaging through Tania’s fallen backpack. The
towel she’d used this morning was still damp and as he scooped it up, breathed
in the musky smells she’d left behind. After relieving her wallet of a credit
card and a little cash, he slung the towel round his shoulders.


A little early
in the season for a dip in the uni pool, but with his physique he looked like
one of the swim team. He pulled the back pack on and slung the towel over his
shoulder. As he did so, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled and he spun
around feeling unseen eyes boring into the back of his head and was almost
disappointed to find no-one behind him. Clint scanned the surrounds, holding
his breath. Nothing moved. No other sounds except his shallow breathing.


With a tuneless
whistle, Clint walked off in the direction of the pool and the back entrance of
the university. A shadow beyond the dumpster liquidly slid after him.


He ditched the
towel once he was clear of the campus and pulled on a hoodie. He cut across
town to Jeffrey’s, via back lanes and alleyways. Jeffrey would pull what funds
he could from the credit card, before it was reported stolen and split it
50/50.


Two streets
from Jeffrey’s business premises, Clint’s opportunistic mind saw a tall, pale
girl wandering down a side lane, oblivious to her surroundings. He followed her
at a distance for a little while. Something about her was familiar.


Clint grunted
in disgust. She would be no fun at all, and from her physique didn’t seem to
have enough air in her to scream nor to struggle. She would submit to him, but
he wanted more. A challenge. He wanted her to scream. He wanted her to plead
with him. He wished he had a car.


She should be
scared but she seemed unaware of him. Leaning against a brittle fence she
fumbled in her bag for a phone without giving him a backwards glance. A
jewelled initial hanging from the tiny receiver caught the light from a sensor
beam in back yard. A dog barked close by. A back door slammed shut.


He remembered
now. He’d been here before. She was sobbing and begging the person on the other
end to hear her out. His hand foraged in his pocket for the little jewelled
twin.


Clint’s grin
drained away but his body tingled with the memory of what he had done to her. One
of his side projects while Brandon had been home stoned. He would be able to do
it all over again, but this time he’d make her plead for her life.


A sweet breath
sighed in his ear and he spun, flicking open his balisong. The lane was empty
behind him. Nothing stirred. He turned and the girl was gone. As he touched the
fence where she had been leaning, the air around him became a vacuum sucking
the air from his lungs. The tiny diamante letter in his pocket burnt against
his thigh. From behind Clint’s eyes a supernova exploded and the knife fell
from his hand.
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Elizabeth
dragged herself towards the car, leaving Doug to see to her luggage. Twice she
stopped to take a gulp from her dwindling water supplies. Arriving with her
luggage, Doug flung open all the car doors and signalled towards the tree under
which the car was standing.


“You’d best
stay outside for a few minutes, give the car a chance to cool down. It gets
pretty hot in there, even in the shade.” 


Elizabeth leant
against one of several mango trees, affording shade to the otherwise exposed
car park and watched Doug put her luggage into the car and push the front
passenger seat back as far as possible to accommodate her tall frame. She
looked a sorry sight, standing under the tree, gasping for breath in her dark
business suit whilst white-robed men and kaleidoscopic women strode past
without as much as a glance towards her. Judging from her appearance, she’d
just poured the remaining water over her head. A few times she fingered the
buttons of her jacket, before finally deciding to undo them.


A few minutes
later three men strode up to the car and placed a number of large packages into
the boot. A fourth man, official looking and wearing what might be taken for a
uniform began an animated discussion with Doug. The packages were opened and
the official emitted a few clicking sounds before shaking his head and picking
up what looked to Elizabeth like a small CD player which had been sitting on
top of one of the packages. The man gave a smile as Doug shrugged his
shoulders, signed the customs papers and slammed the boot shut. Doug paid off
the carriers with a few small coins each. The official pocketed a plain white
envelope. He gave a slight bow in return. 


Doug signalled
to Elizabeth and a few minutes later they were heading out of the airport into
the vast desert expanse. Elizabeth gradually relaxed as the cool air revived
her and she started to take an interest in her surroundings. All there was to
see was the narrow sliver of black snaking its way through the drab, coppery
landscape, punctuated by the occasional village in the distance. 


Her fingers
again went to the buttons of her jacket.


“You’re not
cold, are you?” The inquiry went without reply. “You know, you don’t have to
wear that jacket. You’re not in head office now.” This remark, at least,
achieved a wry smile in reply. 


After some
twenty minutes, the bleak desert began to merge into the more familiar steppe
of the photos she had seen back at the office. A line of trees appeared on the
horizon and soon they were turning onto the dirt track leading into town.


“Fasten your
seatbelt,” said Doug with a grin. She soon understood why as the uneven track
pushed the limits of the car’s suspension. 


“I bet you
didn’t have any air turbulence as bad as this,” as the car swerved to avoid a
somewhat larger hole. 


Elizabeth was oblivious
to the physical discomfort, staring out of the window taking in the multitude
of new impressions as the empty void gave way to the bustle of the town.


“Welcome to
Arruhan! The resting-place! Though I fear there’s not much resting to be done
here these days. That’s what it used to be called before the colonial powers
decided to make it into its capital. Right by the river, you see. Very
strategic for transport.”


Elizabeth again
unbuttoned her jacket. She reached to open her window in order to take in all
the town had to offer: sights, sounds, smells—life.


“Wouldn’t do
that if I were you; not just because of the air-conditioning or dust. It’s not
exactly safe. Last week one of our secretaries had her glasses pinched right
off her nose as she slowed down at a junction. Got them back the next day on
the market. Had to pay quite a price, though.”


They drove on
past a large poster on the side of the road sporting a smiling black face
announcing to the world: “My life has changed, now it’s your turn!”


Elizabeth
turned to Doug and spoke for the first time:


“It really does
look impressive. You did a good job there.”


“So you
recognised it. I wondered whether you would.”


Elizabeth
buttoned up her jacket. Fail to recognise the poster? How could she? She’d
spent months with Doug working on the campaign. Moving into a third-world
country was akin to passing through a minefield. True, there was a crock of
gold at the end of it, but only if they managed to negotiate unseen obstacles
which threatened daily to explode in their face. Yet, it had been an undeniable
success. Minimum advertising, arousing mass public curiosity, a winner whose
face was plastered all over town, the slogan and bang! The first month’s sales
had exceeded their wildest expectations. Her boss had been ecstatic. Now all
they had to do was to make sure things continued in the same vein. That was why
Elizabeth was here.


Doug turned the
car onto an asphalt road leading down a street lined with trees and before long
they pulled up in front of a large villa with high walls and jagged glass
splinters on top. At a single blow of the horn the doors opened and they passed
through the gates into an alternate world of painted brick houses and finely
manicured, emerald lawns. 


 



Monday, 28 April



What a
godforsaken place this is! No wonder they associate hell with heat. Even here
in the villa it seems as if someone’s put me on slow boil. I must have drunk a
whole litre of water in the last thirty minutes and that was after a shower. Thank
goodness I’m only staying three days, and I certainly won’t be coming here
again if I can help it.


Yet, the place
does have a certain charm. The landscapes are cheerless and drab but I’ve never
seen so many shades of yellow in my life. It reminded me of the paints guide
they gave at the store that time I decided to repaint the kitchen.


The people also
intrigue me. They make a sharp contrast to the bleak surroundings with their
shimmering black skin and their rugged, stark features. What on earth they live
off, I don’t know. Doug says most of them live off the land, but I can’t
imagine anything growing here. Apparently, it only rains three months of the
year, and some years it hardly rains at all. I shall have to have a long hard
think about genetic engineering, after all. If they really can provide new
crops, less dependant on water, maybe there is something to it.


Not sure, what
to wear to tonight’s reception. Doug’s been getting at me about wearing
business suits, but mustn’t appear too unprofessional. Well, it’s time to
decide. The first guests will be arriving in less than 30 minutes. But first,
I’m off for another shower.


 



Elizabeth stood
at the entrance to the garden with Doug a little too close for her liking. In
front of her a queue of local dignitaries waited to shake her hand. She smiled
at each one, exchanged a few polite words, before turning to the next. The
Frenchmen even fished for a kiss or two on the cheek, a compliment she politely
refused. They all moved on, not forgetting to pick up a waiting glass of
Champagne. She was exchanging small talk with the director of the local print
shop to which Premier International had awarded the contract to print lottery
tickets, when she caught sight of a man, lingering in the shadows staring at
her. The moment their eyes met he turned away. She excused herself and went
looking for him but he was gone. There could be no doubt, whatsoever. The man
was Robin. And he had run away from her again.


At breakfast
the next morning Elizabeth couldn’t stop talking. Everything was so new and so
exhilarating; she couldn’t help chiming in with the chirping of the crickets. It
also kept her thoughts from Robin.


“Just you wait
until we get into town. That’ll wipe the smile off your face, and if I were
you, I’d change that business outfit of yours into something a little cooler
and infinitely more practical. No one wears dark clothing here. It may be only
25 degrees right now, but the temperature will climb to 50 by midday. Then you
won’t feel quite so cheerful.”


He looked at
her and tried to penetrate beyond her impassive, blue eyes, tried to read
whatever they were saying but they revealed nothing.


“By the way. Do
you know a guy named Sandy? Sandy Davidson? He was looking at you last night,”
asked Doug.


“Sandy?”


“He’s our local
troublemaker. Works for some sort of NGO round here. Not the regular kind. One
of those who believe in going native and all that charitable nonsense. Forever
phoning us up and appealing to my conscience. Says we need to wake up to all
the harm we’re doing.”


“Harm?”


“Yeah,
according to this guy, our lottery is creating misery. I tried to tell him what
we’re doing for the local economy, but he didn’t want to know. Said he was
going to organise a campaign to have us thrown out of the country. Won’t do him
any good. The grateful minister will never agree to forego his little perks. Anyway,
he seems to know you. Told me as much when he was round at the office
yesterday. Saw your name on the daily schedule.”


“And you say
his name is Sandy?”


“Yeah, at least
that’s what everyone round here calls him, on account of his hair. Too long in
the sun, if you ask me. Don’t know what his real name is though.” Doug looked
across the table at her and narrowed his eyes. “You know him, don’t you?”


“His name’s
Robin, Robin Davidson.” Elizabeth was surprised at how evenly his name escaped
from her lips. “I was at university with his sister Tania. We were all quite
close until Tania was nearly raped. She’d been talking to me on the phone only
minutes before it all happened. Robin disappeared not long afterwards.”


“Well, we’d
better be getting on with business,” said Doug after a brief pause, hoping she
would divulge more. “I intend taking you to see our first winner, this morning.
I’m sure you’ll be impressed with–”


“Doug, you’d
know how to get in touch with Robin?”


The question
took Doug aback and he stammered, “I think we can get hold of a number,
somewhere.”


“In which case,
I think I’ll have lunch on my own when we get back.”


“Am I to
understand your interest in Sandy Davidson is merely professional?”


Elizabeth stood
up.


“We’ve got a
busy day Doug. We should really get going.”


 



“Now, that’s
the Lizzie I do remember!” Robin greeted warmly, getting up out of his chair. “Not
that sophisticated woman I saw at the reception last night.”


“Is that why
you ran away?”


“I was, shall
we say, a little overawed. You looked just so different. Not the Lizzie I… but
that’s the past.”


They both sat
down.


“Please Robin,
my name is Elizabeth.” 


“Oh! Ah, yes,
of course. I mean… Yes, I see what you mean. Elizabeth is far more appropriate
for a modern businesswoman. But…” 


His
embarrassment was cut short by the arrival of the snack owner, a large, jovial
man who obviously knew Robin well. 


“I recommend
kissar. It’s a very flat, thin pancake type dish made with rice flour and
served with various sauces. I’ll tell Berengere not to make them too spicy.”


“Fine.”


After ordering
he tried again.


“Listen
Elizabeth, I realise you’re a successful business woman, and that’s fine. I’m
glad you’ve found what you want to do and managed to forge a successful career,
really I am. But why Premier International? Don’t you realise the harm you’re
doing to the people here?”


“What harm? We’re
trying to help the country. We’re providing jobs for over twenty locals and
there’ll be more, if we’re successful; we’ve also agreed to donate five per
cent of our local income to various aid projects in the country; not to mention
the lucky family who wins the jackpot every week. True, it’ll not be as big as
what we paid out to our first winner, but we are giving people a chance to pull
themselves out of the misery they’re in.”


She said this
with her usual conviction—she had repeated it at various times in
countless interviews over the past few weeks and she really believed it. So why
couldn’t she look Robin in the eye?


“But you can’t
really…” He broke off with a sigh. “I guess there’s no real point in going into
all that now. You must have read the reports we lodged with your head office
about the impact of the lottery.”


“What reports?
Nothing has come across my desk.”


She looked
across the table. He’d changed. All these years in the sun had permanently
bleached his light brown hair blonde, but that wasn’t all. His features had
become hardened and leathery. Gone was the freshness of university days, the
unbounded idealism. Yet, the love was still there. Even in those days he’d been
the only one of their group who really cared about people. Most of the others
were like Tania, they latched onto the idealism because it was the fashionable
thing to do. They never really cared about the people they were claiming to
help. Not like Robin. Lizzie joined just because they gave her a sense of
belonging; and she’d been drawn to Robin.


Becoming
Elizabeth after graduation had been as easy as shedding one skin and growing
another. Her fingers mechanically made as if to do up her buttons again, but
she was no longer wearing her suit.


“Listen, I’d
like to ask you one favour. I don’t want you to do this for me. I’m not important.
Do this for yourself.” He leaned across the table and her heart jumped for a
moment. “One of our volunteers is going out to a village tomorrow. If you want
to see what life here is really like, just go along with her, please. She’ll
show you what Doug is hiding from you.”


“He’s not
hiding anything. I went to see Adamou out in the new concession he’s building
for his family. His life has been totally transformed by his win, and he’s
putting the money to good use.”


“My life has
changed, now it’s your turn,” he mocked, leaning back into his chair. “How much
are you paying him for that?”


“You would say
that Robin. Not everything in life is a conspiracy. This isn’t college. I
thought you of all people would agree with our humanitarian work, but I guess I
was wrong about you, again.”


 



Tuesday, 29 April



After all these
years Robin has turned up. Yes Robin! I always knew he’d gone to Africa but no
one believed me. I still can’t believe he washed up in Arruhan though and so
have I? I honestly never thought I would see him again. In some ways I wish I
hadn’t seen him.


Last night when
I saw him at the reception it all came back—the pain mostly and the
disappointment. He was gone before I could catch up with him, so I asked Doug
about him and got a phone number. I rang because I wanted to ask him why? 


Robin took me
out for lunch to a local restaurant. Not exactly romantic, but that’s him. I
had every chance to ask why he never said a word to me before he left but
couldn’t bring myself to say anything. He was only interested in my business
interests and hounding me about them being wrong. Never a word about me, us.


Strange how
I’ve had to come to the desert to discover our previous life was nothing but a
mirage. How pathetic to have believed in him all these years. He never loved
me.


Robin said
something though which I can’t get out of my head. He threw down the gauntlet
challenging me to get to know the truth behind the smiling posters and catchy
slogans. He wants me to accompany one of his nurses out into the bush. I would
have jumped at the chance but then he insulted me and I left.


Doug took me
out to the Continental this evening. We had a lovely meal together but when we
got back he tried to make another pass at me. The man is relentless. 


It made me
think about Robin again. He respects me—or at least he did. He always was
able to see something in me that I couldn’t. He always tried to help me find my
own way when all I wanted to do was follow. He was honest. What if I AM missing
something? Robin is adamant there is more to this than Doug is showing me. If
it’s not too late, I’ll accept the invitation.


 



Elizabeth was
shaking when she got back from her trip. It took her three attempts to let
herself into the duplex. It was only 1.30pm—two hours before Doug would
return from siesta for their meeting. She went straight to her room, undressed
and stood under the shower. She let the water flow for at least ten minutes,
scrubbing herself so hard her skin reddened. She put on a bathrobe and flung
herself down on the bed. Sleep eluded her. She lay there, eyes fixed on the
ceiling, watching the fan whirl round.


Getting up, she
moved across to the wardrobe and took out a fresh business suit. Changing her
mind, she threw it down on the bed and slipped into the dress she had worn to
lunch with Robin. Tying her hair back with an African headscarf given her that
morning, she left her room, crossed the courtyard and sat down, propping
herself up against the Black Monkey Thorn beside the office block.


Taking a
notebook and pencil out of her bag she scribbled at a rapid pace but was soon
disturbed by the sound of muffled pleading coming from one of the offices. She
got up and tried the door. It was locked, as indeed it should have been at this
time of day. But the begging turned to sobs, which peaked and gave way to a
crushing silence minutes later.


The office door
flew open; a woman stumbled out pulling her robes about her and ran across the
courtyard, disappearing onto the street. Elizabeth shuddered and barged into
the office.


“That was
Adamou’s wife, wasn’t it?”


Doug made no
effort to redress with any speed.


His only answer
was an insidious smile.


“Listen! I
don’t care what you get up to, that’s your business. I just want to know one
thing. Did Adamou really win the lottery?”


 



Wednesday 30 April



What now?


The last ten
years of my life have been spent trying to forge a career in business. Yet, it
was more than a career at stake. I was looking for an identity after Robin. I
found it. The cost was high but I paid it willingly because it made me into
someone. I needed that. So I closed my eyes and went for it. Today, someone
opened my eyes and I recoiled. Is this really what I’ve become? And is there
any way out?


Out in the bush
I met a family on the verge of despair because of me; because of me and what
others like me have driven them to. That oh so precious hope—’now it’s
your turn’—has become this family’s nightmare as every single grain of
seed for planting next year was sold to buy yet another ticket. Elsewhere women
have been forced to use the remaining millet to make beer. Then the children
are sent out to sell it, and the men buy more tickets. I’d never imagined…


My guide Susie
Lim didn’t really know who I was, but she saw my distress and did her best to
console me. She came to Arruhan with Robin and wants to open an orphanage once
she’s done some more training. She has found her place, her vocation and says
she’s never going back.


So what do I do
now? That isn’t really a question. It would only take a few minutes to paralyse
the whole system. And with me out of the way, it would take years to get things
going again. The real question is have I got the courage to do it? And
afterwards? Can I really find a new me—the real me?


And Robin? It’s
strangely disturbing his just showing up like that. Yet, the feeling that we
somehow belong together keeps gnawing away at me. More unites us than mere
affection or friendship. Those events ten years ago are refusing to let us
part.


Early the next
morning, Elizabeth quietly shut the door to the duplex. The rising sun was
beginning to glint through the trees. For the moment, it was a welcome sign of
a new day, but soon it would be beating down relentlessly. The taxi had yet to
arrive so she sat down under the Black Monkey Thorn and closed her eyes, taking
in the sounds of the waking day.


When the taxi
arrived, she walked slowly up to the office and pushed the letter she had
written to Doug under the door. It also contained the return half of her plane
ticket. Maybe, he could use it sometime. The taxi pulled out of the concession
and made its way into town. As they passed through the narrow streets, many
unanswered questions remained in Elizabeth’s mind. But now, at least, there
were no regrets.
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“You just don’t
get it,” Robin said leaning back in his chair. Lizzie held up her hands in
silent protest but it did nothing to calm the anger inside of him. 


“I didn’t mean
anything by it,” Lizzie said from across their table in the library, “I just
don’t understand why you got into a fight with them in the first place.” 


“I’ve explained
it at least a million times. You say you want to help people but you still
don’t understand?” Robin knew he was being an asshole but he couldn’t help it. He
had been defending an innocent, homeless man against two drug-thugs. A little
black eye was nothing considering he hadn’t killed the bastards.


“Ok, fine. I
won’t bring it up again.” Lizzie sighed deeply before continuing, “Is
everything ok?” She looked at Robin with those beautiful, questioning eyes, but
he just shook his head. He would never be able to tell her everything—not
anymore.


“It’s fine. I’m
just a little edgy.”


Edgy was a nice
way of putting ‘ready to rip the head off of any living thing’. It was the
polite way of saying ‘yes, something is wrong but I don’t want to tell you, so
shut the fuck up.’


Lizzie looked
back down at her books and didn’t say anything else. He wanted to scream at
her, start a fight, but he knew it wouldn’t solve anything. She wasn’t the
cause of his anger, and they were supposed to be studying. He looked down at
the textbook in front of him but he couldn’t concentrate enough to read it. The
words on the page blended together to create images, faces—him holding a
baseball bat and swinging it at that rapist’s head. Robin smiled inside, letting
the images make him feel better. The bastard deserved it after what he had
tried to do to his sister.


After a while
the images lost their beauty, like they always did. Instead, they morphed into
bloodstains and bone fragments. Robin shut the textbook. He didn’t want to see
his doubts on display. It was the right thing—it didn’t matter what the
law said. 


“Yeah, I can’t
study either.” Lizzie shut her textbook. “Do you wanna go watch that new
slasher flick? I think we can still catch the late show?”


“I don’t want
to go see a slasher flick.” Did he say it too quickly? It was the last thing he
needed right now.


“Ok.” Lizzie
shifted in her seat. “Do you want to go for a walk, it’s nice out.”


“No.”


“Afraid you’ll
find more bodies?” It was intended as a joke but to Robin it felt like a knife
stabbing him in the gut.


“Do you think
it’s funny?” He felt his voice rise. “Do I need to remind you what it’s like to
find some guy who tried to rape my sister, dead behind a dumpster, with his
throat cut open?”


“Robin?” Lizzie
looked around flushing slightly. People had begun to stare. “It was a bad joke,
obviously, but you know I don’t think it’s funny.” Keeping her voice low she
continued, “I think you’re taking this whole thing worse than Tania. At least
she was able to go identify his body this morning; you couldn’t even step
inside the morgue. Maybe you should go home and rest or something?”


“I’m taking it
just fine.” He knew he should lower his voice but he couldn’t control it. The
police had been in the morgue. He hadn’t been ready to face them. They had told
Tania that they wanted to talk to him, tomorrow. They might catch him in a lie,
and here she was making a joke about it without even realising. It was
excruciating.


“Mr. Davidson,”
a voice said behind him. Robin turned around to see one of the librarians
looking down his nose at Robin. “I think it’s time that you left. And please
don’t come back until you’ve learnt how to behave yourself in a library.”


“Whatever.” He
didn’t want to be in the library anyway. Robin turned in his seat and started
packing up his stuff. He glanced across to check if Lizzie was following his
lead and felt more than a little relieved to find her stuffing books into her
backpack.


A small leaflet
fell out of a book as he stuffed it into his bag. He picked it up ready to
shove it in too when he noticed the big bold letters: COME MAKE A DIFFERENCE.
The pictures showed starving children, homeless men begging for food and a
woman crying. I’m trying, he silently whispered to them. It didn’t matter what
the leaflet was for, some Mission in Africa, the point was he knew he had to do
something. Whether it was the guilt talking or not, Robin knew he had to make a
difference. He had to try.


Robin felt a
slap on the shoulder. “Hey Robin, I thought that was you.” 


He tried to
smile at Scott in response but couldn’t seem to do it. Scott was dressed in his
campus security uniform and activist or not, a security guard was just as bad
as a cop. He was also the best person to ask about Detective McNally but there
was no way he could bring it up without suspicion.


“Hey Scott,”
Lizzie said, “How was Vegas?” Robin was grateful to her for that.


“It was great,
but I feel so out of the loop,” Scott replied, “I’ve got a challenge for you. Tell
me the juiciest bit of news you’ve got in five seconds or less.”


Robin shook his
head and shoved the leaflet and another book into his backpack. Scott was
always looking for dirty little secrets and Lizzie loved to gossip.


“Tania
identified her would-be rapist today, in the morgue.”


“Wait, what? Tania
was almost raped?” Scott looked to Robin for the answer but Lizzie replied.


“It was a few
days ago, not far from the library. She was a mess and when Robin went out to
look for the guys he found one of them already dead. The other guy the cops
found this morning with his head beaten in.”


“Well that is
interesting Liz.” Robin tried to avoid the look in Scott’s eyes. Scott would
know and then… what? How would Scott use it to his advantage? The hand on
Robin’s shoulder tightened.


“I’ve got just
the thing that will cheer you up. Jacob and I have another event planned. We
can go out, have a good time and make a public statement without anyone ever
knowing it was us.”


Robin managed
to smile weakly this time. “Maybe when all this stuff settles down.” Scott’s
events were never about the public statement, they were always about something
else. Robin had made a promise to himself to never do another one.


“Well, I better
get going before the Book King kicks me out too,” Scott said. This was Robin’s
chance. Lizzie had already brought it up so it wouldn’t be suspicious, right?


“Hey Scott,”
Robin said as Scott turned to leave, “You ever hear of a Detective McNally?”


“Yeah, he’s the
guy who solved that mother-daughter murder on the south side last year. Why?”


“I’ve gotta
meet with him at the station tomorrow. Go over how I thought things happened
the day Tania was attacked,” Robin started to lick his lips but stopped knowing
it would show he was nervous. “He seems kinda rough.”


“Don’t worry
about him.” Scott took his hand off Robin’s shoulder. “Rumour has it his wife’s
leaving him and taking the kid. If he’s being an ass it’s probably just because
he’s pissed off about his own life. I’m sure you’ll do fine.”


“Thanks,” Robin
said, smiling for real this time.


Scott left and
Robin and Lizzie grabbed their heavy backpacks and headed outside. Robin could
see the outline of the dumpsters even from this distance. It was impossible not
to think about how the blood from the knife wound had poured down the guy’s
neck. The blood had gone everywhere. Lizzie slipped her arms around his waist
and he jumped, but she didn’t seem to notice. Robin looked away, taking deep
breaths to return him to the present.


“I don’t really
like Scott,” Lizzie said now they were further away from the library.


“Doesn’t stop
you from gossiping with him. He’s just passionate about what he does.” 


“I’m not
talking about the activist stuff, like the police care. I mean the other things
he does. Like what he did for his cousin. He doesn’t always do the right thing
does he?”


Robin didn’t
really know how to reply, so he shrugged. What did she mean ‘the right thing’? Scott
had got his cousin off some big charges on a technicality. Robin knew it wasn’t
legally the right thing to do, but what if Scott had good reason? It wasn’t
likely, but why should Lizzie care? Robin felt a headache coming on. Right and
wrong seemed so grey lately.


“I hope it’s
nice like this for graduation,” Lizzie said, changing the subject. “Can you
believe its so close? I haven’t even planned what we’re wearing.” Lizzie
grinned at him with that sweet smile of hers. She really was a good girl but… Robin’s
heart felt heavy and he stopped, pulling back from her embrace. He had to let
her go or he would end up telling her what he did and he didn’t want her
involved in this. He wasn’t even sure what she would say if he told her, and
that scared him more than talking to the police. 


“Lizzie,” he
said, “You really shouldn’t have said you love me. We’ve only been seeing each
other officially for a couple months. What we have isn’t love.”


“What do you
mean? I can tell that you care about me. We do everything together. I mean if
you don’t love me back… it’s ok. You will one day, I’m sure.” But she didn’t
sound sure.


“Lizzie, of
course I care about you. I want to see you do something great with your life. Find
something that you really want to do and make a career out of it. But you don’t
seem to have the drive to do anything unless someone else is going to do it
with you. I can’t do everything with you. We have different interests.”


“No we don’t,”
she protested, “I like helping the homeless people, and working in that soup
kitchen with you was fun.”


“You’re going
to tell me that those are things you would have done whether I was doing them
or not?” Lizzie didn’t answer, instead she looked down and clasped her arms
around her chest.


“You’re
breaking up with me, aren’t you?” Lizzie asked the ground.


“No, not
really.” How could he explain to her all the conflicts inside his head? He
couldn’t and that was the point of this conversation. “I just want you to think
about trying to do something on your own. Something that you like to do.”


“Ok,” Lizzie
replied still not looking up.


“You’re a smart
girl. I think you know what you want to do with your life, you just need to
focus on it,” Robin put his hand on her shoulder, “Come on Lizzie. What’s the
one thing you always told me when we were discussing moral principles?”


“Doing the
right thing is always hard and always worth it,” Lizzie replied monotone. She
had no idea how much those words had helped him fall to sleep the past few
nights. She finally looked up at him with sad eyes. “You really don’t love me
do you?”


He wanted to
tell her, tell her everything right then, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t even
come up with something to try to make her feel better. She’d be better off
without him, surely she knew that.


“Why don’t we
meet up after my meeting with the Detective tomorrow morning? Lunch?”


Lizzie nodded
and didn’t say much else while he walked her home. He had almost convinced
himself by the time he went to bed it was better that way.


 



“Mr. Davidson,
I still don’t understand why you went outside after your sister ran into the
library to get you. Why wouldn’t you want to stay and comfort her?” Detective
McNally asked. 


“Well since
I’ve explained it three times already, I think you already know why,” Robin
replied. Robin rubbed the goose bumps on his forearms under the table so
McNally wouldn’t see. It wasn’t just because the interrogation room was cold.


“Why don’t you
tell me again,” McNally said, sitting down on the top of the steel table. 


“Like I said
before, when Tania ran in she was upset. When she told us what happened I got
angry. She was safe with Lizzie, so I thought I would go out to find the guy.”


“In true big
brother fashion. And what was your plan again? If you found him?”


“To kick the
crap out of him.” He’d already admitted to it.


“You see,
that’s funny. Because we found the guy with his head bashed in, probably with a
blunt object. Tell me, what did you use to do it?”


Robin licked
his lips. “I didn’t kill the guy. I never found him.”


“Yes that’s
right,” McNally said, “The only problem is that there is no proof that you
searched the area like you said you did. In fact, you are the only one with the
motive and the opportunity to have killed Clint Baker.”


“If you exclude
the possibility that there were other people out there who may have had a
grudge against him. Maybe a drug deal went bad.” Robin was starting to feel
more confident. “You know you people thought I killed the first one, that
Brandon guy, just because I found him. But I’m not in jail, am I?”


“You’re a cocky
son of a bitch, you know that? The only reason you aren’t in jail for the first
murder is because the coroner believes Brandon knew who attacked him. We
identified traces of his blood on a knife found beside Clint.”


“There. See,”
Robin said, “This Clint guy kills his partner and then gets killed in
retaliation.”


“That’s a
theory, I guess. Except the coroner places Clint’s time of death at about an
hour after Brandon’s. So someone would have to have known Brandon was dead
pretty quickly after it happened in order to hunt him down. Knowledge you had
to have since you supposedly found Brandon’s body. But I’m a fan of a different
theory, one that takes into account the fact that both men who attacked your
sister are now dead.” Detective McNally leaned in close. “How did you really
get that black eye?”


“I told you. There
was an incident at the homeless shelter I work at. It’s all documented and on
file if you want to look it up.”


“Actually I
did.” McNally grabbed a file from the other side of the table. He opened it up
and pushed it towards Robin. Robin didn’t look at it. He knew what it said. “It
says that you are very dedicated to the shelter and to the wellbeing of the
residents. But you have a hell of a temper. So much so, when you witnessed a
homeless man being bullied and harassed by two men you called ‘drug-thugs’, you
stepped in like a hero. Only real heroes don’t break a man’s arm in two places
or fracture another one’s skull.”


McNally pulled
the file away and closed it up again. “You’re lucky they aren’t pressing
charges for assault.”


Robin didn’t
have to respond. They both knew if the thugs took legal action they’d have to
admit to what they were doing in front of the shelter that night. Trafficking
charges weren’t something they were going to risk.


“Why don’t you
tell me why?” McNally asked.


“Why what?”


“Why did you
hurt those ‘thugs’ so badly? What was in it for you?”


Robin just
smiled and said, “Doing the right thing is always hard and always worth it.”


“And did you do
the right thing the night your sister ran into our friend Clint?”


Robin licked
his lips again and looked McNally in the eye. “No. I never got the chance. Like
I said—he was gone”


“I will find
the murder weapon,” McNally said. Robin’s mind flashed back to the bonfire
party over the weekend. The flames were so hot they would burn through
anything.


“I hope you do,”
Robin said, “because it’ll prove it wasn’t me.”


There was a
knock on the one-way window and McNally left. Robin used the break to take a
deep breath and wipe his palms he hadn’t noticed were sweating. If he wasn’t
careful he’d say something stupid.


McNally seemed
to be taking his time; Robin was able to count to 400 while he waited. When
McNally finally returned he held the door open for Robin. 


“You’re free to
go.”


“A change of
heart so fast?” Robin said standing up. McNally tried to put on a smile but it
looked like a grimace


“Yes, well we
now have a witness who corroborates your alibi.” Robin tried to appear calm as
Detective McNally walked him down the hallway to the waiting area. He didn’t
know who would have…


Robin saw Scott
standing in the waiting area in his street clothes, his attention on some sort
of notice board. Scott turned and winked so only Robin could see.


McNally grabbed
Robin’s arm just as he was about to enter the waiting room.


“I wouldn’t
leave town any time soon, if you know what I mean,” he said. Robin pulled his
arm out of McNally’s grip and smiled at him. 


“I’ll be here
until graduation. After that I give no guarantees.” Robin walked towards the
exit hoping he hadn’t pushed the man too far. All McNally needed was to find
something Robin had forgotten and he would be locked up for a very long time.


“Hey bud,”
Scott said coming up behind him. Scott held the door open for him and they both
went outside. The sun was out and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, but Robin
felt a chill go through him.


“It’s a good
thing we ran into each other yesterday or my cousin would never have come
forward.”


“Your cousin?”
Robin asked. They walked out of the parking lot onto the main road. 


“Yeah, you
remember my cousin Ben? The guy who lives in that rundown old apartment
building by the pool, with the view over the quadrangle to the library,” Scott
said. Sure I remember, Robin thought. The guy you got off on the possession
charges. That Right and Wrong headache seemed to be coming back.


“Anyway, Ben
was out on his balcony having drinks the night Tania was attacked. He didn’t
see the attack, but he did see a girl run into the library and then a few
minutes later a guy, he swears looks just like you, run out of the library. He
watched him search from the library all the way to the pool and then back
again. I knew it was probably you, given what you said about Tania. I gave him
a lift here so he could make a statement.”


“Really?” Robin
said. He was searching Scott’s face. There was no way Ben saw him.


Robin hadn’t
needed to search around looking for the guy who attacked his sister. He hadn’t
given up and headed back looking for her bike.


Robin had
watched that Clint guy drag Brandon’s already dead body behind the dumpster. He
stayed in the shadows, following Clint, hunting down his skinny murderous prey.
The cocky bastard had cleaned up next to the body and strutted across campus
like he owned the place, owned the world. The discarded baseball bat had
pleaded for Robin to pick it up, and it hit the mark; over and over and over
again until the bastard was dead.


“Robin,” Scott
said, flagging down a cab, “I know we’ve talked about it before but you and I
are a lot alike. Sometimes injustice can’t be tolerated. Sometimes you have to
do something before the person creating the injustice spreads it to others.”


Robin just kept
breathing and watched the cab pull up beside them. Scott knew, and he was
saying Robin had done the right thing. But Scott wasn’t the kind of person
Robin wanted agreeing with him. An immense pressure was building in Robin’s
chest and it threatened to suffocate him with guilt.


“Everything’s
going to be just fine now that I’ve set them in the right direction,” Scott
continued and gave him a friendly punch on the arm. “I’ll give you a call
sometime, you know?”


Robin nodded
and got into the cab. He knew what kind of favour Scott would call on him for
and Robin knew he wouldn’t do it. Robin would have to leave. 


“Hey guy, where
to?” the cabby asked. Suddenly the most important decision he had to make was
whether or not he would say goodbye to Lizzie. The sadness made his voice
crack; he knew what the decision had to be. 


“The airport,
please.”
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“Mr. Davidson…”



Right here my
subconscious should have jumped out of bed and shut me up. But when you haven’t
slept for more than a week your mind often steps out for a holiday without
telling the rest of you where it’s off to.


“…I think it’s
time that you left. And please don’t come back until you’ve learnt how to
behave yourself in a library.”


As the rest of
the words came out I knew it wasn’t me talking—it was the Not Me. 


It’s rare for
me to call anyone out like that, even if they are being disruptive, but there I
stood, behind Robin, who I’ve never called Mr. Davidson in my life, and
wondered what I might say next. The way they looked at me, I felt as out of
place as if I’d just stepped out of a Jane Austen novel. My outburst caught
them mid-argument and while the girl was clearly embarrassed, Robin stared
daggers. 


I don’t care
much for Robin. It’s not like we have a history or anything. I just don’t like
the way he treats his sister. He’s always talking down to her, like she’s still
a little kid—never giving her a chance to have her own opinion. He’s
petty and he will make me pay for this the next few times he comes
in—making a point to request a dozen big, heavy references, knowing I’ll
be the one to reshelf them.


I was still
standing there, wishing I could take back what I said and try it again without
sounding like a fifty-year-old bureaucrat, when Dash came to my rescue. He
grabbed me by the hood of my sweatshirt, as Robin muttered “whatever”, and all
but dragged me away before I put my foot any further into my mouth.


I’d tell you
Dash’s name if I knew it. He’s never told it to me—or to anyone I know. As
the story goes, the nickname came from his freshman composition professor, who
tried to get him to stop using so many of them in his writing. He was
unsuccessful, and the nickname stuck.


“Points for
style, my friend,” he said pounding his hand down on my shoulder. With a firm
grip he led me toward the information desk. “But it’s just a library. Let’s try
not to incite the barbarian hordes.” He nudged me forward, and went on his way
gathering books left behind on tables by students too lazy to put them back on
the trolleys.


Very was there
trying to help a freshman find a book on psychology. He didn’t know the author,
title, pub date or have anything more than a vague idea of the subject. Very
was helping him because she’s quite predictable at
rock-paper-scissors—which is how we choose who has to help the clueless.


Her name is
Verity—named after a character in one of her father’s favourite novels. She
hates her name—I adore it. We met in a creative writing class during
freshman year. Before the first class was over I was calling her Very, and
after a couple of weeks I started in with the variations—when she’s
headed out for a night on the town she’s Very Pretty, or at work I might call
her Very Bright. She pretends she doesn’t like it, but when I stopped for a
while she got miffed.


When the
student left, I leant across the desk and whispered to her. “I need a break. I’ll
be right back after a smoke.” She gave me a fierce look, but I didn’t care. Very,
I could handle, but I needed to collect my thoughts before I could deal with anyone
else.


I walked out
the side door a little too fast, and the Pretty Young Thing from the Bio
Department scrambled out of my way. I turned around to mumble an apology to
find her batting her eyes at me. OK, never mind—it was the Not Pretty
Young Thing. The Real Pretty Young Thing never looked twice.


Once I was down
the ramp and around the corner of the library the only ones who would bother me
were the gargoyles.


 



Alright, maybe
I should explain myself before you doubt my sanity. I haven’t slept in ten days.
Not a wink. Well, that’s a bit of an exaggeration—I’ve fallen asleep
twice in class for a total of about five minutes, I know this because the
lecturer timed me and announced it to the class. And at least once riding my
bike across campus—a ride that ended rather abruptly and painfully.


The doctor at
the campus clinic said a single day without sleep is akin to being drunk. After
two days, there are significant mood changes, and after three days
hallucinations are possible. That’s a bit like saying cutting off your leg with
a piece of glass may cause some blood loss.


A week
ago—four days after I stopped sleeping—Dash called me an asshole on
a lunch break. That was when I realised the hallucinations had started. The
sentiment wasn’t out of place, it’s just in the three years I’ve known him,
I’ve never heard Dash curse—he says it’s the verbal equivalent of weak
writing. Shortly after that I started calling the hallucinations the Nots to
help keep them straight. Dash doesn’t curse, but Not Dash does.


The same day
Very found me on campus asking a signpost for directions. She dragged me
straight to the campus health clinic and sat with me to make sure I stayed. They
gave me some sleeping pills that didn’t work—I’m still taking them.


On the fifth
day I took up smoking. I don’t actually smoke, but our bosses are more tolerant
of me stepping outside if I have a cigarette in hand rather than a cup of
coffee. And out here behind the library, away from even the moderate traffic of
the quad, it’s easier to sort out what’s real. 


Sometimes the
Nots and Reals are easy to tell apart—the Nots do and say things the
Reals wouldn’t. But as the days wear on they behave close enough to their
counterparts that I get confused. Out here there are only the gargoyles. And,
so far, I’ve never confused them for a Real.


 



Back so soon for another session? I’d barely sat on the brick edging around the flowerbeds and he was
at me—Sigmund, the gargoyle right above my head on the back corner of the
library. I’d have thought you could at least handle an hour on your own. His
gurgling, wheezy laugh sounded uncomfortably like a drowning asthmatic.


 “I barked at someone who was talking a
little too loud,” I said. “Couldn’t seem to stop myself.”


Oh, don’t listen to him. That
was Carl, the gargoyle from the clock obelisk about thirty feet
away—although since he wasn’t a waterspout I suppose he wasn’t
technically a gargoyle. There were more gargoyles in sight of where I sat, but
only these two ever spoke. And don’t be
so hard on yourself.


Knock it off, you mummy’s boy. Sig again. Simon, I don’t
know why you’re still coming to work. You’re not doing anyone any good. They
spend all their time covering for you. You should just go home before you get
fired.


“Shut up, Sig. We
all know I can’t afford to take time off. Besides, at home all there is to do
is stare at the patterns on the ceiling. At least here I have the two of you to
keep me company.”


I keep telling you, said
Carl, that what you see on those patterns
is important. It might give us a clue to what you are feeling.


Blah. Blah, blah. I could
practically hear Sig rolling his stony eyes. Always with the imagery nonsense.



I was about to
say something when I heard someone coming. I turned around to see Very headed
my way. 


“Simon Cain,”
she shouted in a sing-song, like she was playfully scolding a child. She was
walking carefully, her eyes adjusting to the dark, with a paper coffee cup
dangling from each hand. She’d never followed me out on one of my smoke breaks,
so I suspected it was Not Very.


Sigmund let out
a long, exaggerated wolf-whistle.


“Very
Surprising.” I said it as much to say hi as to let her know exactly where I
was, hidden among the shadows. I wanted to be polite, in case it was the Real
Very. Believe me, there’s little that will make you doubt your sanity more than
debating the merits of manners toward people you’re not even sure are there.


Very walked
over to where I sat, sunk down onto the cold brick beside me, and held out one
of the cups. “No caffeine, no sugar, plenty of warm milk.” She shrugged her
shoulders and flashed a crooked smile. “I figured it couldn’t hurt.”


Aw… isn’t that sweet? said
Sig. Pity coffee.


Is it too much to believe someone might care about
Simon? asked Carl.


Sig snorted.


I’m not sure
how long Very and I sat there in silence—longer than I could have
stomached with anyone else. Very and I don’t always have to talk to say things
to each other—it’s something I can’t do with many other people.


“Who’s covering
the desk?” It wasn’t said to break the silence. I wanted to know if she was the
Real or the Not.


“Dash said he’d
watch it for a few minutes before he heads home.” She leaned unusually close
and brushed the hair behind my ear—definitely Not Very.


I wasn’t in the
mood to talk if she wasn’t really there, so I just shut up. The warmth of her
sitting next to me—imaginary or not—felt comforting. There was
another long silence, broken by a weary sigh.


“Simon, what
are you doing?” Very nodded toward the unlit cigarette in my hand. Or maybe it
was Not Very. I wasn’t sure. It could be both at once. Sometimes the Nots and
the Reals play tag-team.


You’ll feel better if you talk it through with
someone, said Carl.


Don’t tell her, said
Sigmund. She’ll think you’re insane and
have you back in the clinic before your coffee is cold.



Don’t listen to him. She’s only trying to help.



“You’ve been
out here for almost ten minutes and you haven’t even lit the thing.”


“Oh.” I relaxed
a bit. “I don’t smoke.”


“Then why are
you taking a dozen smoke breaks each night? What are you doing out here?”


Oh, talking to buildings,
Sig laughed. Trying to figure out if he’s
having a psychotic breakdown. 



And listening to you he probably will have one, chided Carl.


I shook my head
to clear the voices. “Sorting things out.” 


I hadn’t really
explained the Nots to her. It had been hard enough explaining the signpost
incident.


“You’re still
not sleeping, are you?” She moved away, scooped up a handful of pebbles and
started tossing them, one at a time, at a tree a few feet away. “Are you
sleeping at all?”


I shook my
head.


“The pills?”


Even hearing
her say it aloud, I felt like a junkie. I took the bottle out of my pocket and
handed it to her. “Almost gone.”


“It’s only been
five days, Simon. Jesus, how many are you taking?” I heard two voices in
unison. Real Very asked the question with concern. Not Very spat an accusation
at me.


You just don’t know your limits do you, boy? said Sig. What’s she going to
think of you now?



Why must you badger him?
Carl asked. He has a prescription and she
knows that.


“Six last
night. Didn’t sleep a wink.”






Very sighed. But
that doesn’t convey the whole thing. Women have a larger arsenal of body
language than we do—Very says it’s inevitable since we spend so much time
looking at their bodies. The one Very let out conveyed a lot—frustration,
anger, confusion and a healthy dose of worry. 


 “Simon, what’s really wrong? Why can’t
you sleep?”


“I wish I knew.”
I tried to find the right words to elaborate, but as quickly as an explanation
would come to mind, I’d dismiss it, with the certainty it wouldn’t make any
sense to someone who got a solid eight hours last night—and every night
before. 


“What happens?”


“I just lie
there. TV, radio, exercise, warm milk…nothing helps.”


“Have you tried
counting sheep?” In the dark I couldn’t see it, but I could hear the smirk on
her face.


I knew she was
teasing but until you can’t sleep you have no idea how often you hear that
question. Or how many people think it’s some sort of tangible, helpful advice. If
Real Very had said it she was just kidding. If it was Not Very she was being
mean. 


“Very funny.”


“Cut out the
nickname stuff, Simon. I–” 


Oh—it was
the Real Very. I held up my hand to stop her tirade. 


“I wasn’t. Really.”


“Sorry… So what
happens when you lie down?”


“It’s like my
brain won’t shut off. Things keep replaying in my head.”


“Things? What
kinds of things?”


“Things I saw
during the day. Things I saw last week. Things you said. Things I said… I don’t
know what’s real anymore.” I pulled the hood up over my head. “I’m not even
sure if you’re really here.”


She put her
hand on my cheek and turned my face so I had to look at her.


“Of course I’m
really here. We’re talking aren’t we?”


“Very, I have
conversations all day that didn’t really happen.” I pointed up above my head. “When
you walked up I was talking to the gargoyles.”


Don’t bring us into this.
Sigmund snarled. As if she’d understand.


Very looked
uneasy. Like I might shatter. Or attack her. If she hadn’t looked uneasy, I’d
have known for sure it was Not Very.


She turned away
and took a long, slow sip of her coffee. I didn’t know if she was waiting for
me to continue, or deciding what she should say next.


“How long has
it been since you’ve slept?”


I flicked the
cigarette to the ground and held out both hands, fingers spread. Ten.


Not Very
slapped me hard across the face.


“Ten days? Why
didn’t you say something?” When my head snapped back Not Very was gone and Real
Very was watching me with disbelief in her eyes. “Ten days? Why didn’t you go
back to the clinic? Why didn’t you say something?”


I shrugged. “The
doctor said if things got too bad they’d give me meds that would induce
something like a mini-coma for a couple of days, but I wasn’t that far along
yet. He said I’d sleep when my body was ready.”


“Why didn’t you
tell me?” Her eyes glowed an angry red. I knew I was looking at Very, but my
mind was adding helpful details—editorialising—all on its own.


I looked away. At
the time it had seemed like a good idea to deal with it myself. But now,
hearing the pain and anger in her voice, I wasn’t so sure.


“I’ve been
avoiding everyone I know. It’s easier to keep things straight that way.”


“No wonder you
keep volunteering to reshelve the books.” She let me wait, watching me, before
she let me off the hook. “Fair enough.” She leaned back into me. “So why aren’t
you sleeping?”


“I told you,
I–”


“No, you
didn’t. You said you’re replaying things in your head. But what are you
replaying?”


Don’t tell her, shouted
Sigmund. This is between us.


Hush, Sigmund. This is progress.



When I didn’t
answer she sensed she was onto something. The only thing worse than a psych
major for a friend would be a psych major as a girlfriend.


“You saw
something didn’t you?” She’d caught the scent and she knew it. “Simon?” She
waited until I looked her directly in the eyes. “What did you see?”


“The professor
who was mugged…”


Go on Simon, it’s time,
encouraged Carl. 


How would you know when it’s time, Carl? He can’t
trust you.



Any more than he can trust you?



“…I saw it…” I
pointed to a shadowy spot about fifty feet away. “Last week. It happened right
over there. I thought I imagined it.” I stood up and started pacing. “It all
happened so slowly, and he didn’t seem scared. He didn’t even fight back. It
didn’t seem real. It was the same day as the street sign. Right before my shift
was over, you sent me out here to get some fresh air, and I saw it right over
there. No one ever reported the crime so I thought…well, I convinced myself nothing
had really happened.”


Very likes to
think before she speaks, which is why we’re often caught up in long silences. Normally
they don’t bother me, but during every moment of that silence I wanted to
scream. I sat back down and waited.


“The professor
came forward the day before they found the bodies, didn’t he?”


I just nodded.


“And by then
there’d been one more attack, right?”


“Yeah.”


“And you think
you could have stopped it… Don’t you?”


“Very, it’s not
that I think I could have stopped it. I know I could have. If I’d told the
police what I’d seen…”


“And that girl
you’re always ogling…what’s her name…?”


 “Tania.”


“She was the
one attacked. And you think you could’ve been her hero.”


“Very–”


“No, Simon. You
shut up and listen to me.” She pulled back my hood and stared me down. “That
girl didn’t need a hero. She got away from those guys all on her own. Not five
hours earlier you were having a conversation with inanimate objects. You think
you would have given a good description to the cops? Hell, you probably would
have told a story about garden gnomes and Keebler elves.”


I tried,
unsuccessfully, to keep a straight face. “Very–”


She held up her
hand. “Tell me you get this, Simon.”


“Get what?”


“Tell me you
understand this wasn’t your fault. You didn’t keep quiet out of fear. You
thought you imagined it. You didn’t do anything wrong.”


“I do
understand. I really do. I just wonder what if. What if I had said something? Would
things have been different?”


“Maybe. But
they’re not. You can’t turn back the clock and change it.”


“I know, you’re
right, but…”


“But?”


“I still can’t
sleep.”


“That’s because
the attack you saw and what happened after—they aren’t the root of your
problem.”


Her response
caught me off guard, as did the off-hand way she said it. I looked back to make
certain it wasn’t Not Very speaking.


“What do you
mean?” I wasn’t sure if I’d missed her point or she just hadn’t made it clear
enough to me. “That is the problem. That’s all I can do at night—torture
myself with what if.”


“I won’t deny
the what ifs drive you crazy— just not the what ifs surrounding the
attack…”


I still
couldn’t see where she was leading me.


“Simon, you
hadn’t slept for days when you saw the attack. You were already hallucinating.”


“So?” The point
she was making was right in front of me, but my addled mind couldn’t grasp it.


I was waiting
for Sig and Carl to clarify it for me, but Very got in first.


“So, you’re not
sleeping because of something that happened before the mugging.” She smiled,
pleased with herself. “What happened the day you stopped sleeping? What were
you thinking about that first night?”


“That was the
day I got my acceptance letter.”


“Your
acceptance letter? For grad school?” The smile dissolved. “Why didn’t you say
anything?”


“Because I
haven’t decided if I’m taking it.”


She left me
sitting there through another one of her long silences.


I kept waiting
for Sig or Carl to chime in with unwanted advice, but for the first time in
days they were silent.


“Do you think
now that you’ll be leaving, you’re wondering what if something had happened
differently? What if you missed your chance at something?”


This time I was
the one who made her wait through a long silence before answering. 


“Yes. I suppose
I am.”


She laughed
very softly. I was very aware of the heat radiating from her body as she leaned
in to whisper into my ear.


“Simon? Is
there something you want to ask me?


“Very…”
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Wednesday 6.38 am



A crazed panic
controls my mind, as a nightmare I don’t dare remember bleeds away. My breath
burns in my throat like I have been running—I’m paralysed, staring around
recognising nothing, cold sweat covering me.


After a moment,
my body relaxes a little. I take a deep breath and everything around me returns
to its natural place. A body stirs beside me and the dark hair of my
girlfriend—Ronnie—reaches out to me from under the covers. I lie
still—taking in the quiet and stillness of early morning as the sweat cools
on my skin.


Sleep is over
for me—I ease myself out of the bed and walk into the
living-room-come-kitchen, careful to be quiet while I make a cup of coffee and
sit down at my battered and scarred desk by the window.


As my laptop
warms up, I stir my coffee and my mind drifts into the past. The granules
slowly dissolve into the milk, the colour murky with the tang of bitterness. I
blow across the cup as I scan the desk, pages with my scratchy handwriting
scattered across the worktop—pencils with chewed ends, cigarette filters
here and there. The dark eyes of my own face stare up at me from my student ID.


My name is Sam
Dmitrovic. But it is not my name.


I watch the
world slowly drag itself from night—dark clouds lightening with the
coming of the day. They are heavy with rain, patiently waiting to be relieved
of their burden—it is going to be a grim day, an oppressive air with the
threat of rain. Everything is green and almost glowing with life in the murky
spring morning light. The view below transforms from an unrecognisable dark pit
into the familiar garden I know.


This is not my
home—I have no home now, only the places where I try to live. 


My mobile beeps
urgently from the coffee table. It is time to get ready.


 



Thursday 10.12pm



An exhausting
day—two classes and a shift at work. Only five weeks left until the end
of the semester—I’ll be glad for the break. 


Ronnie’s
working late tonight at The Thirsty Whale so I’m alone in the flat again. I
hear the fridge tick over—it’s the only sound other than my fingers
tapping on the keyboard—reverberating with my thoughts as they race
through my head, draining out through my arm and onto the page.


Frankie called
earlier, wanting me to go and shoot some pool with him and the guys—but I
still had hours to put in on my American Lit essay. It was hard to say no to
them—I could’ve used the distraction from my thoughts—but there is
so much work to do. It takes a lot of effort to write to the level Professor
Jacobs is looking for and—as much as I love this language and want to
study it forever—it doesn’t come naturally.


Susie stopped
me in the hall this morning—said I looked tired. I thought you’d look
tired too if you were me.


 



Saturday 11.12am



A lazy
morning—sunlight streaming through the dirty windows—Ronnie’s body
close to mine, under sheets warmed by sleep. There is good in this world even
if I don’t deserve its grace. Yesterday a quiet afternoon shift at work,
followed by a night of laughter and fun with friends.


Sometimes I
wonder at what point I will wake up, cold and alone in the dark—all of
this some wonderful dream snatched away with the opening of my eyes.


 



Saturday 7.03pm



They were at
work today.


I never saw
them enter. My first sight of them was at the reception desk, badges flashing
in the light from the tall windows. Him—tall, looking and taking in
everything around him. Her—small, with bushy hair trying to escape from a
bun, asking questions.


I took a
trolley of books to the stacks in the back and concentrated on those, hoping to
avoid them completely. When I came out—having wandered around for twice
as long as it takes to shelve the books—they were still there, leaning
over the counter and speaking to Verity in low, hushed voices. I could see her
face turned up to them, eager and helpful. I tried to bustle past—on my
way to do some newly-important errand in the back office—but I was not
fast enough.


He asked me if
I had seen anything suspicious lately—any boys causing trouble on the
campus. I told myself to keep my face calm but I know he could see straight
through me, into my thoughts and my fears—my whole life laid open for
him. I felt my cheeks glow and stammered something—I don’t remember what.
I turned to go and she laid a hand on my arm.


I heard a
ringing in my ears as I stared at her mouth moving. I gave a nod, hoping it
would acknowledge correctly whatever it had been she’d said. She let go of my
arm and I willed my legs to carry me away as quickly as possible.


But I wasn’t
fast enough to avoid the tall one’s baleful glare, full of dark mistrust.


 



Tuesday 6.23pm



Everywhere I
see them, looking for clues to find the criminals. They search all over the
campus—rustle up behind you when you think you are alone. Their markers
cover the grass wherever you look, whispering in the breeze. Dread is my
constant companion, sure with knowledge they will unearth my secrets.


Ronnie came
home from her classes today, wondering why I had not been to my own. I told her
I was ill, and she felt my forehead tenderly. Sweet, wonderful Ronnie—the
girl of my dreams with her dark brown hair, intelligent eyes and hearty laugh. She
sees only good in me—she must never know what I have done.


 



Wednesday 4.02am



Again I wake in
terror, my heart slamming in my chest.


I dreamt of
running—snow trapping my feet—dark spindly trees all around,
grabbing at me. Dogs barking from every direction—fear coursing through
my whole body. Running so fast and for so long I fear my heart will explode in
my chest.


They cannot
know—how could they find out? So many years have passed and so many
miles.


But what if
they do catch me? Put it together? My darling Annuska, her hair cascading down
in happy, carefree curls as she throws her head back to laugh and laugh.


They would
never believe me.


 



Thursday 1.00pm



The path was
sodden and scattered with battered and bruised leaves as I walked today, head
low against the misty rain. My shoes squelched and all I could smell was my own
damp clothes.


Reaching the
quadrangle, I looked up to see them waiting outside the library. The same tall
one and his partner, her face now earnest. They stared at me but I turned,
walking away towards the sports block with my hood pulled over my eyes—I
think they called out to me but I pretended not to hear and walked on.


They mustn’t
know. They are looking for someone else—they’re not me. But perhaps my
fluster when I first met them made them suspicious of me—the young man
who appeared only a few years ago from Europe, with rusty, broken English and
desperate eyes.


My name is not
Sam Dmitrovic. But it is my name—for now.


 



Saturday 11.47pm



I am so
cold—huddled at my little desk, pounding on this keyboard—I feel
the breath rush out of my lungs, freezing the air in front of me. A coffee sits
beside me, its warmth leaks away. A cigarette smokes lazily in the ashtray. Rings
drift to the ceiling like a young girl’s hair. Stray books and clothes have a
life of their own and come to rest wherever they find space in our small,
cramped living room.


Why do I write
these things?


These things of
no importance?


I have not left
the flat in days. Ronnie looked at me with concern before she left for her
shift at the bar. I have not shaved and cannot bear to look into the black
beyond my window—where my own haunted eyes seek me out in the reflection.


I am
afraid—I am afraid of them finding me—finding my secrets and taking
me away.


I cannot go
back to Yugoslavia—even if it is no longer called such. Would they? It
has been so many years…


My mind drifts
to a house, deep in a frozen forest of huddling trees. My mother’s crystal-blue
eyes, sparkling with love and happiness in the firelight. I hear her singing in
a low tone as she works in the kitchen.


Annuska—our
little forest imp—dances around the table in her clickety shoes,
delighting at the sound. My tiny sister giggling, so full of life and mischief.
Our father coming in from the cold—the smell of snow all around him as he
shrugs off his heavy coat. The sound of his boisterous voice at the dinner
table—Annuska and myself staring up at him in adoration. 


Happier times.


But Papa died
one night with his fellow compatriots during the short hot summer, far away
from his family. Florin moved in before the first snow fell to cover Papa’s
unmarked grave. I tried not to be angry with Momma—it is hard to raise a
family on your own, impossible when you are left with no income or savings and
she was adamant I stay in school.


Florin was a
hard man but we ate. Oh yes, we ate around our big wooden table but there was
no laughter—only steely silence and an occasional bark from the man if my
sister or I dared to look up from our plates. My mother’s hands turned white
and pale as she clung to her wine—the colour drained from her eyes and
cheeks.


Take your
blessings where you can, because there is always something lurking, ready to
snatch them all away.


 



Sunday 2.11pm



Frankie and
Sandy have just left. Ronnie must have spoken to them as they talked to me in
the soft tones you save for the ill or elderly. I tried to be as cheery as I
could and enjoy their company, but their presence was a strain. I could tell
they were worried about me. They asked if I had eaten and I couldn’t remember.


Water slides
down the window outside. The sky is bleak, washed out—the low hung clouds
blurring the line between the sky and the ground. The late afternoon light is
grey and dirty as a dishcloth.


The
rain—relentless—drives downwards. People rush on the sidewalk and
it is a procession of black umbrellas I see. Shields held against the
fury—faces low and blurred out.


I don’t want to
go, but I’m home again. It is the night I ran away.


It is dark but
the brightness is all I see. The moonlight amplifies and reflects up off the
snow. The glare hurts my eyes, streaming with freezing tears as I stumble out
the door and into the snow. The image of Annuska burns into my retinas, as the
deep snow slows my progress. Her tiny form crumpled at the bottom of the
stairs, a light from the kitchen cutting across my vision of her. I fall face
down in the snow and want to stay there—forever—but I can’t.


As I battle my
way through the forest towards the village, I struggle not to think of Florin
or his lifeless body beside Annuska—a hand thrown casually over her back,
in an accidental moment of fatherly affection in death. His grisly snarl and
her bare foot white against the shadows.


My mother’s
anguish—screaming and crying at the same time—begging me to run,
run far away before the police arrive. She is hysterical with grief for her
darling girl but still wailing at me to escape, so they can’t take me.


And I keep
running—because she tells me to. Three days later I arrive in the port
town of Dubrovnik and find a paper telling the story of the poor family from
Ivangrad whose son killed them all save the mother. She was found bloodied from
her own hand, dead in the bathtub.


I kept running.


 



Monday 2.21am



All is quiet. All
is still. I hear Ronnie softly snoring in our bed—alone as she has been
now for many nights.


I can’t sleep. Things
from that dark night appear when I close my eyes, run through my head
unchecked. 


Florin’s face
in the gloom of the hallway is flushed with anger and inches from my own, now I
am as tall as him. His spittle pelts my face.


I’m screaming
at him to leave my mother alone, and hear her muffled cries through the
bathroom door, as he jerks the doorknob and threatens to put his shoulder to
the door and break it open. 


Florin’s shouts
and my own mingle and become like an angry bear disturbed in the dead of night.
He pushes me away and I push him back. Annuska runs past and his large arm
catches her in its grasp—I try to grab her, pleading to leave Annuska out
of this, but it only makes him angrier and he throws her away.


Powerless I
watch as she reaches her arms out into nothingness at the top of the stairs,
her long hair streaming out behind her. A single shriek escapes from her cherry
lips—cut off as her neck snaps. Her still body, lying at the foot of the
stairs in a shaft of light from the kitchen. The silence that follows stretches
into forever.


The sound of
the blood rushing to my ears, a furious righteous anger flows through me and I
charge. 


It always
seemed to me I was watching that final moment from afar. I crouch and drive my
shoulder into his stomach, as hard as my young body can, pushing him to the
stairs. His eyes pierce me as his arms pinwheel to keep him upright. The fear
on his face as he falls back and I grab the banister to stop myself following
him.


He only grunted
as he followed my sister down the stairs, head first.


 



Tuesday 10.23am



I asked Ronnie
about the police. Are they still on the campus? She told me they are and wanted
to know why I asked. I didn’t answer. Ronnie then said she wanted me to go to
the doctor. I turned back to my desk and pretended I didn’t hear her.


Rolling a
cigarette, I felt her questions burning into my back. I ignored them and
eventually I heard her pick up her satchel and walk out the door. The silence
that rushed in was oppressive as were my own thoughts.


Again I am
alone at my beloved desk—bought second-hand from a shop down the road. How
many people have sat at this desk over the years, thinking of the past? Did
they pine for a past love? Did they smile at the memory of their own youth? Did
they cry over betrayal? Did they relive their choices, stabbed with regret or
with the surrender of knowing it was the way it was?


I remember the
cold and frightening trip to England, following the path taken by so many
before me. The cold nights in Sarajevo, earning my forged
passport—foolproof they said—not much use when it was stolen from
me at Genoa. Crossing the Channel in a rusty old boat, laden with cargo and the
smell of diesel and vomit, as the fumes and the roll of the sea made the trip
more of a nightmare. Finding myself in a strange place with a language I didn’t
fully understand. Slowly learning the phrases that would help me to find work
and arrange new papers down a dark alley.


Hearing the
different accents and tongues of London. Falling in love with English. It is
such a wonderful language for pain—so full of description and synonyms
for almost any word imaginable. Sometimes I sit with my thesaurus for hours,
happily discovering new ways to speak my heart.


Finally I
arrived on the shores of America, my dream for so long. Breathing in the air of
freedom and choice, tainted by the knowledge I don’t deserve it. Surrounded by
fellow immigrants, torn between delirious happiness and crushing guilt.


Travelling to
this university town, a freshly earned scholarship in my pocket. Going to
classes, surrounded by other students, learning more and more. Meeting Ronnie
that night, the kiss we shared under the bright light of a street lamp.


If Annuska
could live, I would give everything—but she is dead. She is dead, my
mother is dead and still I live on. This is not the life I imagined for
myself—but it is the only one I have—and so I make the most of it.


 



Wednesday 5.13pm



Verity called
me this morning, to see how I was. I coughed and spluttered and she sounded
quite convinced by my theatrics. I asked about the investigation and she told
me they had found the boys, both dead. Apparently a student had escaped them
and they had turned on each other.


I felt a great
pressure lighten in my chest. I managed a shower for the first time in days and
scratched the hair off my face with my razor, cutting myself many times. I
practically ran to the library in the early afternoon sunshine—I had to
see for myself.


And it was
true! They were gone—all of their little markers and mementos gone with
them. There was a pall over the library when I entered. I heard a group of
students talking about how the same boys had attacked a professor and he was
dead—the girl was lucky to have fought them off. Everyone looked slightly
grey in the light from the windows. 


Verity saw me
approach and broke out in a smile.She was happy to see me but
concerned—perhaps I wasn’t ready to return to work? I assured her I felt
miles better—I needed to be out of the flat for awhile—so she sent
me to work on the returns. I find a sense of peace in mindfully returning books
to their proper places.


On my way I saw
Simon venting at some students —he looked dreadful—barely there,
and seemed to be babbling at them—enraging one who was easily twice his
size. I clamped my hand on his shoulder and pulled him away before he got into
more trouble. I made my first joke in a week but he just seemed to look through
me.


 I wonder what secrets he holds close to
his chest, unable to share them with a soul. Because that’s the thing about
this life—we all have secrets and we all have stories we can’t share with
the people we love the best.


My name is Sam
Dmitrovic—some call me Dash—neither are my name.
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“Your mother is
dead.” Hana, the woman my Father paid to take care of me, drifted into my room.


“Where’s
Father?” I asked.


“He’s busy,
Susie.”


He’s busy.


The phrase
echoed in my ears. Father was always busy. He had made it clear to me at an
early age his company was all he cared about, preferring contract negotiations
with his suppliers over conversations with me. Apparently, even Mother’s death
wasn’t enough to make him pretend to care like Hana.


“Turn the heat
up, I’m really cold.” 


I pulled another
blanket over me. Hana slammed the door behind her, startling me back into
consciousness.


Opening my eyes
I saw a taxi speed away, throwing an oily mist behind it after another night of
cold drizzle. I blinked to reorient myself in the dirty light. I was on the
same street corner I’d been living on for several weeks, huddled against the
side of a coffee shop. The wrinkled banner of the USA Today covering my legs
winked at me as the breeze lifted and dropped it. The man who had woken me by
slamming the cab’s door rushed down the sidewalk with a body pillow under his
arm. I caught a glimpse of the Incredible Fabrics logo on the pillow and was
surprised to see Father’s company was an international success.


Not that I
cared.


The rain picked
up, pelting my face with its bitter, demoralising sharpness. I shivered,
squeezing my eyes shut to block out the pain this caused in my arms and legs.


“Chilly
night—doesn’t look like today will be much better.”


My nose
identified him before I opened my eyes—a homeless man who had clearly not
found his way to bathing recently. He stared at me with a grin on his face as
he offered his dirty, torn blanket to me, looking as though he intended to
settle in to share it.


“No.” I
wondered why he’d want to sell his blanket. “I don’t have any money.”


“You
misunderstand.” He looked confused as he crouched down. “I don’t want money.”


“You
misunderstand!” I shouted, causing an early-morning jogger to stop and stare. “I
don’t want your blanket!”


He protested
but I kicked at him, just missing his face with what remained of the heel of my
shoe. He scuttled off, cursing me. With the argument over, the joggers,
students and businesspeople lost interest and returned to actively ignoring the
despair around them.


My blood flowed
hot with anger, warming me slightly. Who was he to offer me charity? I didn’t
need his help. If I’d learned anything, it was nothing is free. Everything—everyone—comes
with a price. Whatever his price would have been for the warm blanket, I wasn’t
going to pay it.


I got up to
follow him, to yell at him and make certain he never came back. Out of nowhere,
a woman in a wheelchair cut in front of me, running over my foot.


“Watch where
you’re going!” I snarled.


I grabbed the
wheelchair and shoved it hard, spinning it as I pushed. She screamed as the
chair went over the curb, crashing loudly into the road. A broken footrest
skidded under a parked car as she landed face down in a puddle. The tray of
coffee she had been holding landed next to her.


Trembling and
fearing someone would steal my soggy newspapers, I retreated to my spot in the
shadows. People rushed to her aid. My breathing became difficult and my vision
filled with blood-red rage as I watched them. Why did they hurry to help her
when they ignored me every day?


The woman
assured them she was fine. I scowled at her as they reset her wheelchair onto
the sidewalk and lifted her into it, wiping the road grime off of her face and
clothing. She smiled compassionately as she rolled past me. I glared at her,
sick with hatred.


 



Days flowed
into weeks. Time was marked by the cast-off newspapers of passersby too
ignorant to use the recycling containers. Each morning I’d grab a discarded
paper, find a toilet and possibly a place to bathe. The newspapers kept me from
freezing to death and helped me maintain a connection to the world that had
forgotten me.


Food was
plentiful for the resourcefully discreet. The bakery down the street threw out
leftover cakes and muffins on the weekends, while the same people who didn’t
recycle newspapers threw away uneaten bagels during the week. I had no money
but somehow always procured a bottle of wine. There were weeks where days would
pass without me noticing, thanks in large part to the wine—it was the
only thing that helped with the darkness.


The wind
howled, cutting into my bruised and scarred body, lashing rain against me. The
once-beautiful sequined gown, now dull and tattered, provided no warmth. I
buried myself deeper in newspaper and shrunk closer to the building. I wanted
to cry—to add my tears to the unceasing drops of water exploding on the
sidewalk. But I couldn’t cry; I refused to cry. Instead I focused on the
darkness and the loathing I felt for it.


Many of the
homeless people welcomed sleep to deal with the darkness and the pain. But
sleep on its own offered me no respite. Only drinking brought welcomed relief
from remembering the dreams about life before the streets—before I left
Korea.


Father and I
never discussed Mother’s death. He decided I should learn accounting, to
contribute to the family business. He pulled me out of school for private
training with an American named Mr Jones, who was apparently a friend of
Mother’s. Weeks of studying followed. Debits and credits, balance sheets and
cash flow statements. I learned quickly but I hated every minute of it. I
wanted to be an artist, not an accountant.


Not that anyone
cared.


On my
seventeenth birthday, plagued with migraines and mired by Father’s narrow
ambition for me, I decided to run away.


“I’m leaving,
Mr Jones,” I said, slamming closed a book on international trade law.


“What do you
mean?” He tugged at the long, scraggly beard that obscured most of his face.


“I’m running
away—escaping from Father’s plans for me.”


He leaned
across the table, his lime-scented aftershave making me gag, and said in a
quiet voice. “If you really want to go, I can help you. I know people.”


Relieved to
have an ally in someone Mother had trusted, I agreed to let him help me. He
gave me instructions and I went to my room to prepare.


Later that
evening, I arrived at the meeting place, a dark, boarded-up storefront in a
narrow alley. I was wearing the pristine, white, sequined gown I was told to
wear. I asked for Tony as instructed and was led to the dimly lit back room
where a well-dressed man and woman were waiting.


“You must be
Susie Lim. I’m Tony; she’s Bonnie.” He motioned to a table set for tea, a Cuban
cigar smoking in an ashtray. “Join us.”


“I’m not
thirsty,” I said, suddenly feeling some doubts about my decision to accept
assistance from Mr Jones.


“Come now,”
said Tony, flashing a toothy grin. “Surely your mother taught you better
manners.”


Rather than
tell them my mother was dead and the days of playing tea parties were far
behind me, I reluctantly sat down and took the fine china cup. No conversation
broke the silence and I drank as fast as the hot liquid allowed.


The dizziness
came on as they led me through a corridor, lit by a single naked bulb, into a
dark cellar.


“I’m not
feeling so good,” I said as my legs wobbled and the room closed in around me. It
was pitch black and I wasn’t sure if I was alone. My head was swimming and I
couldn’t hear anything.


“Hello?” My
voice sounded like an echo in my head.


“Keep quiet;
we’re just organizing your first payment.” It was Bonnie’s voice in the
darkness.


I felt someone
step near me and bind my wrists tightly. I screamed and fought as the ropes cut
into my skin. A knife pressed coldly against my neck. Blood wet the ropes. Someone
was pulling at my dress.


Tony’s voice
whispered hot against my ear. “Calm down, Susie. You are a lovely girl and we
wouldn’t want you to get hurt over a… payment misunderstanding.”


He threw me on
the floor. I screamed louder.


 



My heart
pounding, I woke, glad for once to feel the cold, hard sidewalk.


“Are you okay?”


I opened my
eyes to see a wheelchair. The woman who ran over my foot was back. She was
wearing a white dress with bright yellow daisies that seemed to light up the
darkness. Anger rose up in me at the sight of her but I fought against it.


“I’m fine.”


“You were
screaming,” she said.


“It was just a
nightmare.” I rubbed at the places on my wrists where the bruises had been.


“I’m sorry. It
must’ve been a bad one. I’m Annie. Here—have some coffee.”


“I don’t have
any money.”


“I don’t want
any money. I’m just wishing you a happy day and offering you a cup of coffee.” She
placed the cup on the concrete beside me.


I didn’t reply.
She smiled then left to share a hot drink with the next person on the strip. Sitting
up, I watched the steam rising from the paper cup. How dare she presume to
leave the coffee when I refused it? I glared at the homeless people around me
as they enjoyed their own cups.


I snatched
mine, nearly spilling it in my haste and I sipped it for a while. My anger
drained away, replaced by hollowness as I emptied the delicious contents. I
read the newspaper I’d rescued from the trash and learned the body pillows my
father’s company sold were being recalled due to chemical contamination.


Not that I
cared.


Annie visited
every day and I grew to look for the van that brought her—the excitement
that coursed through me replacing the anger and loathing I had once felt. She
shared a warm cup, a smile and longer periods of time talking with me. I
learned she was searching for her brother. This search was what had originally
brought her to the streets and the homeless. Though she had mostly given up on
finding him, she continued to bring coffee and a friendly face. For a long time
I told her nothing about myself. I didn’t trust her, despite her generosity. Everything
in life comes with a price and I knew there was no money to be made in being
nice to people. If you weren’t paying now, you’d sure as hell pay later.


 



It was the beginning
of spring when I worked up the courage to start opening up to Annie. The chill
in the wind had gone and my anger had finished melting away like the winter’s
snows.


“I’m sorry,” I
said, stumbling over the phrase.


Annie looked at
me and smiled. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”


“I have… I
could have hurt you when I pushed–”


“We do
regrettable things when all we can see is darkness.” She reached out to touch
my arm. “I was there once.”


“I wish the
darkness would go away.”


“Only when it
is darkest can you see the stars.” Annie squeezed my hand briefly. “And the
stars are something you don’t want to miss.”


Annie had been
encouraging me to move around for more than my trips to get fresh newspapers
and feeling buoyed by my successful apology, I took my coffee and started to
walk beyond my own block. A bus pulled up, its passengers flooding onto the
sidewalk. I felt suffocated and trapped as the crowd swelled around me. My
heart raced and I pushed my way through the wall of people to head back to the
safety of my spot by the coffee shop.


Someone grabbed
my arm. My nose filled with the odour of lime-scented aftershave.


“Just keep
walking, Princess.”


He steered me
into the coffee shop and sat me down.


I almost didn’t
recognize him—he was clean-shaven and had a fresh haircut. “Hello, Mr
Jones.” I wanted it to sound brave but it came out as a whimper. I stared at
the tabletop and tried to ignore the way he wrinkled his nose at me.


“That’s not my
name,” he said. “Call me Mr Smith.”


He ordered
coffee for both of us, and a breakfast for himself. I watched him devour the
hash browns, eggs and thick slices of hot, buttered toast, as my mouth watered.


“What do you
want?” I finally asked.


“You’re going
to help me,” he said, wiping a yellow egg smear on the white napkin. He pulled
a bag from the seat beside him and dropped it on the floor, pushing it toward
me until it was at my feet. “Officially, you’re doing light janitorial work in
several apartment buildings off-campus. Under the table, of course, since you
don’t have your papers in order. But the real job is information gathering.”


“I do not spy.”


“I’m not paying
you to spy, Princess. I’m paying you to pretend you care about people. Of
course, I can ship you home if you’d prefer.” He rose to leave.


I briefly
considered the money that would come with the job. And the threat. Phantom
pains in my arms reminded me of the last time he had helped me, but I didn’t
want to live on the streets anymore.


“I’ll do it if
you find me an apartment, too.”


Mr Smith
turned, shaking his head. “As if you are in a position to bargain with me!”


“People will
not trust me if I look and smell like a person who sleeps rough.”


“I’ll see what
I can do Princess.” He gestured for me to follow him to his car.


Twenty minutes
later, I was wearing a uniform with my name sewn on it, cleaning in a dank
hallway. A tired-looking student bumped into me as he rounded the corner. His
eyes were sunken and dark. Looking at my nametag he said, “I’m sorry… Susie.” I
remembered I was being paid to pretend to care, so I asked him if he was all
right, commenting about how tired he looked. He said he was fine and left. Over
time I grew to disbelieve him.


Time passed
quickly. It only took a couple of days for Mr Smith to provide me with a set of
keys to my own apartment. We would meet each day at The Blue Lotus and he would
tell me who he wanted me to learn about next and I would find them, pretend to
be friendly, to care about them. Then the next day I would report about who I
had met, anything they said to me and what I had seen. There was an
uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach when I was with him but he’d
distract me by handing me an envelope under the table and send me on my way.


My ability to
track down people and information amazed me. It allowed me to find where Annie
lived and I surprised her one night by bringing her a cup of coffee. She was
happy to see me and we talked for hours.


I noticed a
picture of her, younger and smaller, next to a young man whose eyes looked
familiar. She wasn’t in a wheelchair; he was unburdened by the weariness I had
grown accustomed to seeing him wear like a shackle. Annie saw me looking at it.


“That’s me,
getting ready to dance,” she said. “I loved dancing.”


“Is there
anything I can do for you?” I asked as I was getting ready to leave.


“You can help
me find my brother,” she said with a laugh. I didn’t laugh because I knew she
was serious.


 



Visiting Annie
in the evening was what got me through the day. We went together after dinner
to serve coffee to the homeless people. The world seemed less dark while I did
it and I expected nothing in return.


One night,
after we finished delivering coffee, Annie asked me to take a different route
home. We walked past a vacant building around the block from the place I used
to sleep.


“We should rent
this building,” Annie said. “We can open a women’s refuge.”


“It will cost a
lot.”


“You always
think about costs. Sometimes you have to just let it be about doing the right thing.”


“I didn’t mean
we shouldn’t do it,” I said quickly. “I was just pointing out that it would
take money.”


“I’ll let you
worry about the money. We both have jobs, we’ll make it work.”


“I want to
teach art classes,” I said quietly. “It will help them to have something to do.
To feel good about themselves”


“A bright light
for a dark day,” said Annie. “What a wonderful idea!”


Then Mr Smith
found out about my visits to Annie. Rather than be angry with me, he smiled and
he probed me about Annie, asking many questions. I stayed light on the details
but he kept pressuring me, asking me where Annie was from, where she worked and
if she had a brother. My reaction to these questions seemed to please him even
though I answered vaguely. He instructed me to learn more about Annie. I told
him I would try.


 



Annie spent the
next few weeks making plans for our homeless shelter, contacting the owner of
the building to find out about renting it. I was saving all of the money I was
being paid and trying my best to deal with Mr Smith.


“These things
take time,” I lied, as he grew impatient with more unimportant details,
slamming the door behind him when he left my apartment.


The truth was I
had what he was looking for but I was not giving it to him. I had decided I was
taking it with me, far away from him.


“I’m leaving,
Annie,” I said as we returned from a trip into town.


“What do you
mean?” she asked.


I handed her a
flyer. “You should come with me to Africa, Annie. Building a shelter here is nice,
but we can do so much more. We can make a difference!”


“I can’t go
anywhere. I know the trail to my brother ends here—not Africa.”


We came to one
of the buildings I cleaned. I felt my pulse quicken as I came to my decision.


“Wait here,” I
said, stuffing the flyer back into my pocket. “I have someone I’d like you to
meet.”


“A man?” Annie
giggled.


“Yes,” I said, “but
it’s not what you think.”


I hurried into
the building. It didn’t take long to find him because he rarely left his
apartment.


“Come help me,”
I said in my most commanding voice and he followed unquestioningly. I opened
the foyer door with a huge smile on my face and said “I believe this is
your–”


The rest of the
words caught in my throat as the lime-scented air choked me.


“Mr Smith,
I–”


“The name’s
James,” he interrupted, pushing me aside. Tony puffed on a cigar a few steps
away as he watched James grab the man I had drawn out of safe anonymity,
forcing his face into the window beside the door as his arm was bent and held
behind his back.


“Dmitri!” Annie
screamed as Bonnie and another person lifted her into the back of a van.


“Annuska!” The
man, Dmitri, choked as he struggled against his captor.


“Annie!” I
shouted, starting toward the van. Tony reached out and pushed me to the ground,
flashing his toothy grin at me.


“Don’t worry
about your little friend,” he said. “Bonnie and I will take real good care of
her.”


I watched
helplessly while Tony got into the van and it pulled away, throwing pebbles and
dust into the air. My attention was drawn back when I heard Dmitri groan.


“You, young
man, have been hard to find,” James said, punching Dmitri in the kidney. “Changing
your name and appearance wasn’t in the… agreement… when my boss helped you in
Sarajevo. Luckily, Susie could be compensated sufficiently to sell you out.” James
punched him again. “You have an appointment with the boss.”


The man who
helped load Annie into the van stepped forward and grabbed one of Dmitri’s
arms. Between the two of them, Dmitri was half dragged, half wrestled into a second
van.


James smiled at
me as they locked the back.


“Good job,
Princess. You got me my prize.”


“I don’t work
for you anymore,” I said and spat at him. He smiled.


“You never
worked for me,” he said, wiping his cheek. He reached into the front seat of
the van and tossed a bag at my feet. Money, my passport and a credit card from
Father’s business spilled out.


“Safe travels,
Princess—we’ll meet again when your daddy decides to let you find your
momma.”


“My mother is
dead.” There was a cold strength in my voice despite the hot tears sliding down
my cheeks.


“Whatever you
say, Princess. These tears,” he wiped his finger across my cheek with faux
tenderness, “they aren’t for your mother and they’re surely not for your little
friend. Friendship is just an illusion, Princess. Lies. People only care when
the price is right. But family—your family is always there.”


He turned and
got into the van.


As it pulled
away, the night deepened around me, darker than I could have ever imagined. I
could hear Annie’s words ringing in my mind. We do regrettable things when all
we can see is darkness. I looked up to the sky. Only when it is darkest can you
see the stars. The clouds parted and out of the darkness I truly saw
them—beautiful, shimmering through my tears like a path before me. I
pulled the flyer out of my pocket. Emblazoned across a map of Africa it said “COME
MAKE A DIFFERENCE”.
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“Dad?” He
didn’t respond at first, thinking the voice was only an echo from his past.


In these last few
months, his mind had been a cruel joker, giving strangers his son’s face as he
shuffled through the streets. On one day, no less than twenty of the university
town’s students had been his son for the briefest moment, before transmuting
back into just another fresh-faced stranger. All had looked at him in the same
way though—a moment of barely disguised disgust, then pity, before
crossing over to the other side of the street.


“Dad? Oh my
God—Dad!”


A body stepped
between him and the fire burning in the oil barrel. He blinked at the young
man, his eyes unable to pick out his features in the darkness after staring at
orange flames for hours. He waited for the inevitable moment when the man would
realise his mistake and mutter an apology, but seconds ticked by without
anything.


“It’s me,
Dad—Joe!”


The sludge that
had gathered around his thoughts drained away. Joe!


He tried to
speak but the coughing and the tears got in the way. The other bits of human
driftwood sharing the fire looked on, too cold or drunk to comment on the
reunion, as David crumpled into his son’s arms.


 



David woke on
something so soft, a childish part of him wondered if he had died and was
floating to heaven on a cloud. When he opened his eyes, he saw a light above
him, set into an ornate ceiling rose. It was the first clue he hadn’t died.


The second was
he hurt all over and his body was shivering. He opened his mouth to speak. His
tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth with a taste so awful he could believe a
mouse had crawled in there and died overnight.


There was a
chink of china, the bright ringing of a spoon stirring in a cup, and then the
most beautiful aroma of strong coffee. He turned his head to see his son
carrying a steaming cup towards him from a trolley laden with a royal
breakfast.


“You need to
eat, but drink this first,” Joe said, helping him to sit up. “Then we’ll get
you cleaned up. I had to cut those shoes off you.” He wrinkled his nose as he
reported it, pointing to a tied polythene bag in the corner.


David held the
cup in quivering hands, his fingers clumsy as they held the fine china. “Where
are…?”


“In the Hilton,
sorry. It’s the best in the area. There isn’t much choice here.”


“Sorry…” David’s
voice cracked and he sipped the coffee to lubricate his throat.


Joe looked
embarrassed. “Croissant?”


David nodded,
coming back into his body more and more as the caffeine raced through his
veins. The room was large, decorated in the calm banality of hotel beige. He
couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in a bedroom, but an old part of his
mind began silently criticising the lack of a view, and the fact that one of
the dressing table legs was chipped. He saw a door through to the en-suite
bathroom.


“Is there a
bath?”


Joe returned
with the croissant. “Want me to run one?”


David nodded,
sinking his teeth into the soft pastry. Never before in the history of mankind
had there been such a delicious croissant.


 



The bathroom
was filthy when they finished, the sink covered in tangled brown hair and shorn
beard. It had taken two bathtubs of water and a final shower to get David
clean, and now he was sitting on the bed, wrapped in a fluffy bathrobe, sipping
another coffee. He could think straight again.


Joe was staring
at him from one of the executive armchairs, always less comfortable than they
look. David knew why he stared.


“I look
different, don’t I?”


His son nodded.
“You look older.”


“Thanks.” 


They sat in
silence. David wanted to ask a thousand questions, but all of them seemed like
neon signs pointing to his dreadful failure to be a good father.


“I graduated
magna cum laude,” Joe ended the dilemma for him, the news laced with a squeeze
of bitterness. “I’m due to start with the Firm next month.” David nodded,
remembering the way his wife’s family talked about life in politics. “And
Sophie?”


“She’s fine,
she could get her doctorate in her sleep.” There was a long pause. “Mom’s ok
too.”


David looked
down into the black coffee. “This needs more sugar,” he said, handing it over. He
watched Joe sigh and take it back to the trolley. “Did she send you?”


Joe dumped the
spoon in the cup. “You disappeared!” he exclaimed. “I was worried. This has
nothing to do with Mom.”


David studied
his son’s face. Joe took after his maternal line, with their strong American
jaw line. So handsome. He’ll do well in political circles, he mused. A brain
that should’ve been devoted to science, a physique for the football field, both
shaped to a life in the corridors of power.


“She didn’t
send you hunting the skeleton in the closet?”


“No!” Joe
handed him the cup. “It might be a surprise to you, but I thought this up all
by myself, without any kind of agenda. Can’t you believe your own son wanted to
know if you’re ok?”


David savoured
the warmth of the coffee cup in his hands. “I’m sorry son. I just know what
your mother’s like.”


Joe didn’t
defend her, instead he sat back down, leaning forward to rest his head in his
hands. “It’s taken me so long to find you. The phone number I had stopped
working, you didn’t reply to my letters. Then when I asked Mom if she’d heard
from you…” he shrugged. “Well, I knew something was really bad.”


“What did she
tell you?”


Joe sighed. “That
you never recovered well from the surgery, that you grew apart. She said you
decided to separate, then she lost touch with you.”


“She didn’t
exactly try hard to keep in contact.”


“She said you
didn’t try hard to make it work. She said you ran away. Is that true?”


David drained
the cup. “I used to run a corporation that has over twenty thousand employees,
do you think I’m the kind of person that runs away when things get tough?”


Joe shook his
head and played with the croissant he’d got for himself. “What happened Dad? When
I saw you after the transplant you seemed ok. Shaken up, but ok. Then a
semester later you were AWOL. I just don’t understand…”


David looked
down at the lurid scar on his chest, the top of it stretching above the collar
of the bathrobe. “Having a heart transplant is a big deal you know.”


“I know but… Did…
did you have a breakdown or something?”


David said
nothing for a few beats and then shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


“You wanna talk
about it?”


David sighed
heavily. “Americans. You always have to talk about everything.”


“Come off it. I’ve
just spent months looking for you. We’ve all been worried sick. Don’t give me
that British stiff upper-lip crap.”


David was
suddenly filled with a terrible homesickness. He wanted to dress and go out
into a city with red post boxes, and kerbstones that weren’t painted yellow. He
wanted to use a pedestrian crossing with thick black and white stripes and two
yellow flashing beacons, stopping cars driving on the correct side of the road
for God’s sake!


He stood. “I
want some clothes. I need to go out.”


 



David admired
his son’s patience. In his shoes, he would have been shaking him by the
shoulders by now, demanding to know everything. But Joe just walked alongside
him, taking in the daily business of the bustling town.


“Something did
change after the surgery,” David finally said, taking comfort in the fact they
were walking and didn’t have to make eye contact. “I felt… different.”


“Different in
what way?”


“Well,
obviously I was in a lot of pain. And the virus that buggered up my heart took
its toll too.”


When he didn’t
continue, Joe said, “And…”


“I started
having these… feelings.”


“Did you see a
shrink?”


“Joe, for God’s
sake, you know that’s the last thing I’d do.”


“Oh right,
yeah, that whole lip thing again.”


David sighed. “I
grew up in a country where we sort our own problems out.”


“Whatever,” Joe
cut him off before the rant could get going. “You were telling me about these
feelings. What were they?”


David struggled
to articulate his thoughts. “That… I shouldn’t be there. That I had to be
somewhere else. And it was important.”


“Is that why
you left Washington?”


David nodded. “That
and I wanted to get away from your mother.” He caught himself. “Sorry son. It
got really bad between us.”


Joe nodded. “I
know. I guess she just wanted you to go back to work and be like you always
were.”


“She thought I
was being lazy. I was drawing out the recovery. You know how much she hates
lazy people.”


“Did you know
where you wanted to be?”


David shook his
head. “No. I just felt restless. Then the dreams started. Always the same one. Looking
for somebody, but not being able to find them.”


“Classic
anxiety dream I suppose.”


David ignored
the remark and wondered if there was a girlfriend behind this psychobabble. “I
tried to get on with things, but I just didn’t care about work, it was boring…
irrelevant. I had to leave. Your mother didn’t understand.”


They walked a
couple of blocks before speaking again. “So how did you wind up here?”


David shrugged.
“To be honest, most of it’s pretty hazy. I lost my credit cards, I have no idea
where they went.”


“Vegas,” Joe
replied. “Mom thought you’d gone there and gone crazy. When I heard, I tried to
get in touch, but the police picked up this guy and found your cards on him,
with a bunch of other people’s stuff too. And then it was back to square one
looking for you.”


“Shame, Vegas
would’ve been fun.”


Joe stopped at
the entrance of the university campus. “Are you coming back home with me Dad?”


“No!” David
cried, and became irrational. “I can’t!”


Joe stared hard
at him. “Why? There’s nothing for you here. Jeez, you would’ve died if I hadn’t
found you. Come back home, get some help.”


David shook his
head. Panic feeding his heart. “No, I can’t, I know I have to be here.”


“You know that?
Or you feel that?”


David stepped
past him and started walking. “I just have to be here, I know it. I’m not going
anywhere.”


Joe hurried
after him, falling into step at his side again. “Ok, ok, that’s fine. Just let
me help you, ok?”


They walked. Past
the university, past the shops, into the suburbs. They lunched at a roadside
diner, David eating heartily then feeling sick with stomach cramps afterwards. All
the while Joe waited, and David loved him for it.


They headed
back to the other side of town afterwards, back towards the hotel. David looked
down the backstreets where he had been found, saw a couple of people wrapped in
newspaper in the doorways of abandoned shops.


He wondered
about the Asian girl who had been there a week ago. She’d had the same look in
her eyes as he had when he first realised there was no more money. He’d had the
feeling that she’d fallen just as far as he had, and had offered his blanket in
the hope of a few hours of conversation with someone who hadn’t been on the
street forever. Fool!


“Joe,” he said
after a few minutes. “I think this has something to do with the transplant.”


Joe frowned. “Dad,
I think you had a breakdown, and you need some help to get over it.”


“I don’t want
to see a bloody psychiatrist.”


“Ok, that’s
cool. I’ve got another idea. What if we found the donor family? Maybe if you
spoke to them, it would give you some closure.”


David
shuddered. Closure. Such an American term. “I tried to contact them when
everything started to go wrong, but the transplant centre said they wanted to
stay anonymous.”


Joe seemed to
contemplate this for another block. “We could find them anyway,” he said
quietly. “I know a private investigator. He helped me to track you down. He’s
good.”


David didn’t
reply straight away. Should they disrespect the family’s wishes just for him? But
then he realised now Joe had the idea, it would happen. It was always that way
in his wife’s family. No problem was insurmountable; if they couldn’t solve it
personally, they had the money to pay others to do it for them. 


“Alright,” he
finally said. He was beyond tired, tired in his very bones. “Maybe it will
help.”


 



Four nights
later he was woken by the sound of Joe’s voice in the other bedroom of the
hotel suite. He lay there, revelling in the feeling of the crisp white linen, listening
to Joe sounding excited as he ended the call.


“Dad!” he burst
into the bedroom. “We’ve got something. The donor family didn’t want to remain
anonymous; there was no donor family. The donor had no next of kin.”


David sat up,
frowning. “Did the PI find out anything about him?”


“Yeah, but he
doesn’t give details over the phone. I’m meeting him in the morning. I’ll let
you know everything over dinner tomorrow.”


The next
evening, Joe arrived in the hotel restaurant carrying a small bag. He joined
his father at the table, who ordered wine hurriedly, eager to hear the news.


“What’s in the
bag?” he asked.


“The donor’s
personal effects,” Joe replied. “No-one collected them.”


“Tell me
everything,” David said, noting how nervous he felt.


Joe dug a piece
of paper out of his pocket. “His name was Caleb Jones, he was a janitor at the
university.”


David tried
hard not to be disappointed. What had he been hoping for, an astronaut? “How
did he die?”


“He broke his
neck, just over eight months ago.” Joe passed the bag over the table. “You
should take a look at what’s in there.”


David fumbled
with the zip of the battered boot bag. He pushed his place setting aside to
dump the contents, lint and all, onto the white tablecloth in front of him.


There was a
wallet, a grubby notebook with a tiny pencil tucked into its spine, a small
paper bag with something inside it and assorted detritus. He went straight to
the wallet, opened it and retrieved the university ID card inside. The heart
began to thrum when he saw the face of the donor. Non-descript, average
features, dark hair and eyes, nothing remarkable at all. There were a few old
bus tickets, a couple of dollar bills and a bankcard with the same name printed
on it. He was about to discard it when he noticed something small tucked into
one of the folds. He plucked out a passport-sized photo of a woman with blonde
hair pulled back into a neat ponytail, wearing what looked like a restaurant
uniform.


The heart went
up a gear. He stared at the woman for a few moments, finding her strangely
attractive despite the fact she was plain, and pulling a face like the picture
had been taken before she was ready.


“Don’t you
think it’s weird you ended up in the same town your donor lived in? I mean,
we’re hundreds of miles from Washington, doesn’t that freak you out?” Joe was
gushing excitedly. “It freaks me out.”


David nodded,
tearing his eyes away from the photo to investigate the remaining contents. Pencil
stubs, a sharpener and old receipts didn’t hold his interest. He opened a paper
bag to find a small black velvet square box. Opening it swiftly, his suspicion
was confirmed. An engagement ring sat in the velvet slit inside, a thin gold
band with a miniscule diamond. The heart was beating so fast now that he
thought it was going to burst.


He shut the box
and closed his eyes, willing it to calm.


“Dad, are you
ok?”


He nodded, and
was grateful to hear the sommelier uncorking the wine beside the table. He
watched the deep red liquid slosh into the glass, tasted it and nodded to the
man who then poured. When he left, David took up the glass and gulped three
large fruity mouthfuls. His taste buds applauded the taste of fine wine after
months of grim whisky that had kept out the cold.


“I’m fine,” he
lied. “It’s just… rather overwhelming.”


“I think he was
planning to propose to someone,” Joe said enthusiastically. “And I think he was
a spy.”


“What?” David
nearly choked on the wine. 


“Look in the
notebook,” Joe pointed at it. “It’s full of times, dates, observations. What if
he was under deep cover at the university?”


David smirked. “You
always did have an imagination,” he said as he flicked through the pages. But
it did look like he had been keeping track of someone. As he poured over the
lines of tiny scrawl, he saw references to the coming and goings of a ‘TJ’ and
‘H’. Joe ordered for them as David studied the contents. When the starter
arrived, he put the notebook down and looked at his son.


“He wasn’t a
spy.”


Joe’s face
fell. “How come?”


“Too many
spelling mistakes. He was poorly educated. But whoever this ‘H’ was, he really
hated him.”


They ate in
silence. When the plates were taken away, David returned to the photo in the
wallet.


“So what now
Dad?” Joe asked, sipping the wine. “The PI has his old address, do you want to
see where he lived?”


David thought
about it and then shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I think that would be
morbid.”


Joe smiled. “Boy
I’m relieved you said that. Do you feel better for knowing about him?”


David couldn’t
answer, he didn’t know. His eyes kept returning to the woman in the photo, his
thoughts filled with her and the ring. “I want to find her,” David said. “The
woman in the photo. I think I want to speak to her, then I’ll feel better.”


“Maybe she was
his girlfriend… Though not much of one if she couldn’t even be bothered to
collect his stuff.”


“Maybe she
doesn’t know.”


“Yeah! Maybe if
you tell her, you’ll feel his business is settled. Then you can come home with
me.”


David nodded
but felt otherwise. None of the feelings swarming in his chest could be translated
into words. Only actions would do.


 



Tracking her
down was simple. The uniform she wore was familiar, and it was a quick process
of elimination. Once he’d identified the correct fast food chain there were
only three outlets to check and now he had a son happy to pay for taxi cabs it
wasn’t hard to visit them.


It was the
penultimate one on the list. He left Joe in the taxi and walked through the
door, straight to the staff photos on the wall. There she was in the duty
manager slot at the top of the picture, taken at the same time as the one in
his hand—clearly a reject from the same photo session.


Teresa Jacobs.


As soon as he
read the name, he knew what he had to do. He fumbled in his pocket for the
small velvet box and went up to the counter.


“I’d like to
see the manager please,” he told the obligatory spotty youth.


The boy
swallowed nervously. “Do you have a complaint Sir?”


Uncertain of
what other reason he could give, David nodded and the boy hurried off.


Moments later,
she emerged from the back room, dressed in the uniform from the photo, but
looking older. She smiled with the guarded politeness of a manager expecting to
deal with conflict. He smiled back with the pounding heart of a lover.


“Can I help
you, Sir?”


“I… I’m here to
tell you about Caleb.”


She looked at
him blankly. “Caleb who?”


“Jones,” he
replied, confused by her lack of recognition. “Caleb Jones!”


She smiled,
made nervous by the rising panic in his voice. “Sorry Sir, I don’t know anyone
called Caleb.”


“But he was
going to marry you!” David thrust the ring in front of her.


She stepped
back and held up her left hand. “I’m already married,” she said, waving her
ring finger. “I think there must be some sort of mistake.”


“Does your
husband’s name begin with H?” 


“Harry,” she
replied, confused. “I don’t see what this has to do with him, or me. I’m sorry,
I can’t help you. We don’t know anyone called Caleb.”


Desperate, he
grabbed the wallet from his pocket, tore out the ID card and showed it to her
as Joe came into the diner. “Do you recognise him?”


She stared at
the photo. “Oh… yes, he used to come in here a lot, but hasn’t been in for a
while. Last time I saw him was just after the wedding actually, so that would
be… oh, eight months ago now. I remember him looking at the ring. He was just a
customer, I didn’t know him.”


A dull pain
radiated throughout his chest, and then Joe was at his side as his legs turned
to jelly beneath him.


“Sorry,” she
said, handing the card back. “He hasn’t been here for a while. I hope you find
who you’re looking for.”


She left
quickly. David watched her leave, his chest feeling like it was being crushed. He
dropped the ring as his vision tunnelled. 


The heart was
breaking.


 



 



[bookmark: OneInTheChamber]One in the Chamber





Paul Anderson



 



An amber flame
dances before me. So much beauty, power and potential. This little flame could
light a fireplace to warm a home, or start a wildfire, ravaging everything in
its path.


Me, I choose
destruction. Before the flames begin to lick at my fingertips, I bring the
match up to the edge of the cigar and take a few deep draws. With a flick of my
wrist I extinguish the flame, but the spark lives on. Probably kill me someday,
if I’m lucky.


“No, didn’t
cause me any problems Joe. Got the stuff right here. I’ll drop it round
tomorrow.” The voice on the other end of the line offers thanks, then
compensation.


“Forget it kid.
This one’s a freebie. See you tomorrow.”


I hang up and
lay down on my bed. Joe’s a good kid, straight arrow. Hell of an arm on him too,
coulda gone pro. Became a lawyer instead, and soon he’ll be just like any other
member of his family. Damn shame. I liked him.


Smoke curls up
towards the ceiling, creating monsters and memories above me. I blow smoke
rings at them and try not to think.


Keep smoking
and you’ll be dead before you’re sixty, that’s what Doc said to me. Doc, I
says, I ain’t planning to be around that long.


Course, Doc
copped it a few days later, so what did he know? He was a good man too,
deserved better. I shoulda…


That’s all in
the past now. Except when Isaac calls. Got a job for you Jake. Can’t turn down
those jobs. He’s got my balls in the vice till the day I die. Don’t want anyone
finding out what really happened now do we Jake?


The moaning and
wailing starts early tonight. Not even midnight and she’s off. I stub out the
cigar. I need a drink.


I don’t have
much, and what I do have is nasty, not that I care. I pour myself a double in
between slugs from the bottle.


The moans
become screams, angry words I can hear clear as if she was in the room with me.


I grab my gun
from the breakfast table and shove it into my waistband. I don’t need trouble
round here. I open my door, cross the hall, and knock at the door opposite
mine. No answer. My right hand reaches around to grab the gun hidden in the
small of my back. I flick the safety off, and knock again.


“Miranda. It’s
Jake from across the hall. You OK?”


The safety
chain rattles as the door opens just a crack, enough for me to see her, thin
and pale, with blotchy eyes from all the crying. She looks like hell.


“I heard
shouting.”


“I’m fine.”


“Sure?” I try
to look past her into the dark apartment. “No-one else here?”


She shakes her
head. I flick the safety back on, and bring my right hand back around.


“OK. Just
checking. You get some rest Miranda. Call me if you’ve got any problems.”


She nods
absently, then shuts the door. Poor girl. I ever wind up that way, I know what
I’ll do.


I return to my
apartment and the sobbing begins again.


 



I meet Joe at a
coffee shop downtown. I’d pick a bar, but out of courtesy I keep my drinking
down during daylight. He spends a few minutes searching through the items I’ve
brought him, becoming more excited with each new trinket. Again, he offers to
pay, and again I say no. We compromise with him picking up the check, so I
order a slice of pie. It was an easy tail, so coffee and pie seems a fair
price.


Once Joe’s
gone, I sit and think about the last few cases.


Finding Joe’s
old man, that was tough. Tough, but worth it. Then there was the Kochek woman,
and that creepy guy bugging her. It was a pleasure getting rid of him. And this
last favour for Joe, a cakewalk, coulda done it with my eyes shut.


Brought me to
this city, too. I like it. It’s far from Isaac. Far from the things he
asks—favours for powerful people too grand to be seen to stoop so low. That’s
why I exist. For a price they keep their hands clean and have plausible deniability.


It’s no
different from when we were in the forces, Jake.


No Isaac. At
least then I could cling to honour and duty. Now I just accept I’m a clever
thug. One who, from time to time, chooses to do some good.


The little
people. The poor. The desperate. Seeing them relieved, safe, solving their
problems, finding them answers… helps me to sleep on the cold, quiet nights
when the ghosts begin to whisper.


That—and
the scotch.


 



This is the
worst time, the lull between clients. I sit and wait, hoping for the phone to
ring and praying it isn’t Isaac. It’s too early for the chatter and haze of The
Thirsty Whale to distract me.


So I play a
game instead.


Two automatics,
stripped and cleaned. Blindfold myself, and reassemble them. Load them. Unload.
My drill sergeant’s voice comes through as I slide the clip out.


Check your
chamber, Private! People get sloppy, they forget the one in the chamber. Sloppy
people are dead people!


I pop the
chamber of one gun, letting the 9mm shell fall to the ground. Then I mix the
guns up, moving them around until I lose track of which is safe, and which is
live.


Pick one up. Put
it down. Then the other. Put it down. Judge by weight alone, the balance of the
weapon. Which one has the round?


Make the
decision. Pick up the safe gun and flick the safety. Squeeze the trigger…


The slide locks
back harmlessly, as I exhale. It’ll be another day before I try that again. I
take my blindfold off, hands trembling, and pick up the other gun. One in the
chamber, always ready to fire. Just in case.


 



“You were
recommended to me by a friend. Sandra Kochek, you helped her when she… uh…”


I take the
cigar out of my mouth and let the smoke hang in my throat for a second,
savouring the taste, and the memories of that particular case. “Miss Kochek,
yeah, I remember. Things worked out OK in the end for her?”


A pause on the
line. “Yes, she’s… that’s all over now.”


“Is your
problem of a similar…?” I let the thought hang. People don’t like to articulate
their problems and certainly not over the phone. So I let them leave things
unsaid, but understood. It’s enough for them right now to know I get them.


“Yes.” Quiet. Almost
sobbing. Big problem. Bad case. Tough one. I already know I’ll do it for free.


“Meet me
tomorrow at noon. The Blue Lotus, you know it?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll be at the
back.”


I hang up and
lie back on the bed. Tonight I’ll sleep soundly.


 



I spot her
first. There’s no special talent to it. I’m watching the whole joint and it’s
quiet. I’ve got an idea of her age, so when two women in their late twenties
walk in at the same time, I ignore the one who heads for the counter and focus
on the blonde hovering near the doorway, craning her neck as she looks to the
back of the café. I raise my hand and signal for her to join me.


I’m no Marlowe.
There is no Spartan office. I don’t wear a suit and glamorous blondes don’t
lead me down dark, twisting, dangerous paths.


My blonde is
only a mystery because I never asked her name. Right now, that’s not too
important to me.


She gives a
sort of lop-sided smile, politeness mixed with an anxious desire to be
elsewhere, and not have to talk to me.


“Jake?”


I nod and
gesture for her to sit down. She glances over her shoulder, staring back
towards the door. A moment passes and she eases nervously into the chair.


“I’m Kate.”


“You being
followed Kate?”


“Maybe.” She
lowers her eyes to the table, staring at her trembling hands. Finally she says
yes. “I can’t afford to pay you much.”


“I’m not
planning to charge you.” I reach across the table and take her hand. “How can I
help you Kate?”


 



Blindfold on. Two
guns on the table. One live, one safe—one in the chamber. Feeling lucky
Jake?


Kate’s problem
is challenging. I like a challenge.


I lift one gun,
place it under my chin, and slowly squeeze the trigger.


She could be
crazy, I can’t discount that. 


The slide locks
as the firing pin strikes the void. Exhaling slowly, I place the gun down.


Her problem
could simply be her.


Clock strikes
midnight. All quiet across the hall. Not even the usual sobbing. At least one
of us has found peace.


The next few
days and nights pass in the routine blur of an early investigation. Background
checks, tails, surveillance. Kate thinks she’s being followed, and she’s right.
I’ve got her routine absolutely down pat.


But it’s just
me. I’ll give it another few days of straight surveillance. Stalkers are pretty
consistent. Once they have a target they keep going, routinely, insistently,
predictably. Two, three days—you might not see them, but after a week?


The lights go
out one by one in Kate’s apartment. Bedtime. I can call it quits. Stifling a
yawn, I stretch as best I can in the driver’s seat of the sedan, and knock over
the empty coffee cups balanced on the dash.


I should really
clear the car out. There’s no bigger tell than multiple coffee cups in a
surveillance car. Course, back in The Company you’d just piss in your cup and
toss it. Can’t really do that now. I don’t have the backup to keep uniforms
from interfering. 


I dump the
paper cups in a plastic bag, when my skin begins to crawl. You ever get the
feeling something just isn’t right? You look at a situation, and everything
seems normal, but there’s a kind of prickly sensation. It begins at the back of
your head before rushing down your spine to stick in your gut. I’ve been here
before.


One time, I was
in this ass-backward, godforsaken shithole none of us were supposed to be at. Small
village, dead of night, all quiet. And I get that feeling. I couldn’t explain
it. Couldn’t say what was wrong, it just was. I could smell it, taste it. Cap
starts chewing me out, you a pussy, Jake?, cussing every name under the sun,
threatening me, get moving soldier, but I can’t. None of the others pay me any
attention. Only Isaac. That’s why him and me were the only ones to walk out of
there.


And I’ve got
the same feeling now—this whole place is wrong. I want to get away so
bad. I know better than to ignore it. It saved me then, and a few times since. 


I start the car
and ease out, then it hits me twice as hard. Closer I get to Kate, the worse it
is.


I kill the
engine and let the car coast past the building, breathing hard. Everything
looks quiet. But the fear—it’s hot and coursing through me.


“Shit.” I yank
the parking brake hard, check my gun, and open the door. “Shit, shit, shit.”


Nobody around
in the still darkness, but it feels like I’m being watched from all sides,
every slight move scrutinised, every footstep assessed.


I dart from one
deep shadow to another, all the while cursing the futility of my actions. Whatever
is out there knows I’m coming, it’s watching me with a gaze that pierces
through the night.


At the wall,
keeping my back to it I raise my gun in front of me, slide along to Kate’s
door. Do I call out? I’ve already lost the element of surprise. I’m expected.


I press an ear
to the door. Through the cheap wood I hear the groanings and creakings of a
building cooling and settling. But no footfalls. No movement. No muffled
voices. Quiet.


I think about
shouldering the door open, but on trying the handle it is unlocked.


Standard search
pattern: one-man team. Weapon primed. Do not turn your back on an unsecured
area. Keep to the walls. Stealth walk. Keep alert. Hoo-ah!


It’s
instinctual now, but it can’t compete with this overwhelming feeling. 


Rule one: keep
quiet.


“Kate!” My voice
fills the apartment. I keep still, waiting for an answer. My own breathing and
the blood rushing through my ears drown out any other sound, disorienting me.


“Kate!”


Keep calm
soldier!


But when this
gets under your skin you can’t keep calm, you can only keep hoping you’re not
about to die, your feet won’t move forward, only backwards, one step at a time,
the Captain glaring at you, Isaac rushing back and then the world erupts into a
maelstrom of white light, a purifying fire stripping flesh from bone, leaving
behind only charred remains of ghost soldiers…


I bite my lip
hard, tasting the blood, forcing my left foot forward, then the right, over and
over.


Kate is in her
bedroom, huddled up in the corner, shaking. As soon as I see her, the feeling
washes away, and I can rush towards her. “Kate, are you ok?”


“She was here,
did you see her?”


“Who Kate? There
was nobody here.”


She shuts her
eyes and shakes her head slowly. “She’s gone now. But she was right here.”


“Who?”


“The one who’s
following me, who won’t leave me alone. The one I need you to find. Jake…”


The rest of her
words dissolve into low sobs, wracking her body.


Kneeling next
to her, I place my arms around her shoulders, drawing her close to me. In time,
the sobbing stops, and when sleep finally takes hold of her I stay on the
floor, cradling her head until the morning.


 



“How long?”


Kate continues
cracking eggs onto the skillet. She shakes the coffee pot in my direction.


“Want another?”


“Kate. How
long?”


She fills my
mug up, and returns to the skillet, fussing over the bubbling egg whites. “A
few months now.”


I take a sip of
the strong black coffee and let the caffeine nudge my senses into alertness,
small compensation for my lack of sleep.


“Why me? Why
not a doctor, or a shrink or–”


“I’m not making
this up!” She whirls round, waving a spatula at me.


“I never said
you were.”


“She’s real. She
follows me everywhere, tells me things, horrible, horrible…”


Her shoulders
begin to shudder, and her words are overtaken by harsh sobs. I get up from the
table and approach her. “Kate…” I reach out to her, but she flinches away as my
hand touches her shoulder.


“Don’t touch
me!”


“I’m sorry.” I
keep my hands by my side, palms open and outward, talking slowly and steadily. Agitated
people lash out. Control the emotion. Control the situation. “This woman you
think you see. She’s real to you, I get that. But that’s something I can’t help
you with.”


Smoke swirls
from the skillet, and the eggs turn a yellowed brown at the edges as the
undersides scorch. 


“Fuck!” Tears
are forgotten as she begins to salvage breakfast. “Sandra said you were good. I
hoped…” Kate’s voice trails off and I watch as her shoulders drop. “She said
you’d be like the others. Pretending to be something, but never living up to
your words. She’s seen all your kind before, she watches you lie and cheat and
hurt people, cover your tracks and justify yourselves. Then she comes and tells
me all about it.”


Kate begins to
stab at the burnt-on egg, hacking it off piece by piece. “Horrible, bloody
deaths. Scared girls being abused. Forgotten victims crying. Every night, week
after week.”


With the egg
refusing to come off, Kate turns back to me. “Why me? I’ve never hurt anyone,
done hateful, nasty, vengeful things. Why does she visit me?”


I hate it when
I’m right about things I can’t change. I hate being right about Kate. I hate I
can’t help her. She’s her own problem. I slump back into my seat. 


“I want to help
you Kate, really. But this is beyond me. You say she’s real, then fine, let’s
say she is. She comes and goes without a trace, only you can see her. She’s
what, a ghost? I’m not a priest…”


“She said that
you’d turn away. Even if you felt her, you wouldn’t believe me, you’d run away.
You always do.”


“OK, I think
you should see someone, and I should go.”


“That’s it. Run
away. It’s what you’re good at, how you keep yourself alive, how you deal with
everything!”


She goes rigid,
fists balled up and white. The situation’s turning. I need to leave now, before
things get ugly. Her eyes become fixed, piercing me.


“Get help Kate.”
I get to my feet, ready to go. “There’s nothing I can do for you. I’m sorry. Really
I am.”


“Run away, keep
running. She tells me, you know. How you ignore what’s being done to that poor
woman.”


“I don’t need
to listen to this.”


“But you listen
to Isaac. You do what he tells you to do.”


“How do
you–”


“Turn your
back! Run like you did the night you watched your unit die!” Kate, wild-eyed,
points at me, advancing. “Coward!” 


“You shut the
fuck up. You don’t know anything.” I back away, and my shoulder hits the
doorframe. “I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, but it’s bullshit.”


“She tells me,
she’s here now.” Fear and rage swim across her face. “Go away, no more!” She launches
herself at me, and almost too late I spot the knife in her hand. I react. There’s
no thought to it, no choice. Pure instinct. Deflect, redirect, and in seconds
she’s lying at my feet, the blade embedded in her chest.


“Kate, I…” I
kneel beside her, holding her hand, as she gasps for breath, crimson bubbles on
her lips. “I’m…”


“J-Jake… she…
she’s gone…” A smile slowly softens the corners of her bloodstained mouth. “Thank…
you…” Her eyelids flutter, then close over.


I let go of her
limp hand, pull my phone out, flip it open and dial the only number in the
phonebook. The last call I ever want to make. “C’mon, pick up you son of
a–”


“Jake. What an
unexpected pleasure.”


I shut my eyes
and feel my stomach turning. “Isaac. I need–” I don’t want to say the
words. “I need help.”


“Well, well
Jake.” I can almost hear him smirking. “Of course—anything for you. What
do you need?”


“Bag some
trash. Clean up job. It’s urgent. My location.”


“Local crew’s
on its way. See, this is why you should only work for us Jake. Freelance,
do-gooding…” Isaac tutted. “Remember what Sarge used to say about sloppy
people?” He let it hang in the air. “I’m sending a charter for you. Be on it
Jake. We have a… job that requires your particular talents.”


 I’m outside now, moving quickly towards
the car.


“No favours
then Isaac?” 


“No Jake. No
favours.”


“Fuck you! After
all I’ve done for–”


“Yeah, well… that’s
not the issue is it. It’s what I know, and the price of silence. I’ll see you
oh-seven-hundred sharp soldier.”


“You’re an
asshole, Isaac.” I hang up the phone, and get in the car, hating myself for not
putting a bullet in him that night when I had the chance and going AWOL. 


My guts twist
as I drive aimlessly to get my head straight. There are flashing lights outside
the apartment building when I turn the corner an hour later. I almost floor it
to get out of there when I notice the cars say ‘coroner’, not ‘police’. I park
up and watch the medical examiner sign some forms as a gurney is wheeled out of
the building entrance. I give them time to load the body onto the ambulance and
drive off, before getting out of the car. 


People are
milling about the lobby, talking in hushed tones. I push through, the newcomer,
assuming no one will recognise me. 


“Jake,” calls
out a voice. “Jake!” An old woman I recognise from upstairs tugs at my arm. “Oh
my Lord, Jake. The poor girl, they’re saying she’s been dead for a week.” 


I shake my head
and pull away from her. Voices follow me up the stairwell and I try not to look
at the police tape on the door opposite, as I enter my apartment. I’m carrying
too many ghosts with me as it is. I should pack. Isaac’s men are coming.


Time to
disappear for good.


 



In the dark,
two guns on the table. One safe, one live—one in the chamber. I reach for
the first, but as I do the hairs begin to stand up on the back of my neck. Fear
flushes through me. I put the gun down and the feeling subsides.


I know… I saw…


I pick up the
other gun, carefully judging the weight, how it balances in my hands. No fear. I
return to the other gun and feel my stomach clench as I lift it.


Run away…


Sickness wells
up inside me, my hands trembling as I try to control the panic. I try to think
clearly, but all my senses are consumed by this creeping dread. I place the gun
to my temple and raise my eyes, to stare at those watching. Young and old, men
and women. Now Kate, and Miranda too. But the one closest to me, I don’t
recognise her. She stares back and whispers.


Like before. Run…


“I’m not
running.”


I stare
defiantly at her, returning her baleful stare, refusing to succumb to the fear
exuding from her. I gently squeeze the trigger, and hear the slide lock back as
the firing pin strikes the–
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Language and languages
have always been a major interest for Paul. He ended up taking a degree in French
and German only to marry a German and go and live in France. But only after
trying out a number of other countries first. He takes great pleasure in seeing
his students make progress in communicating in English. 



 



Language is also a
means of creating and exploring, a journey Paul started on several years ago
when he joined a local writing group. Other interests: reading, classical and
Celtic folk music (did he forget to say he was Welsh?), singing and rugby.



 



 



Tina Hunter Canada



TinaHunter.ca


Tina Hunter writes primarily Science
Fiction and Fantasy; however she's also been known to dabble in horror and
general fiction. She’s worked as a slush pile reader for a well known
publishing house for several years and spent the earlier part of 2010
sharpening her editorial skills in two other anthologies. 


Tina broke into print in 2009 with four flash fiction stories published in two
anthologies and her short story, “Innocence” in The Red Book. 


 

Tina currently lives in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada with her husband and two
dogs, River and Masey. 


 



 



Dale Challener Roe United
States of America



Rough Draft



For nearly twenty years Dale Challener Roe
has been a computer programmer; and a writer for somewhat less than that. 
Although he has previously had a handful of stories published in now-defunct
e-zines, this is his first foray into print.  


 



He lives in Raleigh, North Carolina with a
non-fixed number of four-legged friends, where he spends his time collecting
odd hobbies, designing websites for his friends, and chasing an increasingly
fickle muse.  He occasionally maintains his own website and for the
several years has contributed his lack of wisdom to Write Anything


 



Jasmine Gallant United Kingdom, ex Canada



Media whore by day, party machine come the
weekend – such is life for Jasmine, a twenty-something transplanted
Canadian, with an aversion to ‘settling down and being an adult’ which has kept
her living abroad in London for the past six years. She is commander of the
clandestine Squirrel Army with sights on invading Poland.



An over-active imagination and a voracious appetite for
reading encourages her to create her own short stories when the muse visits.


Rob Diaz II  United States America



The Thirteenth Dimension



Rob Diaz is primarily a writer of science
fiction, fantasy and comedy.  He
draws from his experiences as a busboy, waiter, computer systems consultant,
software engineer, pointy-haired manager and horse stable cleaner to write
stories and plays about the inherent goodness of coffee and its ability to help
people overcome their troubles with life, love, aliens and zombies.  


 



Rob finds inspiration in his vegetable
garden, his trumpet, the occasional cup of coffee and the number thirteen. He
lives in central New Jersey with his wife, two children, two dogs, two cats,
tropical fish and an absurd number of houseplants.


 



Emma Newman  England



Post
Apocalytpic Publishing


Emma drinks too much tea, has too many
ideas and writes too many stories. Only one of these is true. Her debut novel
'20 Years Later' will be published in late 2010 by Dystopia Press. Emma is
currently writing a year and a day of urban fantasy set in the Split Worlds.


 



If you like to read quirky, dark short
stories you should join Em’s Short Story Club  to get an original short story for free
in your inbox every month.


 



 



Paul Anderson  England, ex Scotland



Once
Upon A Time in the West of London


Paul Anderson is a Scottish writer living
in the westernmost suburbs of London with his wife Julia, a one-eyed gecko
called Dooya and an old typewriter with a slightly wonky “U” key. 


 



His main genres
are urban fantasy and steampunk.  The Red Book sees him return to his
first love as a writer, the short story.  The Red Book is his first
publication as a writer or as an editor, something that really ought to terrify
everyone he edited.  Too late now...
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