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     Adultery 


     She lay her head on his broad chest and tried not to think of his wife.  


     He fiddled with her soft, auburn hair and stared at the grey wall ahead. 


     She hoped that he wasn’t already thinking of elsewhere and other things. 


     Apart from their breathing the room was quiet. The sunlight shone through the curtains, outlining them in a haze of grey. 


     It was she who interrupted the silence. She always – despite wanting to keep him – opened her mouth and sent him away. 


     “What time do you have to get back?” 


     “Soon, I guess. I’ve got to go to the office to pick up some stuff, and then – well, I think there’s plans later.” 


     “Right.”  


     “We can stay a while longer, though.” 


     “Oh. Good.” 


     She’d learnt to love and hate at exactly the same time. She was still pressed naked into him, but was filled with such quiet rage. She knew it was pointless articulating it. The afternoon would just end badly – screaming, yelling, him storming off. Undoubtedly she’d think she was right in that moment, but tomorrow she’d crumble and call him. Even though she was the person wronged, she’d end up bearing the guilt, offering the apology.  


     And so she stayed silent, hidden away with him on a sunny afternoon. Lovers, friends – looking forward to a quickie and another goodbye. 


     There was a grunt behind them, female and sexual. They both stared at the bare wall beyond the headboard, as if they’d be able to peer through it.  


     “Looks like someone has the same idea we do,” he said. 


     “That’s what hotels this cheap are for, darling. Anybody checked in now is busy humping.” 


     The woman next door cried again. A high pitched yelp, enjoying the most pleasurable pain. 


     “Do I sound like that?” she asked. 


     It was one of their jokes that the little moans she’d thought were contained in her head were actually loud and projected. 


     “No.” He laughed. “Yours are more prolonged.” 


     The woman next door yelped again. 


     “I wonder what he’s doing to her,” she said.  


     “How do you know it’s a he?”  


     “Oh, don’t do that,” she said. “Please keep your adolescent thoughts to yourself – please. Let’s assume it’s a man and a woman. Do you hear anything except her? I don’t. I can’t even hear the mattress, and if they’d been next door while we were doing it they’d certainly have heard the mattress.” 


     “Maybe their mattress is better.” 


     “Oh, come on, how many times have we been to this dump? Have we ever had a good mattress? Do you really believe that theirs is the only good mattress and they’re hiding it from us?” 


     “It’s the best I can afford, babe,” he said. “It’s the most I can spend without – ” he always hesitated to say his wife’s name “ – noticing.” 


     The woman cried again and then gave a quick, harsh sigh. 


     She raised her head from his chest and studied that wall hard.  “Are we sure she’s okay?” 


     “She’s fine,” he said. 


     “That didn’t sound like she was having fun.” She was whispering now. 


     He whispered back with a smirk tacked on. “Maybe that’s just how she sounds. Maybe it’s S and M and he’s tied her up in some ridiculous position. Maybe he’s stubbing cigarettes out on her. I’m sure she’s fine and enjoying it and is a consenting party.” 


     The next cry was long, the clear sound of pain in her larynx. It shuddered the wall. There was a gasp, where she tried to draw air to the base pit of her lungs, then another elongated scream. 


     “She’s fine and enjoying it and is a consenting party?” She asked. 


     He was staring over his shoulder, concern now on his face. Carefully he let go of her and for once she didn’t try to hold onto him. She watched as he picked up the glass from the bedside table and placed it to the wall. 


     There was a careful minute when he stood at the wall, trying to hear the happenings of the next room. Finally he let go and stepped back. He smiled at her, handsome and reassuring. 


     “Whatever’s going on,” he said, “it’s stopped.” 


     Her next cry was awful. The word “No!” ripped from her stomach and dragged out long and horrifically lingering. 


     Startled, he dropped the glass and it shattered on the floor. He leapt to the bed, to save his naked feet from the broken shards. His arms clutched her. One hand carefully around her waist, the other jammed over her mouth. 


     The two of them sat there, wrapped into each other, desperate to not even breathe. His pulse was pounding its fear in to the skin of her cheek; her heartbeat was careering furiously in her throat. Both seemed way too loud. 


     There was a step in the next room, shuffling and light, so they could only just pick out the sound.  


     At least she thought it was a step at first. 


     She tried to concentrate on it over the exaggerated beating of her heart, but it was weird, it was frightening. The sound she was hearing was wrong. Like whoever was in there was – no, whatever was in there, wasn’t walking on two feet, but instead dragging itself to the wall. 


      Whatever was next door with that poor woman, didn’t sound like a man or a woman. It didn’t sound human at all. 


     It didn’t gently place its head there, but instead smacked itself into the other side of the wall. Making sure that – if there was anybody in their room – they knew it was listening. 


     Trembling now, she thought she could hear breathing in the next room. An incredible, rasping, angry breath. 


     They didn’t know how long they sat like that – listening to being listened to.  


     Through blurry eyes she could see him blinking as if bottling up his own tears. He acted like he was everyone’s friend, approachable and happy to talk about anything. But she knew him well enough now to understand that he was expert in concealing his emotions. It’s what made him so good at deceit. 


     Neither of them was sure they heard it creep away from the wall. The step was too light, too delicate. They only knew – absolutely knew – the next time the woman screamed.  


     “Be quiet,” he whispered. “If I let you go, please don’t make any noise.” 


     She nodded and he slipped his hand from her mouth. Her gaze turned to him and sailed over his feet, he grabbed his hand back to her mouth just as she was about to scream. His toe was sliced open and blood was seeping across the white sheets. 


     “It’s okay,” he whispered. “It’s just a cut. That’s all. It doesn’t hurt, it’s not going to kill me. Please don’t make any sound. You can’t make any sound. He can’t know we’re here.” 


     The woman’s next cry ended in a whimper, her strength ebbing away. They heard her sob, weep in pain and fear. There was a slap and then silence. 


     He let her go and sat back against the headboard, clutching a pillow case to his toe. 


     “What are we going to do?” she asked. 


     “I don’t know.”  


     “Ring the front desk,” she said. “Tell them. Get them to come up and stop it.” 


     “Yeah.” He picked up the phone. “Surely somebody else must have done this. It’s so loud. How can we be the only people to hear it?” 


     “How many people do you think are in this shithole?” she asked. “If it’s only us and there’s no one in that corridor then we have to do it – please.” 


     There was another cry, the longest yet. It got choked in her throat, like she was being made to swallow it back down. 


     “Hello. Hello. Hello.” he said. He pushed the receiver down a couple of times and said “Hello” again in his loudest possible whisper.  


     He looked at her. “It’s not working.”  


     There were a series of yelps – short, sharp articulations of suffering. 


     Eyes wide, she pushed herself as far away from the noise as she could. He stayed by the wall, one hand with the pillow to his foot, the other holding that broken telephone. 


     “What are we going to do?” he asked. 


     “We have to go to the front desk, call the police – save her.” 


     He stared at her. “I don’t know if I can do that.” 


     “What?” 


     “If we call the police we can’t just slip away before they get here, we’ll have to be here when they arrive.” 


     “What?” 


     “We can just send the front desk up here,” he said. “We’ll check out, tell them something is happening next door and get them to come up.” 


     “But they might not do it straightaway. She’s going to die in there. We have to get the police.” 


     The woman whimpered, as if being touched by something dreadful. 


     He sat on the bed, still with the phone, still with the pillow, his eyes squeezed tight, as if trying to shut out the real world. 


     “If we get the police we have to stay and talk to them,” he said. 


     “So?”  


     “We’ll have to give our real names. We can’t be Mr and Mrs Smith anymore.” 


     “So?”  


     He hesitated. “Mary will find out.” 


     “What?” She stared at him, appalled. 


     Gingerly he put his foot to the floor, gazing nervously at the old beige carpet in case he pierced it down onto broken glass. 


     “Don’t you see?” he whispered. “I’ve got to think of that. It can’t get out, us being in this hotel. I’d lose everything. I have to think of that – we have to think of that.” 


     “What?” she said. “That woman is going to die!” 


     “Not if we work fast. I’ll check out, you run to the phone box. They’ll never identify us – never. She’ll still be alive and we’ll be okay too.” 


     There was another scream, then another, then another. It sounded like she was being ripped apart at the throat.  


     “No.” she said. “We can’t do that.” 


     She got up and started to swiftly – clumsily – put her trousers back on. 


     “I’m going to run down and tell them,” she said. “I’m going to get them to come up, call the police. Can’t you hear her? We have to stop it now.” 


     She started to fumble with her blouse.  


     He lunged across the glass at her.  


     She staggered backwards away from his grasp to the wall 


     It was with a grunt of sheer frustration that he dropped back to the bed. 


     “What the fuck are you doing?” she cried. 


     “Let me go first,” he said. “Let me get out of here. I’m sorry, but it’s got to be this way. I can’t be caught here.” 


     “She’s going to die! Is your wife so important you’d put her above this?” 


     There was another scream, the most tortured yet. A scream that grabbed hold of their innards and yanked them around. It was drawn out, terrifying – final. 


     He clutched his hands to his head, tears blinding his eyes. 


     “Oh no!” he cried. 


     And they heard that step again – the light, shuffling step – and simultaneously they realised how loud their voices had become. 


     They looked at each other – too scared to scream, whisper or breathe – just nervous eyeballs peering at nervous eyeballs, a trembling apparent on both their skins. 


     The step moved away from the wall and they heard that room’s door open. The corridor had thicker carpet and it was harder to make out its movement, but they knew which way it was coming. 


     He sat on the bed – naked, shivering, bleeding.  


     She stood, half-dressed, tears running down her petrified face. They waited, apart. 


     It – whatever it was – lingered for a moment in the empty corridor. Beyond that was a deserted staircase and floor after floor of vacant rooms. The lobby was a long way down, too far for anybody to hear anything. 


     There were three heavy knocks on their hotel room door. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     The White Room 


     When he awoke everything was white. At first he thought it was death, but he quickly realised he was horribly alive.  


     “What the hell?” He breathed deeply, looked around. 


     He was locked in a room, a perfect square, eight foot in every direction. There were white brick walls, white sheets, white pillows on a white bed, a white toilet and sink, a small white desk with drawers, and a white chair. At the top of the room was a heavy white door, without the smallest window or glint of welcoming light shining through. 


     The door wouldn’t open. He grasped the handle with both hands, pushing it and pulling it, but there wasn’t even a millimetre’s give; all he got was a daunting solidity. It was as if it wasn’t really a door at all, more a painted decoration.  


     Anxiously he paced the room. He flushed the toilet and ran the taps in the sink, getting pristine water from both. At one point he pulled back the chair and sat at the desk, but found no white paper on which to write upon. The chair was slammed under the table and he paced again. What else did he have to do?  


     Soon, his calf and thigh muscles began to burn. His eyes closed but still he didn’t stop, learning to navigate the room without accident, the pattern behind his eyes becoming white. Finally exhaustion took him and he sat on the bed, his hands jammed under the thin white material of his trousers. They, and his white T-shirt, were both clammy with sweat.  


     What was happening? He sat and waited for an explanation, some kind of clue. He stared unceasingly at that heavy door. Waiting for it to open, for someone to inform him what he was doing here, how long he had to stay. 


     There was no clock so he had no idea how much time passed, how long he’d been awake. It was as if he’d walked for hours, waited even longer – but there was no comforting tick-tock to let him know where he was in the universe. Just endless silence.  


     Eventually sleep took him, he wasn’t sure how. The last thing he remembered was being fully awake and furious. But the tiredness of his muscles, the weary confusion of his mind, must have overwhelmed him and his head found its way to the pillow and he was lost to consciousness. 


     He awoke thinking it had been a dream, that he’d endured a terrible white room nightmare – but here it was in front of him again. Except not quite. There was something different this time. On the desk was a tray and on the tray was food. “Food!” he exclaimed, and realised he was famished. He staggered over, still convinced it was a dream, that his hungry subconscious was playing fancies with him. But he smelled the tomato soup and saw the steam rising and dipped his finger in and confirmed how real it was.  


     There was no hesitation. He sat down with the white plastic spoon and a fresh bread roll and devoured it. Next was the main course – roast pork, apple sauce, potato, broccoli, cabbage, carrots, peas and thick gravy. His mouth chewed ferociously, giving him pangs of indigestion. Then the dessert, warm rhubarb crumble topped with delicious custard. He guzzled it, and when he finished, sat back in his chair and burped. He actually smiled, an expression of satisfaction, the beam of a well-fed man. Then he scanned the white room and his happiness vanished. 


     There were no mirrors here, but he looked at himself – taking off his trousers and T-shirt and standing naked. His was the body of a thin pale man. There were no scars, tattoos, identifying marks – nothing to spark a memory, let him know who he was.  


     Even though he knew clearly what a man was, he couldn’t remember any other men. His memory told him what a woman was, but he couldn’t recall any women at all. There were no recollections beyond this white room. He could speak, when he opened his mouth English words came out – but he couldn’t remember learning the language  


     Eagerly he ran his hands up and down his face to form an idea of his features. There was his chin, mouth, nose, cheeks, eyes, forehead, hair – but none of it seemed familiar. His fingers could feel his nose, but he had no way to determine whether it was a big nose, a thin nose, a good looking nose, a broken nose. He could conjure up no other nose with which to make a comparison. All he had was his own nose which he couldn’t quite visualise.  


     The sum of his knowledge was that he was a pale white man in a pale white room. There was nothing else, nothing at all. 


     Once again he paced, naked now, his clothes scrunched up on the bed. As loud as he could he screamed, calling out to whoever was beyond those walls, demanding an answer, crying for an explanation. His screams ripped into his larynx, his angry fists dug fingernails into his palms and drew blood.  


     The frustration grew and he slammed himself into the door, launching forward with his full weight and bouncing back off it. He threw himself again and again – both furiously and with a resignation that it was actually futile. Then it was back to pacing the room, sometimes charging into the brick walls – looking for weak points, checking they were as solid as they seemed.  


     He used his shoulders, bruising and cutting them both. There was no inch of weakness and each time he found himself catapulted back, landing on the floor with a grunt of pain. Eventually he sat naked on the bed with his bruise-blackened and bloodstained forearms in front of him, and he wept. Quietly he cried, and then loudly he cried – to penetrate the walls, so that someone might hear him, feel sorry for him, comfort him. He didn’t know if anyone heard, didn’t know if anyone felt a tinge of sympathy. There were no sounds beyond the walls.  


     There was just him.  


     And the white room. 


     When he awoke, he was fully dressed. As he’d slept, he reasoned, someone had cleaned and ironed his trousers and T-shirt and made him decent at awakening. He looked at his arms and saw fresh, clean, white bandages. His legs as well, which had cut open as he was flung to the floor, were treated with antiseptic. The sheets – which had been crumpled by his day’s use, and blood-stained from his cuts – were now ironed and spotless. They had even scrubbed the walls where he’d left bloody smears.  


     Somebody had felt sorry for him, they had treated his wounds rather than let them fester. But then why had they left him here? Why – if they were capable of helping him – did they leave him alone? Didn’t they know what he was going through? Didn’t they realise he was a prisoner? How could they bandage him so delicately it didn’t pinch or bite his skin while he slept – but still keep him trapped in this white room? How could they do that? What had he done to them to make them do that to him? 


     On the desk was placed another tray and another meal. A salmon starter, a rich red pasta dish, chocolate ice cream dessert. He was upset, angry, and so picked up the tray and smashed it to the wall. There was a metallic clang as it whacked into the brickwork and then a clatter as it hit the hard tile floor. Then there was silence apart from the dripping, the food running from the wall and forming a messy pink, red and brown puddle on the white floor.  


     He looked at that viscous pool and felt the sting of frustration, the ache of hunger. Frustrated he paced the room again, but with less energy now. His eyes avoided that far wall, trying not to even glimpse it. Instead he lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling, rubbing his empty belly. He sang to himself – some tune he may have known before or maybe just made up – a song to block out the rumbling of his stomach.  


     There was no clock, no ticking to let him know where he was in the day, to tell him how long he had until tiredness struck. He didn’t even know if it was day or night, didn’t know if his days still lasted twenty-four hours – or if he’d elongated them, shortened them. His main sensation was floating on hardness, conscious that everything around him was solid, but having no bearings.  


     Eventually he was overcome by the gnashing of his stomach. The puddle was wide, spreading over the floor, now a dark disgusting brown colour. Without thinking, he bent down and lapped it up. The first few licks were atrocious, the flavours combining to a rancid mixture with a foul bouquet that made him gag, but his hunger won out against the urge to retch.  


     It didn’t take long to convince his belly it was full though, and he pulled himself away from the messy remains. But his foot slipped and he found himself back down with a bang. His body lay in it, it seeped through his clothes, to his flesh, into his hair. Slowly he crawled away, didn’t look at it anymore, just curled himself up on the bed and shut his eyes to it all. He lay completely still until at some point sleep took pity and stole him away. 


     Once again when he awoke he was clean – even his hair had been shampooed while he lay oblivious. The far wall had been scrubbed spotless, not a stain of yesterday left upon it. He dashed to the table and that day’s meal – vegetable soup, sausages and mash, rice pudding with a swirl of strawberry jam on top. This time he ate cheerfully, a smile on his face, careful not to waste a crumb. 


     Who was he? Where had he come from? How had he ended up here?  


     He thought of mothers. He must have had a mother, but did she love him? Nurture him? Take care of him? If she did, he had no memory of it. No recollection of being held to his mother’s breast, no notion of whether she’d ever wiped away his tears. Maybe she’d abandoned him, left him cold in a shoebox – but if so, who’d raised him? He’d made it to adulthood, looked fit and healthy, understood English – he hadn’t been neglected, hadn’t been isolated from an early age. Once upon a time he’d been cared for, someone had loved him.  


     Did anyone love him now? Did he have a wife? It needn’t necessarily be a wife, just someone he loved, who loved him back – someone who was missing him. Surely he was that type of person, a man who needed the touch of another human. He was alone now, but he told himself that he wasn’t a solitary person. There were other people – another person at least – who was now frantic with worry for him. But if that was the case, why couldn’t he remember them? How cruel was it of him to have this person, but to have no more than a vague notion that they might exist? Maybe this person had forgotten him too, maybe everyone he’d ever met had forgotten him and there was no one beyond these white walls who missed him for a moment.  


     Why was he so alone? What had happened to him? With tears in his eyes he felt the walls, gently this time, touching the cold hard brick with his fingertips, knowing there was nothing he could do to them. He cried and tried to miss someone: a mother, a lover, a child somewhere – but nobody came to mind. 


     His thoughts turned to suicide, but there was no way he could kill himself. There was nothing sharp, or poisonous, or heavy – the room had been proofed against all melodramatic gestures. Perhaps he could crash his skull against the wall? He tried, but the effort was tentative, and the pain, like some safety mechanism, prevented him attempting it again. Instead he lay on the bed and pretended to sleep. He curled himself up, closed his eyes and let his breath go shallow. But he was awake, totally conscious. They waited for him to fall asleep, so they could come in, give him more food, tidy the room – but how did they know he was really asleep? If he lay still long enough and gave a good impression of unconsciousness, then surely that would convince them. They’d come in and then he’d get them. He wouldn’t harm them, but he’d grab one, demand answers to his questions.  


     Excitement thrashed through him at the thought of touching another person, looking at another face, hearing the sound of another voice. Curled up, he presented a restful appearance. He lay there and thought several hours had passed, but had they really? Or was it just a couple of minutes dragging by interminably? He tried to stay calm, tried not to betray anxiety.  


     Could they see him in here? They must have been able to, how else would they know when he was asleep? As far as he knew, he had no monitors on him, there was no way for them to actually measure his heart-rate. So surely they could see him, and surely – after three hours of lying still – they’d think he was asleep. 


     He started to count, silently behind his peaceful visage. Lying still he counted for what he reckoned was a whole eight hours, but no one came, there were no sounds from the door. Gradually agitation took him and he started to move restively, tossing and turning on the bed. He tried to stop as he knew they wouldn’t come if his sleep looked disturbed. But he was impatient, upset, he wanted to see someone, needed to see someone – but there was no one there. And after more than eight hours of waiting – and he knew it was eight hours as he’d counted it all – there was still no step beyond that door, no creak of opening.  


     His hands pinched against his teary eyes, that tranquil expression contorted into pain.  


     He couldn’t remember when real sleep actually struck. As usual he just came back into consciousness with a jolt, a steaming tray of delicious food waiting on the desk. With a wretched despondency, he sank back to the pillow and tried to pretend it wasn’t there. 


     His days – if they were days – now took on a kind of routine. The smell of food and the rumble of his stomach always drew him straight to the desk. He’d then pace the room, sometimes pushing his body against the hardness of the walls, sometimes just yelling out for help. Eventually he’d tire himself and be forced to rest on the softness of the mattress, staring up at the ceiling with tears in his eyes. Then he would pace some more – sometimes angry, sometimes calm – before going back to the bed and pretending to sleep. He had no idea when sleep took him or how long he actually slept, but he knew he could pretend to sleep for longer than ten hours. He also knew that not once had he fooled them. 


     It was while pacing the room after filling his belly that he made an interesting discovery. He was particularly angry that day – annoyed and furious with his eight-foot square world. Frustrated, he kicked against the walls, knowing it would harm his naked feet more than the solid brick. His foot whacked the side of the door and he hobbled back bruised; he karate kicked just above the bed and he recoiled with an injured heel; then he smacked at the side of the desk. His foot was injured but he didn’t scream, he just stood and stared.  


     It was the far side of the desk, away from the door, out of sight of it, in fact. His foot had kicked against the bricks, and some of the cement between two of them had crumbled. He looked at it – this first glimmer of fragility within his cell – then he reached down his little finger and hooked out a dry chunk of cement. There was an inch-wide gap in the solidity of his walls. 


        For the rest of that day he pretended he hadn’t seen it. He did everything he normally did, acted like the tiny gap wasn’t there. Pacing as usual, screaming as usual. He lay down as if there was nothing out of the norm. Not once did he look at that corner, not even a glimpse.  


     Were they watching him? Could they see what he’d seen? That loose cement, that little gap in the wall. It sent him a little delirious, gave his heart a much faster bounce, but it also scared him in case they blocked it. What if they used his sleeping time to fill it in? He paced around as normal, tried to scream as normal – but wasn’t sure how convincingly normal he really appeared. There was too much giddiness, he was too excitedly conscious of never staring at that chink in the wall. 


     When he put his head to the pillow he didn’t just pretend to go to sleep, he genuinely tried and wanted to – but he was too anxious, rolling back and forth before he found peacefulness.  


     The moment of wake-up was horrible.   


     Nervously, he peered over the table into the corner.  


     There it was, that little dent in the bars of his cage.  


     His smile was unstoppable. He glanced back over his shoulder, as if to check there was no-one in the room to spot what he was doing – then reached his finger in and dug out another chunk. It crumbled easier this time. He pulled out a good five inches. Quickly he flushed it down the toilet and then left it. Again he worried. Once more he paced and rested and paced without thinking of anything else, but was too scared to even glimpse it.  


     The next day he peered nervously again – it was still there. Not a chink any more, but a gap, a weakness in his impenetrable cell. He leant forward and took another chunk and then another – then he stopped. It was too big now, a definite and unmissable hole in the cement. They were bound to see it, it was too obvious. They’d notice, put in stronger cement. He was destined to stay trapped for the rest of time.  


     Petrified, he sat and stared at it, all his fermented hopes vanishing before him.  


     Then he decided to go for it. He’d managed to loosen so much with just a few jabs, maybe he could get right the way through with a day’s solid work. Maybe if he spent all the energy he had, he could remove the brick and crawl his way out to freedom. And when they came to check his room, there’d be nothing they could do about it. 


     That day’s food was ignored as he dug his finger right in, grabbing out another dusty ball of cement. It got harder the longer he went on. Only the outer cement was truly loose, the rest he had to wrestle, scraping away with his little finger until he managed to find a loose chunk and then he wrenched it out. It crumbled to powder at his knees, and there was no way he could now conceal it or drop it down the toilet.  


     His finger was cut and bruised, throbbing and trembling. At one point he sat back against the bed with the napkin from his tray wrapped around the swollen digit, but he still had the finger of his left hand and even though it wasn’t as adept he was able to work with it. The hunger got the better of him eventually and he sat down to eat his cold dinner. He didn’t mind and ate it slowly as if savouring the now dusty taste, giving himself nearly fresh energy and impetus.  


     The work continued, until the sweat from his brow combined with the tears in his eyes and he was almost blind with weariness. He hadn’t made it all the way through, or anywhere close, and he cried with exhaustion and frustration. The hole in the wall was too big, and the easily glimpsed grime on the floor made it immediately clear what he’d been doing. But there was no way he could manage any more, no energy left to continue. His tiredness was overwhelming – his bones shook, vomit bubbled at his throat. Eventually he shifted the desk in front of the hole, so it wasn’t instantly seen. But then the desk being in a slightly different position was surely going to make them suspicious, along with the cement on the floor and the grey powder on his clothes and the blood on his fingers. It was all he could do right then though, all the precaution his feeble mind and body could contrive. 


     He crawled to the bed and was asleep the moment his head touched the softness. It was a consuming exhaustion and he awoke in exactly the same position, he’d not even had the energy to turn over in his slumber.  


     The first thing he noticed on awakening was his fingers, they were bandaged. He sat up and the desk was back in its right place. Light-headed, he jumped up, staggering to it, ready to collapse at what he’d see. They’d cleaned the dust, wiped away the trails of blood from the brickwork – but the hole was still there. They hadn’t fixed it, hadn’t blocked it off. They hadn’t stopped him.  


     He actually cheered, bounced up and down and whooped. The food was eaten quickly, whipped down while hot. Then another day’s labour started. 


     Maybe he was some kind of laboratory mouse. That was a comforting thought. Nobody actually dislikes those mice, despite all they’re put through. They’re there for a reason, because the end results are important to someone. A laboratory mouse isn’t sent through those tests out of malice, it’s merely a small part of some grander experiment, and the swifter it solves the task the quicker it’s rewarded.  


     He imagined them waiting for him to solve his task, how frustrating it must have been when he was just pacing the room. They must have thought he was useless, not worth giving cell space to – but now he’d figured it out, was moving in the right direction. What was happening to him wasn’t vindictive, it wasn’t done out of spite, it was just part of an experiment – and now he was making that experiment a success. He already felt like he was being rewarded, the food he received at the start of each day had always been good – but now it came in larger portions, hearty helpings to give him strength for the work ahead. 


      It took four days to carve out that brick. He pulled it back and dropped it with a thud to the floor, then peered through to complete blackness. 


      There was always light in his room. Even during sleep the lights stayed on and stained his subconscious pure white, but this hole was sheer and impenetrable black. He pushed his head through the hole and held it there, hoping to make his eyes accustomed, so he could see what was awaiting him. But it just stayed black. His fingers reached out and felt the floor but nothing else. It didn’t matter though. He held his head in the blackness and marvelled for a long time, fascinated by a space that wasn’t totally white.  


     The gap wasn’t big enough for him to squeeze through. He could fit his head in the hole, but he couldn’t follow with his shoulders and body. The adjacent brick had to be removed as well. This didn’t dishearten him – he’d seen the promise of the black room and was willing to work to get there. He didn’t even sit back to ponder, instead he charged on impatient to be finished. 


     Strangely, at the end of the day, just when he could take no more – he would put that loose brick back into the wall. He knew it wouldn’t fool anybody, that they already knew what he was doing – but still he made that effort to lift it with shaking hands and slot it into place. Maybe he was scared of tarnishing the black room, of somehow letting the dreadfulness of his white cell in there. He pulled it out every day, for those hours spent scraping and clawing with his fingers. But each night he slotted it neatly back, as if somehow in his sleep a white contamination could spread. 


     It took him three days to carve out that second brick, days where he found himself whistling some nonsense tune he might have remembered or might have made up. That last time he went to sleep was the hardest. He knew it was nearly finished, but his body could do no more. That loose brick was shifted into place and then he crawled on the palms of his hands and his kneecaps to the white sheets of the bed.  


     But he couldn’t actually sleep. His mind was bubbling over even though his body was wrecked for another day. He looked at his fingers, swollen and wounded – blood and dirt smeared across the pale skin and bandages. They hurt, but not in a way that bothered him, more in a way that felt like accomplishment. Overnight they’d be treated, freshly washed and wrapped pristinely, and in the morning – despite the worn skin and broken fingernails – they’d feel great and ready for work.  


     He thought of the outside world, of what existed beyond his four white walls, what awaited him when this was over. Were there people out there ready to squeeze and kiss him? Loved ones glad to see him again? As the hours passed he tried to think of his mother, what she must look like – but there was nothing. Was there a lover? Someone who was going to hold him better than anyone else? Were there any kids who’d be delighted to see their beloved Daddy? He wanted to be touched, to see other people, hear them laugh and cheer. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t remember them at that moment, he was sure when he saw them he’d know who they were and how much he loved them. 


     That night he actually dreamed, dreams which were not just white. They were fragments of images – places he couldn’t remember but which looked real, people at a distance who surely meant something to him. There was nothing distinct, nothing he could cling to – but still they made him feel good. These were his memories, they were what he’d done until now, who he was before he entered this white room. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t quite make them out, if they lingered at the periphery of his mind – they were there and before long they’d make sense to him. It would all be completely clear. 


     On awakening, he ignored his food and started work straight away. Quickly he removed that loose brick, then dug in to scrape out the final crumbs of cement around the second brick. His bandages – pristine as he started – were soon grey and showing the bruises and cuts below. But he whistled, sang, laughed to himself – his unfettered excitement actually making him shake. The cement crumbled quickly and the brick started to loosen. He wrenched it back, but it was still just held in place. He jammed his fingers in, his whole hand, wrestling with it, loosening it, working it free. Finally it gave with a crack, and he pulled it from the wall. 


     With tears in his eyes he dropped the brick and stared at the hole. This was it, he’d done it, completed his task. Trembling, he pushed his head through the gap and looked around, it was still totally black – but that didn’t upset him, there was a floor he could feel, a place to go. He pushed his arms through and rested them down, then he squeezed his shoulders through, and had enough leverage to rest his face there. It felt cold on his cheek.  


     He followed with his belly and then his hips, his legs, his feet.  


     That white room abandoned forever.  


     His laughter was hysterical as he lay on his back, waiting for his eyes to become accustomed to the darkness. Then there was a click, a whirr and he raised his head, startled.  


     The lights switched on in the new room.  


     White walls, a white floor, white ceiling. A heavy white door, a white bed with clean white sheets and a white pillow. In the corner was a white toilet and sink. He was lying next to a white desk with drawers and a white chair.  


     And back from where he’d come, was an identical hole leading to another secure white room.  


     His screams echoed through the whole block of white rooms.  


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     The Movie Star in her Ivory Tower 


     Elizabeth strode anxiously back and forth across the hotel room’s thick cream, Axminster carpet. Perhaps it had been arranged that way specifically for her benefit, but the room sported a generous collection of gold-rimmed mirrors, and every so often she would catch a glimpse of her violet eyes peering back. They were horrifically nervous, like a small animal that’s just realised a steel trap has sprung tight around it. Hell! Why try to be so poetic? Her eyes actually looked fearful. When she saw herself in the mirrors, there was a woman unaccountably, but most definitely, frightened. 


     It was a stupid thing to confess, but she wasn’t totally sure where she was right now. She’d flown over to England to film some scenes for the new movie in the city of Coventry. Of course it said very clearly in her contract that when shooting on location she had to stay in the best hotel room at that location. Except the best hotel room in Coventry wasn’t actually in Coventry. At first she was told it was in Birmingham, but it evidently wasn’t in Birmingham either. No, after a good hour and a half’s car ride, the best hotel room in Coventry (or Birmingham) turned out to be somewhere in the middle of rolling countryside. A veritable castle, to be sure, but still somewhat disorientating as she had precisely zero idea regarding her whereabouts. 


     They knew where she was though. The room was the entire top floor of this fairy-tale castle hotel. An elegant suite built into the top turret that offered three walls of windows that were supposed – supposed – to offer unimpeded views of the gorgeous vistas beyond. The grounds of the hotel ended and extending back from it was the unmistakable lush green countryside of England. Supposedly there were trees and rolling hills. If you walked far enough there was apparently a beautifully unspoilt brook and an old stone bridge one could play Pooh-sticks at. There were a thousand shades of spring, ten thousand ways to find peacefulness for yourself. 


     Except the boundary of the hotel wasn’t just marked by its winding, slightly rusted iron fence anymore. Instead it was marred by the massed ranks of the paparazzi. 


     She’d long since overcome her wonder as to how they were always able to locate her. Cynicism had found a fertile breeding ground within her breast and it told her that there were always porters, bellhops, maids, studio-flunkies even, willing to make a whispered phone call if they thought there was a dollar or a pound (or a franc or a lira) in it for them. No, what bothered her now was how they managed to flock; how so many of them were able to congregate together just for her. Was there some kind of call that went around? A secret code that let them know Liz was in town? A sign that impelled them to rush out like an amorphous many-armed beast, cameras clutched in its countless hands? 


     In idle moments she wondered about the secret life of the paparazzi. What their personal relationships were like, what they spoke about together. It was hard to avoid the speculation when one saw them massed together again and again. Sometimes she even wondered about their mating habits. How would they cope with the constant intrusion? 


     Richard tried to soothe her, to mollify her. He reminded her that she was the most famous woman in the world, and so of course there was going to be interest in her.  


     “Who else,” he told her, “offers such a thrilling cocktail of sex, scandal and outright talent as you do, Lizbet?” 


     But he was from a small town in South Wales, and as much as he loathed it, there was still a sense of amusement – a thrill, even – from the attention they got. She however had been famous pretty much her whole life. But it had never felt as dangerous as it did now, it had never carried the edge of menace that it did today. 


     When she was younger, she would have thought nothing of going for a daytrip with any one of past husbands. Once you were out of Los Angeles itself, there were few who were going to bother you. Maybe just the odd nervous soul who might want an autograph, or (if feeling courageous) ask for a lipstick kiss on a napkin, but nothing more intrusive than that. There may have been days, and she freely admitted this now, when even that seemed the wrong side of intrusiveness. When, really, it struck her as both irritating and frankly rude that those people were bothering her. She had grown to despise any shortness of tone or discourtesy of manner she may have shown those just slightly over-eager fans. That wasn’t intrusiveness. She didn’t even understand the meaning of the word back then. 


     Now she was trapped, caged, stuck between four walls with no way out. Sympathy wasn’t what she was after; she knew from the bitterest experiences that little of that ever came her way.  


     ‘Look at the life of luxury she leads,’ they would say. ‘How dare she complain when she’s so pampered!’  


     But they didn’t know anything of it. Her life may be opulent, her life might be grand, but it offered no freedom at all. All she wanted was to go out and take a walk as a normal person. Enjoy the fresh air, smell the breeze. There was no chance of that happening. It felt like she couldn’t have a normal life ever again. 


     She couldn’t even open a hotel room door anymore without the fear of what might be awaiting her the other side. Some would-be Wee-Gee shoving a big camera in her face to try and capture a second where she might look startled or angry or alarmed or even just tired of it all. A thousand headlines could then be conjured around that one photo where Liz commits the terrible faux-pas of not looking magnificently, movie-star glamourous every damned second of every damned day. 


     ‘Liz shows strain after fight rumours with hubby, Rich’. 


     ‘Friends worry for Liz’s health amidst alcoholism fears’. 


     ‘Liz was only going to pop down the hall to get some ice and hadn’t bothered to put any make-up on as she wasn’t expecting some low-life bottom-feeder to photograph her, alright!’ 


     Of course it had happened before that they had importuned someone to help them. A slightly dozy maid slipped a sum of money, but not calculating that it was going to cost her her job. A knock on the door, and a voice of a genuine member of hotel staff calling out to her, then the door opens and Snap. 


     It had happened all too many times before that she had lost any surprise for it. What’s more, across her travels, light fingers had helped themselves to various lipsticks, cigarette cases and even her underwear. It was ridiculous, so utterly ridiculous. As if her panties were going to be different to any other woman’s.  


     No wonder she was so scared, frightened that despite every precaution she took, they’d still somehow come away with the candid photo they so desperately wanted. The drapes were pulled shut, but even as she paced back and fore she tried her best to avoid getting too close to the windows. It was probably absurd, she knew that, but there was a terror within her that they were going to snap her silhouette through the thin material. There was probably a story in that itself.  


     ‘Shadow Liz does this’.  


     ‘Shadow Liz does that’.  


     Her head pounded and her feet paced more anxiously across the floor. She was carving grooves of agitation into the carpet. It was ridiculous. She repeated that word again and again: “Ridiculous! Ridiculous! Ridiculous!” Each time louder and with more feeling, as if at some point she was going to convince herself to believe it and stop being so goddamned frightened. She was a grown woman, she told herself. But then she was a grown woman who found herself trapped in a room in the middle of nowhere, by a sweaty coterie of older men who wanted nothing more than to exploit her. “Please don’t be frightened,” she whispered. But all the Oscars in the world wouldn’t make her a good enough actress to truly reassure herself. What about this situation wasn’t frightening? 


     Where the hell was Richard? He’d gone out earlier, promising a big surprise for her, a mysterious glint in his eye as he went. What was keeping him? 


     The pack outside was cat-calling to her now. A rowdy chorus of: “Come on, Liz! Show us what you’ve got!”  Richard, in a fit of typical Welsh exuberance, had once taken her to a rugby match at Cardiff Arms Park, and the paparazzi had exactly the same tone as that crowd – jovial togetherness with an unmistakeable edge of aggression. 


     They were bullying her, that’s what they were doing. Today was supposed to be her day off, a chance to relax and unwind in the best hotel in Coventry (or Birmingham, or wherever the hell they were). And it was a lovely suite: an emperor bed made-up with cream silk sheets, a walk-in shower, a fully stocked bar (which Richard had already inventoried), a giant TV mounted high to the wall and one of those remote-control things propped up on the stained oak dresser. It was a beautiful English hotel suite. Not a patch on St Tropez, of course, but still the studio had done its best in finding it.  


     The hotel too had pushed out their clearly thrilled best for her and Richard’s arrival. Staff had even scattered rose petals across the white carpet to greet her. A bottle of Grand Cuvée was waiting nicely chilled in its silver bucket in the bedroom. Two Waterford flutes sparkling beside it. But the hotel management – no matter how many newspapers or magazines they read – couldn’t truly comprehend that wherever she went now, a monster followed her. A multi-armed, multi-lensed monster. One that had the capacity to ruin the most beautiful things and the loveliest places. 


     Concentrating on staying calm, she tried to take deep breaths. She’d been known to have panic attacks and hyperventilate when she was young. Even in her MGM days. Back then the answer had been pills, but she tried to avoid the pills now (they made her feel woozy, particularly when she and Richard drank). Fortunately for her, they’d found an Indian yogi and he had taught her some useful relaxation exercises. Richard had left in a huff, loudly dismissing the whole thing as: “The flaming claptrap of a charlatan”. She however had stayed, tried to listen, tried to learn.  


     Largely his techniques had worked. Except at moments like this, moments when she really, really needed it. Right now she couldn’t find any fucking oasis of inner peace, and was almost at the point of conceding that Richard had been right. That was another thing that was unfair, as they’d had such a big argument about it at the time and she’d hate to go back on her position now. 


     “Breathe slowly,” she tried to remind herself. “Just breathe slowly.” 


     This was the price of fame, they told her, the price of being who she was. But it never used to be like this, and surely she didn’t deserve to have it like this now. Every day she had to confront them, every morning on awakening she knew they were somewhere nearby awaiting her. It was driving her insane. 


     Take her outfit today: a couture black and white polka-dot dress, a black sash narrowing her waist, cut a few inches above her knee to show some thigh and offering a fine view of cleavage between two thin shoulder straps. It was her day off though. A day when she was meant to do nothing more than just relax in a hotel suite. And here she was dressed to the bloody nines. Dressed up and made up so if one of them did get through – and she had no doubt today that one of the bastards would get through – she wouldn’t see a slatternly photo of herself under the headline: ‘Liz Loses Her Charm’. 


     It was absurd, and she knew it was absurd, but she couldn’t help living like this. Every place she went, every little inconsequential thing she did, they seized upon. The click and whirr of a hundred cameras was now her life’s soundtrack accompaniment. And it wasn’t just days off that they ruined, but romantic tucked-away meals with Richard, her children’s birthday parties, even her father’s funeral.  


     Oh, what these vermin bastards would give for a shot of her mid bowel movement. 


     They had caged her in, they had properly trapped her. This suite might be luxurious by Coventry/Birmingham/wherever standards, but she was its prisoner. Here to be peered at and dissected, like she was a bug under glass. 


     Through great effort she’d held them back all day, but now the tears came. They ran down her cheeks, accompanied by self-pitying wails.  


     She was an actress for God’s sake, an entertainer; all she wanted to do was to make people that little bit happier. She didn’t see herself as anything more, or want anything more really. It wasn’t like she was a President, or a Prime Minister, or The Queen. (The one time she had met The Queen, Her Majesty had asked her how she coped with so much press intrusion. The Queen had asked her how she coped with the world’s attention!) Of course she liked the money that came with it and the lovely things and the luxury, but she couldn’t bear all the rest that was now wrapped as part and absolute worst parcel with it. The unpleasantness of it all, the stuff that leeched on and clung like bacteria. It was a disease eating hungrily away at any and all joy she ever experienced. She couldn’t stand that she was no longer a person, instead she was an object, existing solely to be torn apart and destroyed. 


     Despair very nearly overcame her; briefly, she considered the small balcony beyond the curtain-covered French window. A dramatic exit? For a second there was a flicker of temptation, but not with them watching. Never with them so near. She wouldn’t give them the damn satisfaction. 


     It was then the suite door burst open and Richard marched purposefully in. At any other time, she would have hastily wiped away the mascara stains and tears, but now she ignored her appearance on seeing his. 


     Wherever he’d been, he had clearly been active. He was sweating, his hair was a mess. With a gasp she saw he had a bruise under his left eye. Maybe that gasp was for more than just concern over the bruise, as whatever he’d been doing, it had brought out the best of his roguish Byronic looks. 


     She nearly ran to him. However, over his shoulder she saw that he was carrying a large burlap sack. And the sack was wriggling. 


     Richard gave her the kind of toothy grin Old Nick would have been proud of, then dropped the sack in front of her like spoils for Cleopatra. 


     The sack seemed to open almost of its own accord and inside was a frightened looking paparazzo. A stereotypical member of the breed – dirty mac, greasy skin, big camera still clutched possessively in his right hand, even though the lens had been roughly smashed in. 


     Richard’s voice was both gravelly and gleeful in its menace. “Let’s see how many rolls of film it takes to strangle one of these bastards, shall we, Lizbet?” 


     And despite herself, despite how much she abhorred violence, Elizabeth squealed with excitement. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Snowbridge 


     The wooden door was locked, seemingly bolted. Trevanion pushed at it, pulled at it, kicked his boots at it, charged it with his shoulder. There was no give at all. He looked around the room – it was solid stone, no other entrance or exit. There was only the door, which was now stuck shut and solid.  


     They were underground, at the lowest point of this great house. So even if he could claw away with bloodied and bruised fingers until he loosened a brick, what was he going to find? Nothing, no way out.  


     Frantic, he spun around. The naked light bulb was above him, issuing a poor and dim light which brought forth more shadow than clarity. He twisted, looking for something, anything that was going to help. There was no axe with which to attack the door, no matches to set fire to it. His knife would be no good against that thick mighty oak.  


     There was only Snowbridge.  


     Snowbridge who was celebrating his seventieth birthday by just staring at him. 


     It was difficult for him to recollect everything. He’d been too focused, too concerned with his own plans to pay precise attention to what Snowbridge was doing. He was almost positive he hadn’t missed anything, though.  


     Snowbridge had been in front of him the entire time. But Trevanion’s heart had been pounding against his chest, while his mouth had turned so arid his tongue had nearly paralysed. Now it hurt his head to try and remember; it took effort to pull it all together.  


     They had entered the room.  


     Snowbridge had laughed and closed the door.  


     Trevanion had done what he needed to do.  


     He’d then stepped back over Snowbridge and tried to open the door to get out.  


     Had Snowbridge locked it? He couldn’t recall. There’d been no turn of a key surely. If there had been, where was the key? There’d been no fiddling with the lock. But then why was the door not opening? How had it stuck shut? What force was keeping him trapped down here? 


     Without making any conscious decision he leapt at the door. It wasn’t a plan, he wasn’t even aware he was doing it until he was in mid-air. Desperation overtook him, it was the survival instinct. His body deciding his mind had no real idea and trying out its own scheme. It didn’t work. The door didn’t shudder, he shuddered. The door didn’t fall, he fell. The door didn’t break, he almost did.  


     Already feeling bruises decorate his skin, he lay on his back next to Snowbridge and cried out. He yelled from the depths of his lungs. He’d told himself he wouldn’t scream. When he’d first realised his predicament, he’d told himself not to yell as he couldn’t be caught like that. How could he explain it away? How could he make any gallant rescuer understand? He would still be trapped, just as if the door had never opened. But even as he weakened and screamed, he knew it made no difference.  


     He’d listened to what Snowbridge had told him about this room. He had said it was the most private place he could think of, that nobody ever came down here, nobody would disturb them. The old bastard had leant in and whispered that if they wanted to play a game of hide and seek, it was the best hide in the world. He’d said it with a chuckle in his eyes; like everything else that afternoon, it deeply amused him. And it had amused Trevanion too. It had sounded so perfect for the task. Only now he discovered it didn’t have an escape route. Trevanion lay there and screamed and screamed, and each scream echoed around the small stone room. He knew that not a single one was heard by another human soul. 


     Slowly those screams abated, each cry becoming shallower in his throat. Until, at last, his mouth opened and roared with no sound. He finger-pinched the bridge of his nose and drew back tears of frustration and pain. Slowly he started to pull himself up, and that was harder than he thought. Maybe it was more than bruising, now he really felt it; perhaps he’d even broken his shoulder against that door. He had landed in Snowbridge’s blood and it had glued him to the stone floor. It was horrible to contemplate just how much blood there was within a human body; he’d never imagined it would create such a geyser of red.  


     In his worst imaginings, he also hadn’t anticipated the awful stench of a dead man. It hadn’t occurred to him that Snowbridge, before his heart stopped, would empty his bowels and cover his tweed trousers and all around in faeces and urine. He hadn’t guessed how quickly a human carcass would begin to rot. They had only been here half an hour, or maybe it was an hour – it surely hadn’t been longer – and already it seemed as if decay had set in, as if he was trapped in a room with a pile of bad meat.  


     Trevanion sat up straight and tried to think it all through logically. His clothes were now dirty, covered in the crime – so, he couldn’t just saunter out without arousing suspicion, he had to wait until after dark. There would still be nobody around; Snowbridge wasn’t the type of man to throw a birthday party. The old bastard knew that there wouldn’t be enough people willing to attend. It would be easy for Trevanion to escape once he got out of the room, but how was he going to do that?  


     Trying to concentrate only on the problem at hand, he stared ahead and pondered. The door had not just shut itself against him. Doors were inanimate objects, they didn’t think, they didn’t make their own decisions. Snowbridge had closed the door after they entered; definitely. Therefore there were two options: either the door had been locked in some way by Snowbridge, or someone else had locked it from the other side after they entered. He dismissed the second idea – nobody knew they were here, they had not been followed down. That meant Snowbridge had done something, that he had locked it. It meant there must be a key somewhere about his person.  


     Undoubtedly he winced as he contemplated it, but then didn’t hesitate. He rummaged through the old bastard’s pockets. It was a disgusting enough thought at the outset, but some were now little packages of thick black sticky blood. He went through quickly yet thoroughly, his fingers nimble as they hunted the key. He found a gold watch on a chain, so new the mechanism hadn’t yet been started.  It was a birthday gift he guessed, though Lord knows who would be so generous to Snowbridge. There was a thin wallet containing four shillings, there was a nearly empty pouch of tobacco.  


     There was nothing else.  


     Shaking his head, muttering to himself, he went through again, hunted again, and once again found no key. He looked around. Where could Snowbridge have hidden it? There was himself, the old bastard’s body and an electric light in the room – there was literally nothing else. Perhaps Snowbridge had swallowed it, but why would he do that? Why would he deliberately trap them?  


     And if he had, how had he done it?  


     The old bastard surely hadn’t stopped talking, he had just kept blathering the entire time. There was no moment’s pause for him to swallow something as heavy as a key. And besides Trevanion had been staring at him. He hadn’t observed a key turned in the lock, let alone a key swallowed or indeed hidden elsewhere. It hadn’t happened, he was sure – but if that was true, why couldn’t he get out? How was he still trapped with Snowbridge? 


     He looked at the door. It was just a door. A big heavy door, yes, but nothing more frightening or awful than that. Just a door, surely just a door.  


     Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, he pressed his hands against the wooden surface. It was heavy, it was solid, but as far as he could see it wasn’t locked. The damned door wasn’t locked. Yet it was shut, sealed, trapping him with Snowbridge, imprisoning him with its master. But the lock didn’t seem as if it had been touched.  


     Trevanion glared at the old bastard. His features had twisted in the shock and violence of the attack, but now he looked like he was smiling. That’s what his face was doing. Snowbridge stared up at Trevanion with gleaming eyes and a full happy smile. His face was delighted, desirous, as if expecting all his dreams to come true.  


     Appalled, Trevanion choked and turned back to the door. His hands were shaking but he rested his fists against it and pushed. Illogical, he knew, since the door opened inwards, but he pushed as if he believed the oak was weak enough for his bare hands to break through.  


     Softly he whispered a prayer for a miracle. After all, it was somewhat miraculous that Snowbridge had sealed the door with no lock and no key. And surely, even after his act this afternoon, he was more deserving of divine intervention than Snowbridge. 


     He had deliberately waited for Snowbridge’s seventieth birthday. His father had killed himself on his seventieth birthday, and he liked the symmetry. He liked that his revenge would be served up as ice. There was no fear of the old bastard dying beforehand, he knew Snowbridge was too revoltingly healthy to be struck down by any of the agues or infirmities that normally affect the elderly. He knew at the seventieth birthday he could strike to receive retribution for all Snowbridge had done to his father, all he had done to his family.  


     It was so simple to arrange.  


     Snowbridge had always had a vigorous interest in Trevanion. It was easy therefore to lead him away, to lure him to a place they could be alone. And Snowbridge had chosen this – somewhere disgusting and dank, bare and horrible, but where they’d never be found. Snowbridge was the happiest Trevanion had ever seen him. He led him down, giggling at his own jokes, laughing at his own witticisms, skipping on his toes in eagerness. His manicured fingers had stroked his younger friend’s arm in affection. Trevanion smiled and kept focused on the task, maintained his concentration, determined not to lose his nerve.  


     No one saw them as Snowbridge led him through the grounds and down into the basement at the far wing of the house. He was bouncing on his heels, beaming from under heavy eyelids like a schoolgirl as he opened the door, as he ushered Trevanion inside, as he shut it behind them. The good spirits only vanished when Trevanion delivered the first knife-thrust. He managed thirteen in all. The blade sank through his ribs, into his belly, pierced his intestines, sliced open his groin. Snowbridge didn’t yell, his breath seemed caught within him. Finally, the old bastard’s body slipped to the floor after the fifth stab and Trevanion kept striking. He wanted to be sure, wanted to know Snowbridge was dead, that there was no chance of him ever breathing again.  


     The death wheeze came, long and hollow, and then Trevanion stood back and regarded the body.  


     It hadn’t seemed like a smile on his face then. Instead, it had been the perfect image of uncomprehending terror. Snowbridge’s face looked as if the pain of every one of those thirteen blows had twisted into the wrinkles of his skin. Without a doubt it was an expression of horror which made Trevanion smile. Under the naked bulb he had examined his arms and his front and seen not a drop of blood anywhere on his clothing. That had pleased him too. He’d coughed and shuddered and congratulated himself on a murder that was perfectly deserved and perfectly executed.  


     No one knew he was here. He could leave the grounds without seeing a soul. Snowbridge wouldn’t be missed for a long while, and even when he was it would take an age to find him in this hole of the house. It was all too perfect.  


     And then he’d tried the door. 


     Snowbridge was grinning at him – his eyes twinkled in the half-light, his teeth actually gleamed.  


     The door remained shut.  


     He yelled at him: “What have you done to me, you bloody fool? How have you done this? This isn’t fair – do you hear me, old man? Do you hear me? This isn’t fair. After all you’ve done to my family, you can’t do this. You can’t keep this damned door shut on me. You can’t! You cannot keep me trapped down here, do you understand? You do not get to keep me!” 


     He was on his knees beside the corpse. It beamed at him, apparently delighted at the way things had turned out. Trevanion forced his fingers into the pockets again. There had to be something he’d missed, some kind of device to operate that door. Slowly he pulled out the aged, leather pouch of tobacco and poured its contents over the stone floor, let it tumble amongst the blood and excrement – but there was nothing. He took out the money pouch and turned it inside out. Desperately he picked up each of the four coins and threw them to the wall in frustration. They bounced back at him. He grabbed the watch and examined it as carefully as his growing panic would allow.  


     It was just a watch, hand-crafted with an inscription on the back. He shook as he read the script, nearly slipping back in the blood. There was his name, written in ornate and loving script. Unbelieving, he stroked his finger across it. The old fool was giving him a birthday present, celebrating the occasion by handing a gift to his murderer. It was his name in carved script, followed by the word “forever.” Trevanion felt vomit bubble in his throat. 


     He caught a scream. What did that mean, “forever”? Had he meant to trap him down here? Meant to lock them in together? Surely not, surely it was just an idiotic inscription. He wouldn’t wish to keep them here for eternity. Why would he? What would be the point? Trevanion was much stronger than him, he could easily force his companion to open the door. Except, what if the old bastard couldn’t open the door? What if he was dead? What if he knew what was to happen, and “forever” to Snowbridge meant just that, forever? But that was ridiculous – nobody would choose to be murdered, just as nobody would choose to be entombed alive.  


     Yet something was keeping Trevanion trapped down here, something was holding him prisoner. And if it wasn’t the late Mister Snowbridge, what was it? It couldn’t be the door, doors don’t make decisions like that, no matter how strong and heavy and powerful they appear. Doors don’t actually do that – do they? 


     He chucked the watch to the corner and charged the door again. He pounded his fists. He cried out. He screamed. He wanted someone to hear him. There was no longer any care about punishment, anything was preferable to whatever fate had been arranged for him down here.  


     Raging, he beat his hands until they bled. His hands continued pummelling after the bones broke, after every punch became another painful crack. Even as his voice weakened and his screams became whines from a raw larynx, he still kept yelling. But gradually his punches flailed and the blood ran in wide slug trails down the oak. He smashed his head against it. Once, twice, thrice, banging his forehead before staggering back in agony. 


     Unbalanced, he stumbled and his skull struck the light-bulb and it swung round the room, shadows dancing.  


     He looked at Snowbridge and the old bastard was smiling at him. The grin was wider, it had grown. It was moving upwards, pushing his cheeks higher, showing off his glee. Despite thirteen stab wounds, he had never had things as good.  


     Trevanion wanted to kill him again, wanted to stop the mocking. He wrestled into his trouser pocket and awkwardly pulled out the knife. His hands were broken and he could barely hold it, but he couldn’t stand the way the old bastard was looking at him.  


     He sunk the blade into one eye and then the other, until they weren’t there anymore. Until they were just blood and gore filled holes on a lifeless, scarred face.  


     Snowbridge still had his smile though, even with empty eye sockets it was there.  


     Desperation pounding through him, Trevanion lurched at the throat, meaning to sink the knife in and cut off the head. That day he had punished Snowbridge for all he had done in life, now he was going to ensure he suffered for what he was doing in death. His broken hands lunged forward, but he missed his target. The knife hit the jaw bone and the blade snapped off. It flew upwards sharply and he jerked his head back as it sliced his cheek. The shard of metal kept rising and rising though, before horribly smashing into the light-bulb which exploded. Now they were left in darkness.  


     There was no glimmer. No hint of light crept beneath the door, none slipped in between the bricks. It was pure, unbroken blackness.  


     There was him, the corpse of the old bastard and that unopening door.  


     Trevanion sobbed. 


     And then from the corner he heard the watch start to tick. 


       


     Walkie-Talkie 


     The walkie-talkie was a particularly sick touch, Scott thought. 


     Kirk was a sadist, self-confessed and proud. So of course it was his notion to put the walkie-talkie in the box with Chekov when they buried him. It meant they could talk to him, and laugh at him as they listened to his pathetic cries for help. 


     From the first shovelful of dirt thudding on top of the box, those cries had crackled from the appliance. It was like a life-line to the still breathing world, so obviously the sad loser was going to keep the button down. He’d try to find some compassion in them with his whining tears. No such luck, though. Kirk told Scott it was like sweet, terror-filled, music. He even did a little jig to it in the moonlight. 


     “Please, God, help me!” Chekov pleaded. “No! Don’t do this to me, I beg you! Please! Listen to me, guys, we can make a deal! I can do something for you! You know I can! You know I fucking can! Think of my uncle, think of who he is! Please, God, help me!” 


     But now they’d nearly got the hole filled in, the screams seemed to have ceased. The night air was relentlessly warm, and their digging had been hot work. Both men had divested themselves of their shirts. The sweat on their backs testifying to the effort they’d expended. Proving that if they had a task they were committed to, they weren’t the lazy good-for-nothings some said they were. They could get stuff done. 


     There was a lot of dirt between them and Chekov now, but if the pair held the walkie-talkie right next to their ears, they could still hear him – frightened little gasps, the occasional whimper – but the desperate screaming and begging and calling out and crying for mercy had stopped. 


     “Ha! Maybe the idiot is trying to preserve his breath,” Scott suggested. 


     “Like that will do him any fucking good,” Kirk replied with a snigger. 


     They were nearly done and that was a damned excellent thing as it was getting close to dawn. It wouldn’t do for them to be found on crazy old Yaakov’s farm in daylight. Particularly when they’d just buried his nephew alive. 


     Scott had never met crazy old Yaakov himself, but he’d heard more than enough wild stories about him. A meth dealer who used too much of his own product and rode around his farm on a tractor shooting at whatever took his fancy with a fearsome shotgun. 


     Not then the kind of character you wanted to startle early one morning. 


     It was a ballsy move for them to put the old man’s nephew in the ground on his own property, but that’s the way Kirk said it should be. It sent a message, he explained. Even though the crazy old bastard might not find the box for years (if ever), he’d know his nephew was missing. He’d know that something bad had happened to him. So they could laugh into their sleeves at him for the foreseeable. 


     The sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. They were levelling out the soil so it was back almost as they’d found it. All in all, it had been a pretty excellent night’s work. 


     Suddenly there was a crackle on the walkie-talkie. A burst of static on the airwaves, followed by a pause, and then Chekov’s voice – distant and eerily hollow. “Um, guys.” 


     Both of them ignored him for a full minute, concentrating on finishing off the job in hand. The rays of sun glistened upon Kirk’s sweat-soaked skin. 


     Again a crackle and again Chekov’s voice. Surprisingly, it was calm, almost conversational. Scott found it absurd; almost unbelievable that this cheery tone belonged to a man who was going to suffocate to death in an hour or so. 


     Scott stared at Kirk, glad to have the excuse for a lingering look. He’d been taking surreptitious glances of his friend’s muscles all night long: how taut and tight they were, the way they had gleamed in the moonlight. 


     Kirk smirked. “You better see if that fucker has any grand final words.”  


     Scott reached over to where the walkie-talkie lay on a severed and fire-damaged tree trunk. He held it up with a malicious grin that he hoped matched the handsome cruelty of his friend. 


     “Yeah? What do you want?” 


     There was a pause, maybe a time delay. The dirt fucking up the signal. “I think there’s something I should tell you.” 


     Scott rolled his eyes and watched his friend suppress a chuckle and shake his head as he levelled out what must be the very last shovelful of soil. 


     A bastard’s grin set firmly on his face, Scott allowed himself a deep breath as he took in Kirk – drank him down whole – before responding languidly and dismissively. As if even talking to Chekov now was beneath him, when ironically he was well beneath them. 


     “Another stupid sci-fi idea, Chekov?” 


     When they’d first met the crazy old Yaakov’s nephew, got to know him, made it so that he trusted them – one of the things they’d bonded over was Chekov’s love for that old TV show, Star Trek. Chekov adored it and actually laughing himself giddy at the fact that together they were called Kirk, Chekov and Scott. Although he had to dub Scott ‘Scotty’ to make it really work. 


     At first they didn’t have a fucking clue what he was talking about, but they nodded along and actually encouraged him when he said he had Star Trek ideas himself. They even egged him on to write down his ridiculous fucking scenarios in a notebook with some kind of star and an arrow on the cover that he kept in his back pocket. 


     They wanted to be his friend, to be in his good graces, so they could use him to gain some leverage over his crazy old uncle. Now though, leverage be damned! They were killing the fucking loser. Locking him in a box, suffocating him slowly and being done with him. 


     “No,” Chekov said. There was zero sign of his earlier hysteria in his voice. It was like he was just shooting some amiable breeze. “I have your car keys.” 


     “What?” The full impact of that statement took a few moments to truly filter through Scott’s brain. His face only really fell as he saw the frown rise on Kirk’s. 


     “I snagged them while you were wrestling me into this box. Grabbed them from Scotty’s pocket. Just thought you’d like to know.” 


     Kirk leapt across and grabbed the walkie-talkie out of Scott’s thick hand. He was a head height taller than Scott, a chiselled slice of man straight from the Greek God catalogue. Not a Greek though. Instead blonde hair and blue eyes so damn intense. A bad boy quarterback only ever going all kinds of wrong.  


     “Listen here, you pathetic fucking freak,” Kirk growled. “Accept that we’ve won and lay off the fucking jokes. You are not getting dug up again.” 


     “It ain’t a joke. I have your car keys right here in my hand.” 


     Kirk took his finger off the talk button, but still for some reason felt the need to whisper. “Where are the keys, Scott? I want to fucking see them.” 


     Scott hated it when Kirk snapped at him. It was all he could do to stop himself actually crying like a six-year-old girl when it happened. Be tough, he told himself, act fucking tough. He was a hard guy, just like Kirk, and he had to show him that. 


     Across the walkie-talkie, Chekov’s voice chimed out again. “There’s no point looking for them. I have them right here.” And with that there was perhaps a faint jangle in the static. 


     Frantically Scott checked his pockets. He knew he’d put them in there. Absolutely he knew it. Yet the damn keys weren’t there. 


     He could feel Kirk’s anger bubbling up as his eyes confessed the truth of it, confirmed his own failure.  


     A cockerel sounded somewhere distant, but perhaps not distant enough now. Scott watched Kirk’s biceps tense up as he held the walkie-talkie, his fist curled so tight around it like he could shatter the black moulded plastic. 


     “You little fuck, Chekov! You absolute weasel fuck!” 


     “What are you going to do?” Even underground they could hear the annoying superior smirk Chekov’s voice got when he thought he was being clever. “Come down here and kill me?” 


     Scott stared shakily at his friend, not really holding back the tears now. The corners of his eyes moist with frustration and anger at himself for letting Kirk down, for fucking all this up. 


     But that bastard Chekov just kept on talking, almost cheerfully, as if he might even break out whistling. “You drove a long way into my uncle’s property in your Corvette, didn’t you? The one you put the state of the art immobiliser on. You know, the one you joked was specifically designed to stop bastards like you.” 


     The two of them were practically snarling down at the freshly dug soil now, so desperate to prove him wrong. Despite each of them knowing they couldn’t. Chekov just kept on chatting away. Not sounding like it was coming from a walkie-talkie, instead like it was just rising out of that ad-hoc grave – a dead man’s mockery. 


     “Yeah, you went a long way onto his property. A good two or three miles, I’d say. And with the amount of time this has all taken, I’m going to guess that it’s nearly dawn now. My uncle – no matter what else he might be – is still a farmer. An early bird. An angry, hopped-up, early bird who hates finding goddamn strangers on his goddamn land. Except, you two aren’t really strangers to him, are you?” 


     Panic can tear down a lot of boundaries, and so it was that Scott found himself doing the impossible, and actually reaching across and touching Kirk. Putting his arm around him. Not around the shoulders, not quite the waist, but in-between – clutching hold around his hard, muscled torso. 


     Kirk was so stunned by this sickening turn that it didn’t seem like he noticed, but it made Scott feel good. It reassured him, made Kirk’s strength so tangible. As if no matter what happened, he could still somehow save them.  


     Actually, for a moment, it was fucking lovely.  


     The two of them shirtless and glistening in the morning sun. The two of them touching. It didn’t matter that Scott was so short and doughy compared to Kirk’s chiselled magnificence. For the briefest of instants, it didn’t even matter about the car keys. The two of them together just felt so good. 


     But of course, that bastard Chekov had to ruin it. 


     “I’m going to guess he’s up and about and that you two bozos don’t have long left.” He actually chortled to himself. “So if you’re looking for something to do before you die, Kirk, you can let Scotty suck your dick. He so clearly wants to fuck you, Kirk! It’s so ludicrously obvious that I could never decide whether you’re as dumb as a retarded racoon, or the world’s biggest cock-tease.” 


     That shattered it. 


     Kirk stared at Scott with sudden revulsion, as if he was realising that they were actually touching. Like he was playing a hundred old moments through his mind and seeing them all in a new light. 


     His anger was instant and brutal. He knocked Scott’s arm away and then kicked him savagely to the ground. His boot swinging hard into Scott’s mouth for good measure. The blow slashed open his lip and sent his front teeth ricocheting. 


     With a high-pitched scream Scott stared up at him. The two of them had been friends their whole lives and now, when it mattered most – now that they had to work together to save themselves – it was all gone. 


     Somewhere, not nearly far enough away, they heard the crazy old bastard Yaakov’s tractor turn over and start up. 


     And from below, the man who was beaten, locked and buried in an old wooden box, started to laugh lustily on the walkie-talkie. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Isolation 


     Was he sleeping? Was he alone?  


     A moment can stretch in the dark, one blink of the eye can last hours. His doubt of whether he was asleep or awake, his confusion as to whether he was the sole occupant of his bed spiralled around him. It grabbed on to every nerve ending, bound him, twisted him, convulsed him.  


     He tried to open his eyes, tried to close them again – he wasn’t sure which was which. What was this blackness? The dark of the room? Night-time? The inside of his eyelids? It was desolate, empty, he was so alone.  


     But wait – he wasn’t alone, he could feel something. Who was it? What was it? Where was it? 


     He reached out his arms and for a second it was like he was in a void. It was just as if he was floating, totally alone – but no, he was somewhere, and there was something else. He concentrated, squeezing his eyes tight shut or forcing them wide open – he didn’t know which. Lying there with his arms at his side he crept out his fingers, slowly, and then found it – his bed. A sigh of relief took him, but that turned into a gasp of panic. He’d been there the whole time – of course he had – yet when he felt the bed, when his arms touched the mattress, it was like he’d just fallen there. It was as if he’d plummeted from high and landed hard on his own ergonomic bed.  


     For an instant or two he imagined he was trapped there, his spinal cord having severed so all he could do was blink and yell. Could he blink? Could he yell? He wasn’t sure his eyes worked any more and there seemed to be no sound emanating from his mouth. Once again he tried to open it, tried to close it – but weirdly it didn’t seem he had a mouth. His eyes squeezed shut (or he forced them wide enough to burst – the darkness didn’t change, so he had no idea) and he dug his fingers into the sheet beneath, pushing them tight so his nails touched his palms through the linen. It was like he was tearing into the sheet, then digging holes in his own flesh. But that was good as he could feel something.  


     His nails dug into his hand, the darkness everywhere around him, and then he rolled to his side. He stretched out his limbs and made sure he was alone, Master of his own bed. His left foot was pushed out, then his right foot, his left hand, his right hand – sending them to the extreme corners of the mattress, making sure he was the sole resident. There was nobody else, nothing else. It was just night-time spookiness, just the stress, just the side effects of his medication. There was nothing else – nothing – nothing – nothing. 


     He forced himself up, from stretched out to sitting fully upright in a fraction of a second. His hand reached to the pint of water on the bedside table, and nearly knocked it over. There was a quick flash of an image – him smashing his fist through the glass, slicing his hand, cutting it off, falling backwards in blood-spurting agony. But it didn’t happen. He’d caught the glass properly, was pouring it down his throat, pouring it down his front. Jesus! He was so wet, every bit of him was shivering with damp.  


     Swiftly he leapt from the bed, like a man with cramp in every part of his body. He staggered in the dark (were his eyes open?) as if this wasn’t his bedroom, as if he didn’t know every inch of it. With a thud he struck his shin against the base of the bed. His voice found sound as he cursed. It hurt like torture, the pain – even the bruising – seemed to stretch further than his shin, aching every part of him. Stumbling, he fell forward, striking his hand against the light switch, denting his palm. 


     The light came on and his eyes were open, further moisture squeezing from his tear ducts. He had the strange idea he wasn’t alone, that he was being watched. But by whom? Blinking, he spun around, but there was nothing and he knew there’d be nothing. The clock on the bedside table said 2.31, past the witching hour but still a long time to the new day. He took a few deep breaths and acclimatised himself to the night-time shadows. Stepping forward he looked at his sheets, they were dripping. His hand reached down and checked he hadn’t wet himself. It was all sweat, as if – while he’d slept (had he actually slept?) – his pores had burst and flooded the sheets. They were cold, wet, smeared with salt residue. He peered at his skin, grey and clammy, goosebumps rising like a chickenpox rash.  


     It was night and so he wanted to be as fast as possible. He opened the bedroom door and clicked on the hall light, taking a moment to examine any shadow. Then he went to the airing cupboard. There was no light inside unfortunately and so he had a need to be extra swift. His hand reached in to grab clean bedding, it trembling as it entered the dark, like there was a real chance some of his fingers wouldn’t come back. Suddenly it was as if The Monster – this figment of his night-time imagination he was now calling, simply, The Monster – was going to swipe out a talon or a claw and take his digits away from him.  


     He was a grown man panicked by the bogeyman, by sprites and goblins and beasties ready to devour him in his own home. There was no such thing, he was rational, knew these fears were nonsense – but when it’s your hand that might not come back in one piece, you can’t blame it for shaking. Hurriedly he grabbed the sheets and slammed the airing cupboard door shut.  


     For crying out loud – he was at home, safe, nothing would happen to him. But was he safe? Really? After all – as they’d kept reminding him – there was no evidence that Amanda ever left the flat. Of course she must have as she wasn’t here, but no one had seen her go. It was a proven fact that her coats and shoes were still here, as were her purse and keys. And how could a healthy, strong young woman like Amanda get kidnapped from a block of flats in daytime without anyone noticing?  


     He didn’t know, how was he supposed to know? When they asked their questions he didn’t answer because he didn’t have answers for their questions, but they kept asking them anyway. They kept asking him, and by the time they stopped – because they couldn’t find evidence for their answers to the questions – everybody else was asking questions too.  


     Quickly he went back to the bedroom, switching off the hall light and closing the door firmly behind him. So if there was anyone else in his flat – anything else in his flat – he’d know when the handle turned. But what if The Monster had crept into the room when he wasn’t looking? He stopped still, breath held. A man in just his boxer shorts, carrying a pile of sheets, terrified as he examined shadows for – what? A person? An Abominable Snowman? A something? What the hell was he looking for? Why was he doing this?  


     “Pull yourself together. Pull yourself together.” 


     It was a mantra he found himself repeating a lot these days. That still seemed odd as he hadn’t previously been a man who panicked, he’d never been this irrational. Maybe it was the medication. The psychiatrist had given him pills to help him sleep, but they clearly weren’t working. Perhaps they were keeping him awake, or alternatively perhaps he was asleep and this was his dream. Or nightmare? 


     Suddenly it came to him: he had to do something, needed to do something, so in the morning he’d know if he was asleep or awake.  


     He gritted his teeth with resolve, dropped the sheets and grabbed a red marker pen. It had been Amanda’s. He leapt on the bed and wrote the words “I LIE HERE” in big letters across the wall. A smile crossed his face, the first smile he could remember for some time. And then he looked at the sheets and almost sobbed. What was he doing? What was the matter with him? In the morning, if the bedding was changed, that would prove he was awake. He’d had no need to vandalise his bedroom. Amanda had painted this room. 


     Wearily he pulled off the dirty sheets. The mattress cover was dripping, the pillow cases were wet and slimy, the duvet cover had been stained by his living corpse. The outline of his body was blurred and white, salt water had pumped from his skin and created an unholy Turin Shroud.  


     He bent down to change the sheets, and then tried to stand up straight – but it was as if he was suddenly on broken feet, like his ankles had snapped beneath him. Steadying himself he took deep breaths, trying to hold back the vomit when the pain came. But there was no pain, his ankles and his feet were undamaged. His fingers ran across his brow, more sweat – where was it coming from? He wasn’t even dehydrated. Hastily he grabbed the sheets and wrestled them on – not competently, but good enough to last till morning. He’d sort them out then, sort everything out then, just as he was always going to do. 


     Amanda had thought the flat haunted. But really? A haunted flat? Their flat only had one bedroom, there wasn’t much to haunt. Initially it was a joke for them – of course they couldn’t have moved into a haunted flat, it was ridiculous. But while he continued to laugh, the joke left her. She hated to be there when he wasn’t, would sometimes refuse. It got to the point where she was actually scared of the shadows, frightened of the darkness, loathed even the shape of the rooms. Over time she lost weight, got paler. Her friends and family talked to him about it and he tried to reassure them, but he wasn’t reassured himself. What was happening to her?  


     Some of her friends and family blatantly saw it as his fault, as if all talk of ghosts was to hide what she was really frightened of – him. He loved her, wouldn’t have hurt her, wanted to look after her – but they’d bought the flat, how could they just throw it away? He tried to be confident, told her he was sure they’d get past it. They loved each other, it would all work out. And then one day she went away, and he started thinking of ghosts. 


     With a deep breath he switched the light out, dropping the room into darkness, eliminating all those shadowed corners. Somehow total blackness was preferable to those little spots where something might lurk and hide. He dived to the bed, crawling under the duvet, curling up tight. It was ridiculous of course, but the clean sheets made him feel safer. They smelt like spring meadow and somehow that was a bizarre reassurance. He allowed himself a laugh in the darkness.  


     It was all nonsense. He was in no danger, he was the only person here and the front door was locked and all the windows shut. Even if he was in danger, pulling a duvet over himself was not going make him secure. It was ludicrous, laughable. Like everything else – ghosts, The Monster – all a product of a spooky imagination. It was only Amanda’s disappearance which wasn’t funny. But then there was going to be some man behind that, a person, and eventually the police would find him and all would be explained.  


     His eyes closed lighter this time, so they’d open again if need be. He brought his arms to his chest and tried to ease the tension in his shoulders. Lying still, he was calmer – his heart didn’t race away, his brain didn’t speed with insane ideas. Tomorrow he’d buy bright new light bulbs, take away those shadowed corners. Maybe he’d paint the walls. Amanda had a great sense of style, a beautiful eye – but when they painted the flat neither of them appreciated how dark the rooms could get. He’d brighten it up with colours he knew she’d like. Maybe he’d even buy fresh flowers every day, so that when she came back they’d welcome her.  


     She was going to come back. How would he get through the rest of his life without seeing her again? There’d be no way he’d survive. One day she’d walk through that door and explain it all. They’d laugh together, it was all going to be fine.  


     The panic gripped him suddenly. There was something in the bed with him.  


     The Monster was close by, under the duvet, moving towards him. What should he do? If he jumped The Monster would vanish, there’d be a moment between him moving and the light coming on and that would give The Monster – whatever the hell The Monster was – a chance to hide.  


     He could kick out, try and thrust The Monster from the bed, warn what would happen if it came near. But he didn’t know where The Monster was, didn’t know what to aim for. And what if he did get The Monster? What if he connected? How did he know his foot would come back? The Monster, whatever it really was, might welcome a foot in its mouth as a snack. But then maybe The Monster wouldn’t bite, or maybe it would, but the bite would tell him what it was. Perhaps it was a rat, some vermin which had crawled into their flat and was now in bed with him. But it couldn’t be that, he’d have heard – and the thing about this animal/creature/beast/monstrous thing, was that you couldn’t hear it. You could almost tell where The Monster was by the fact you couldn’t hear it. The molecules of air got quieter around it. 


     He lay still, his eyes lightly shut, his breath peaceful – but his heart speeding, his brain shooting forth. What the hell was it? Imagination took over and he imagined it huge beside him, bigger than the bed. The Monster was both hairy and smooth, armoured and fleshy. He pictured it with claws and teeth, talons and pincers. There was the sudden image of one of its heavy pincered claws snapping at him. Not just snapping at him, snapping him in half – bisecting him with its talon. He saw himself looking down at his legs, his groin, his hips – blood spewing unstoppable. The Monster raising a sucker – grey and red – clamping it over his face, suffocating him, drowning him above water.  


     The Monster was huge, all around him, touching every part of the bed he wasn’t touching. All he’d have to do was move a centimetre and he’d feel its scaly, smooth flesh. It had mounted itself above him. If he opened his eyes he’d see The Monster, he’d see nothing but it. Or maybe he wouldn’t see The Monster at all. Maybe it would taunt him, would hide again, knowing he knew it was there but amusing itself with these games. 


     He jerked onto his back – did he do that himself or had The Monster moved him? He lay there, his body contorted, his hands in front of him. So far he didn’t think it had touched him, even though it was all around him, it hadn’t touched him yet. Maybe he was imagining it. If he opened his eyes he’d see The Monster wasn’t there, that it had never been there. He could get up, get dressed, go for a walk outside, forget this nightmare. It was a good idea, a happy idea, and he would have done that. But just as he willed himself to move something brushed against the length of his calf. The sensation was cold and hard, and he screamed.  


     He screamed, but there was no sound.  


     The Monster had taken all sound from him.  


     His screams were around his head, but he couldn’t hear them.  


     There was abruptly a hammering, but there was no scream. All he could hear was that bang-bang-bang pounding into him. 


     With a sudden thud he landed heavy on the floor, rolling ungainly off his bed, away from The Monster. He couldn’t remember moving, had been paralysed, listening to the banging, listening to the silence of his screams. Now he was on the floor, free – but he could still hear the banging. Someone was knocking on his front door. Staggering up, he reached for the light switch. When the room illuminated, he knew what he’d see – nothing. Nothing but a bed that looked like it was inhabited by a madman, the sheets kicked awry. 


     The banging continued, some grumbling and yelling as an accompaniment. He opened the bedroom door and reached for the hall light. Looking carefully around, he even glanced over his shoulder, as if he could check The Monster wasn’t following him. He moved forward, still shaking, his sweaty feet cold on the laminated floorboards. His eye looked through the peephole; bloodshot, it encountered Mr and Mrs Morris – neighbours from downstairs. Turning the lock, he opened the door and realised he was just wearing his boxer shorts. 


     They stared at him with both fury and fear. Mr Morris looked surprised by his near nakedness, by his wet grey skin.  


     Mrs Morris was harder and much more suspicious, had been since the disappearance. “We heard something,” she said. 


     “Uh?” he clutched the door frame. 


     “We heard screaming,” her husband clarified. 


     “Did you?” He hadn’t been able to hear a thing. Were they his screams? They must have been his screams. There was only him and The Monster in the flat, and The Monster wasn’t screaming. “Yeah, I’ve had nightmares.” 


     “Nightmares?” asked Mrs Morris. 


     “Nightmares.” How could he tell her what was happening? How could he tell her he hadn’t slept? It was clear she wasn’t going to believe a word he said. 


     “You didn’t wake yourself?” asked Mr Morris. 


     “No. You woke me.” 


     They stared at him and he swayed; he could barely stand. He caught a reflection in the hall mirror: his eyes were wide and crimson: he must have looked like a man who’d never slept. 


     “Do you mind if Arthur comes in and checks?” asked Mrs Morris, her eyes narrowed. 


     “Checks?” 


     “Yeah,” said Mr Morris. “Make sure everything is all right.” 


     He hesitated. What would The Monster do if it saw Mr Morris? Could he let another man be tormented? But then somehow he knew The Monster wasn’t interested in Mr Morris, It was only interested in him. 


     Still he hesitated, and that hesitation increased the suspicion on Mrs Morris’s face. 


     “Sure.” He tried to smile. “Come in.” 


     He stepped back, leant against the wall, let Mr Morris pass.  


     Mr Morris entered anxiously, clearly worried about what he might see. After all, you rarely step into the home of a supposed wife killer – how does such a creature live? Mr Morris switched on the light in each room and peered in as if expecting every kind of grisly horror. The bedroom was the last and Mr Morris pulled his nose out with a mix of sympathy and alarm.  


     “‘I lie here’?” asked Mr Morris. 


     “Is everything okay, Arthur?” demanded Mrs Morris.  


     He answered before her husband. “Yeah, everything is fine. I’m just having bad dreams at the moment. I’m sorry for disturbing you. I think I’ll take another pill and hopefully rest easier after that. I’ll try not to wake you again, I promise.” 


     Only Mr Morris said goodbye. Mrs Morris’ face conveyed an obvious disappointment that she hadn’t proved her worst suspicions. 


     He closed the front door and then the bedroom door and sat so incredibly weary on the end of his bed.  


     The Monster was behind him. It was on the bed with him, looming over him.  


     He didn’t look, couldn’t turn his head.  


     Amanda had sensed it early, had known there was something wrong with the flat – but why couldn’t she have sensed it even earlier? Why couldn’t she have realised at the first viewing? She could have stopped them from putting in the offer, from moving here at all. She could have saved herself, saved the two of them – why didn’t she?  


     His ears could actually hear The Monster now, long drawn-out breaths. The room was sulphurous, stinking with its breath. What had he been thinking before? He’d been thinking of going for a walk, getting away from it – but what was the point? There was always going to be darkness, always going to be shadow. The Monster wanted him and there was no escape.  


     It was close now – millimetres from his skin – ready to envelop him, crush him, pierce his flesh, break his bones.  


     Whatever creature it was, it already had Amanda, had taken her. He wondered what it had done to her, wondered how much she’d suffered. He felt the wetness of tears on his cheeks at imagining her suffering.  


     The Monster was looming above him. What was it waiting for?  


     He kept his eyes shut and saw a horrible redness. The red of the inside of his eyelids, the red of his body torn and ripped and broken and mutilated and eaten and spat-out and digested and dissected and defiled. He saw his blood spilling away.  


     What was it waiting for? Why didn’t it take him? The Monster wasn’t going to give up now, even if Mr and Mrs Morris came back to the door, it wasn’t going to stop. Why not finish him off? Why not get him over with? His eyes were shut and he waited, and then he realised, that was the reason – The Monster wanted him to open his eyes. The Monster wanted him to look at it.  


     He kept his eyes squeezed shut.  


     The Monster was all around him. If he flinched, he’d touch it.  


     His eyelids stayed down, but why?  


     It wasn’t going to go away, wasn’t going to leave him. The Monster knew he would have to open his eyes eventually, knew he couldn’t hold out forever. It was prepared to wait.  


     What was the point? Why wait?  


     Amanda wasn’t as strong as him so The Monster had taken her first. But without her, he wasn’t that strong either. He took a deep breath and forced his eyelids up. 


     **** 


     In the morning the police broke down the front door, following complaints from the residence’s neighbours (not just Mr and Mrs Morris) with regards to screams emanating from the flat.  


     Nothing was found.  


     No body was found.  


     The ambitious Welsh detective in charge, newly transferred to London, thought that the scrawled words “I Lie Here” might be some kind of clue. But, as yet, he has not seen The Monster.  


     The case remains open. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Solipsism at the End of the World 


       


     Well, that’s just bloody typical, isn’t it? 


     I had the twenty-first all marked on my calendar. Circled six times in red biro: the day I was finally going to go outside, 


     It’s my birthday on the twentieth, so I didn’t want the stress over-shadowing it. 


     But after four months and seventeen days locked inside, I knew I had to try and confront my fears. Face my dread of the germs and the animals and the people of the outside world. Stop living cooped up in my bedsit, surviving on home deliveries, Freeview and Netflix. 


     So I marked the twenty-first on my Elvis Presley calendar, then drew a fresh circle around it whenever I had a flicker of doubt. 


     But now I’ve pulled back the navy curtains to see what promise this new day – the day when I’m finally going to step outside – holds for me, and I see that aliens have invaded. 


     Bloody typical! 


     My mouth agape, but my hand clutching tight onto my freshly made cup of tea (I am British, after all), I do the one thing I really didn’t want to do today. I sit down and stare at the outside from the wooden chair I keep in my front window. The spot I use to watch the world around me and assure myself that – generally – I’m not missing much. 


     There’s a huge cylinder in the sky. From where I’m sitting it looks jet black, but maybe that’s because the sun is behind it and it’s more of a dark grey. The whole thing must be half a mile long from top to tail, and it’s smooth and unencumbered by such things as rockets or wings or even propellers. To me it doesn’t appear aerodynamic in any way, but there it hangs blocking out most of my view of the sky. 


     On the street there are three creatures. Obviously aliens, as I’ve never seen the like in any nature documentary on any channel. They stand about the height of an average man, but they look to me like furry octopi. At first I think they’re slivering down the street, but actually I believe that they’re floating an inch or two above the pavement cracks.  


     However they manage it, they move carefully and almost stately down my street with their tentacles – more than a dozen of them, I’d guess – hanging low at their sides. They’re only just staying above the litter and dog poo that smears the pavement. Each one of them is covered in thick black and brown matted hair. It gives the impression that they’d be horrifying to touch, as if your palm would come back coated in slimy, dirty alien fur.  


     Each creature has an array of red shining eyes, like two columns at the centre of what must be their faces. I can only assume they’re faces anyway, there’s no nose or mouth I can recognise. The eyes however glow so deeply the light radiates out and stains the air around them, even on this, what seems to be a quite pleasant, bright, sunny morning. 


     When they spot their prey they whip out one of their tentacles. It moves fast – incredibly fast, actually cracking against the air – and a touch from one of those things quite clearly means death. 


     Fat Doreen – the teenage girl with green hair who lives in the ground floor flat directly across the street from me – has suffered that fate already. 


     She tried to run from them, or to waddle anyway. The creature closest to my window lashed out and caught her on the side of her head. 


     From what I could see, the consequences were quite disgusting. 


     She fell to the road as if having a fit, both convulsing and vomiting. An anaemic white liquid spewing from her mouth and nose. 


     I sat back a little in my chair and watched horrified at what seemed to be a burning rash spreading at ridiculous speed across her face. It turned her skin the colour of gammon, but also dissolved it at the same time. Only a few seconds passed before the white of her skull started to poke through her puce, thinning skin. Then her clothes seemed to sink around her, to deflate onto the ground. Her whole body mass disappearing, collapsing in on itself, being taken apart by some enzyme I couldn’t even contemplate. 


     R.I.P Fat Doreen. 


     (Actually, I don’t know any of my neighbour’s names. I never go out and so never speak to them. I just give them names in my head and they stick.) 


     If I’d been out on the street, I’d maybe have taken a lesson from that. I’d have learned not to run.  


     Mr Blinky – a bald human mole in ridiculously thick glasses – clearly isn’t as quick on the uptake. 


     Although, when he does make a run for it, he attempts an entertaining zig-zag. There is some sense of self-preservation. 


     It doesn’t work. 


     I count seven seconds before he too is dead and dissolving. 


     The creatures let out a greenish gas when they use their tentacles. Almost as if instead of roaring their dominance, they’re furiously farting it. 


     They move in a trident formation down my street. I don’t know what causes them to attack, but I’m guessing for now that it’s movement. Like a snake, or a T-rex, they won’t strike until they see their prey move. 


     I feel safe sitting still on my chair in my window. 


     I always feel safe in my window. 


     Mrs Fitness Freak goes next. 


     That woman could exercise for Britain. I’ve never seen her wear anything other than gym wear. She even has a tall Teutonic personal trainer who she is so obviously in lust with. 


     Maybe she should have spent more time on the treadmill though, as she doesn’t even break Mr Blinky’s record. 


     No, I’m being unfair there. 


     Those things may look like they’re just under six feet tall as they hover down the street, but their tentacles stretch out at least twenty feet. They must be coiled within, wound around themselves, tensed in some way ready to lash out. 


     Nice try, Mrs Fitness Freak, but you’d have to be Usain Bolt to outrun one of those creatures. 


     In the distance I can see smoke and what seems like the awful red glow of intense, all-consuming fire over London. 


     I think I can see another, matching cylinder in the sky. Or it might be a shadow of this one. My vantage point isn’t great, and I don’t really want to go out and check. 


     Obviously, there is no way I’m going to take my first step outside in four months and seventeen days into this. 


     That’s actually more than a bit disappointing. 


     Nearly every day of my life is eventually spent slumped on my sofa in front of the TV. As much as I wanted this day – the day after my birthday – to break the routine, it’s obviously going to be just the same. 


     Although, my choice of viewing will at least be different. Rather than trawling the box-sets, I’ll be spending it surfing the news channels getting updates about what’s going on. 


     As far as I can tell, everybody else on my street is dead. I may as well find out how the rest of the world is getting on.  


       


    

      


    


  




  

     The first of F.R. Jameson’s ‘Screen Siren Noir’ series
‘Diana Christmas’
Available Now! 


       


     In 1959, Diana Christmas – the beautiful, vivacious redhead – was a major star in Britain. It was her moment. She was on the cusp of making it big in Hollywood. Then, she simply walked away from the limelight. Vanished from an industry that adored her. 


     Twenty years later, Michael, a young film journalist, arrives at her suburban home and discovers the still vibrant and alluring Diana. Between her sheets, he hears for the first time the reason for her disappearance – a tale of coercion, shame and blackmail. 


     To his shock, he learns that those who destroyed her career and ruined her life still have their claws in her. 


     Totally smitten, he promises to help her. But Michael soon finds that the past doesn’t let go easily… 


       


     Diana Christmas – A new thriller of desire and betrayal from F.R. Jameson.
Available here! 


       


     Read an exclusive extract on the next page… 


    

      


    


  




  

     One 


       


     The final tally was that I had a cracked skull, a severely broken nose that was never going to sit straight again, a smashed-in cheekbone and several missing teeth. My left collarbone was snapped, as were five of my ribs, while the multiple fractures in my pelvis were as bad as if I’d been in a motorcycle accident. The most painful of all, though, was my ruptured spleen. 


     When they spoke to me in their sympathetic tones, barely above a whisper, the doctors informed me I was lucky to be alive. 


     But in spite of everything that happened, I don’t regret leaping at the chance to interview Diana Christmas. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Two 


       


     6 December 1979 


     “How old are you?” 


     She rolled naked on top of me, then, with a grin on her feline face which sparkled with bright-eyed sexiness, opened her mouth wide to kiss me. It was like a Roman aristocrat reaching down to chew a big, ripe strawberry proffered by a slave. I was a feast to be devoured, and I didn’t mind at all. 


     Her fingers greedily stroked my untidy, mud-coloured hair. “I’m probably old enough to be your mother, aren’t I?” she said with a laugh. 


     In my whole life I’d never been between silk sheets before. Never felt such cool, smooth softness against my naked skin. Her bedroom smelt of lavender. She smelt of lavender too. Probably a coincidence of scents in the washing powder and her perfume, but it felt in my giddiness like she’d just been waiting to take me to bed. No doubt those were my fantasies running away, but why shouldn’t they run? Why shouldn’t they gallop freely? What was happening was so incredible, it was the stuff of fantasy. 


     We weren’t really between the sheets anymore; the sheets were all around us, scattered from one side of the mattress to the other. Their pristine purpleness was now just crumpled, rumpled, unruly creases.  


     In my whole life I’d never seen purple bedlinen before.  


     Certainly not at home, nor at university, nor in my lodgings (where the sheets were an unerotic grey-white, and that’s after I’d got them to the laundry). As I lay there in the faint, grey December morning light, these sheets seemed the colour of passion. More than that, they looked like the victims of passion, the recipients of passion.  


     “I’m twenty-two,” I told her, before adding, with a kind of adolescent trembling which made me ashamed the instant the words left my lips: “Miss Christmas.” 


     Her laughter was like the cheer of a chorus line. They’d probably told her how to do it like that when she was on the stage. “Miss Christmas, indeed? Really, it should be Mrs Williams, but the more pertinent point is that I really am too old for you if you feel the need to address me with such formality.” 


     “Sorry, I didn’t know if you’d appreciate me being informal.” 


     Quickly she was on her haunches before me, bending over to run her tongue from my navel to my Adam’s apple. Her luscious red hair hung over her shoulders and tickled against my chest. 


     Her mouth seized mine again, tugging my lips gently with her teeth. “Oh, I think we’re past the point of formality now, my darling. If you’re going to address me as anything, it should be as Diana.” 


     “Okay, Diana it is.” 


     “And I should call you?” The twinkle in her eyes was impossible to ignore, impossible not to be aroused by all over again. “Come now, I can hardly keep calling you Mr Mallory. If you’re going to be calling me Diana, it’s not fair you clinging to Mr Mallory. Not after I’ve let you take me to bed.” 


     It had been only half an hour before, but I was fairly certain that she’d taken me to bed and not the other way around. I hated to admit it, even to myself, but I was not the most experienced around women, and so would never have made a pass at an actual, honest-to-goodness movie star. That would have taken more nerve than I could have conjured in a millennium.  


     “Michael,” I told her. “My name is Michael.” 


     She nodded and repeated the name to herself, then said it again and again in a half-mumble as she nuzzled my neck, ran her tongue up my jaw, and gave special tender attention to the spot on my chin where I’d cut myself shaving that morning. Her arms wrapped around my head and she finally sank her lips back down on mine again.  


     They were so plump and delicious.  


     I’d always thought so. The first film I’d ever seen of hers was The Idiot’s Lantern, where there’s a famous scene in which she has to press a long, lingering kiss to Alec Guinness’s bashful cheek. Her lips had looked so amazing then and they hadn’t lost anything in the passing years. 


     “Pleased to meet you, Michael,” she purred, her deep brown eyes staring languidly down into mine. She rolled off me, and, in a fluid, seamless motion, wrapped the top sheet around herself. It was almost as if she suddenly wanted to protect her modesty. Although with the pale, smooth skin of her naked thigh and shoulder poking out, it was hard to think of her as anything else but a gorgeous – and nude – 1950s pin-up. 


     “Tell me, have you done many of these interviews before?” 


     “I’ve done some.” 


     “And is this the first one to go this way?” 


     She whipped back the sheet to give me a flash of body. Her naked skin looked so smooth and delectable amidst all the rumpled and crushed purple. Her thighs long and limber, her breasts full and round.  


     My God! She was incredible. Despite it being twenty years now since she’d made a film (and twenty-five years since her debut), she had still kept her physique, maintained her svelteness. Of course, I’d gone through everything I could find about her for research: the clipping-file in the cabinet behind my desk at Classic Cinema Monthly, the reference books, the old newspaper articles. In one particularly yellowed interview, she spoke of her years as a teen dancer in the West End. Undeniably she still had a hoofer’s legs, the toned muscles of a natural athlete. 


     The sheet back around her, she dropped down and nuzzled into my shoulder. Resting her head there, she peered up with a dreamy smile, inviting me to put my arm around her. To squeeze her tight and hold her close. 


     “Who else have you met?” she demanded.  


     “Diana Dors.” 


     She gazed off thoughtfully, her mind taking a trip back to a faraway time. “I liked the other Diana,” she said. “She was older than me, of course, and I didn’t know her well, but I always had a lot of fun at her parties. Though I’ve seen her in the papers the last few years and there’s a girl who has really let herself go.” 


     That was true. 


     “Who else?” 


     “Stewart Grainger.” 


     She scoffed. “There’s God’s gift for you. Although when he finally gets to meet God, I think Stewart’s going to punch him in the face for giving him such a mediocre career. For not giving him the brains to accept Odd Man Out. Anyone else?” 


     I squeezed her tight. “Just you. You’re the third person I’ve ever interviewed, Diana.” 


     With a laugh that was again as much a cheer, she rolled herself back on top of me, the sheet giving us both a little rub of static between our naked bodies. “Well.” Her hands moved back through my hair again, caressing and tugging it at once. “I’m certainly glad that you didn’t try to take Stewart or Diana to bed and it was me who got to experience your moves.” 


     She kissed me again, practically swallowing my lips, rocking her body gently up and down against mine in a way that would have left me breathless even if she hadn’t had her tongue fully in my mouth. What had passed as sex between us had ended too soon. Embarrassingly soon. Although she didn’t seem to mind. I so wanted the chance to do it again. To try and impress her this time. 


     “Tell me, Michael.” Her eyes, crackling with electricity, held my gaze with no effort whatsoever. “Is it just an editor’s whim that you’re here today, or are you actually a fan of mine?” 


     “I’m most definitely a fan of yours.” 


     “Well, you are now!” she trilled. “Now that I’ve succumbed to your advances – but before?” 


     I blushed a little. “Absolutely. I’ve been a fan of yours since I was a child.” 


     Again I knew in a heartbeat that I was letting my mouth run too far ahead of my mind. 


     With a highly theatrical sigh, she rolled herself back off me, but only so she was leaning on my shoulder again. “Please don’t remind me, Michael, of how old I am! I was working before you were born. Hell, I was even making films before you were born!” 


     “I’m sorry,” I said. 


     She gave another sigh. “You may just work on that magazine. It might just be a job to you rather than a passion. You may have to fake your way around us old people. Or it might be, as you say, that you’ve been a fan of mine since you were a child.” She tutted and shook her head. “But whichever it is, I must seem to you like an old has-been. Surely I must. Look at you – you’re a young, vibrant man, and I’m an old dear. You’d rather be interviewing someone younger, wouldn’t you? Putting your moves on a lady who’s a current flame? A Farrah Fawcett, or a Bo Derek. You don’t really want me. You may have liked those films of mine – perhaps it gives you a frisson to have finally met the actress in question, to have gone so far as to successfully seduce the actress – but really those films are old and musty now. Old and musty, just like me.” 


     I shook my head and then did something I would never have imagined myself doing. I pushed myself up and rolled her gently off me. Me, in bed with someone as absolutely delicious as Diana Christmas, and I was willingly pushing myself out of her grasp. 


     “But it doesn’t matter how long ago they were, Diana.” Her name even came naturally to my lips. I propped myself up and stared down at her, her glorious face gazing back at mine with an expression of expectancy. “And it doesn’t matter if you’re a bit older than me. I’m just happy to have met you. The rest I could never have possibly conceived. I’m a huge fan. Diana, good work is good work, no matter when it happened. You made some really good films, some great films as well. There’s some not-so-good ones too, but that’s fine – every actor has that. But even in the ones that aren’t so good, you bring a vibrancy to them. In all your roles, there’s no way anyone can look anywhere else on the screen but at you.” 


     She stared up at me with wonderment, like she was a damsel about to be saved. Her lips were slightly apart, her cheekbones were as defined as in her debut. 


     “Come, Michael, you’ve already managed to take my clothes off. You can tuck your silver tongue away for another day.” 


     Feeling emboldened, I took the chance to lean down and kiss her hungrily. It tasted just as good as when she did it. 


     Her arm moved lazily through my hair and then hung around my neck. “I’m not sure,” she said, “that this is the most appropriate setting for an interview. I think we should reconvene. Maybe meet in the tearoom of a Park Lane hotel in a few days and pretend we’ve never, ever laid eyes on each other before. Pretend that we haven’t already done these things to each other. Then we can have a proper and professional interview and you can ask me all your questions, and I can try to answer them without giggling or simpering.” 


     The thought of letting her go, let alone acting like we’d never met, was just too horrible to contemplate. “I’m happy to do it now.” 


     She pecked me once on the lips. “Okay, my darling, I’m all yours. Just give me one minute, and then we’ll begin.” 


     Easing up from the bed in one fluid movement, she pulled on her dressing gown. It was like no dressing gown I’d ever seen before: nothing like the kind of shapeless, old, woollen thing my mum would have worn. No, hers was the type of garment I’d only ever seen in sophisticated sex comedies, or modelled by gangster’s molls. It billowed out behind her as she glided away with lithe, lazy strides. 


     I leaned back and let my gaze float languidly around the room, squinting a little without my glasses. On one bedside table was a still photograph from her debut in 1954, The Last Rogue. In the movie, still a precocious seventeen-year-old, she gives the come-on to Dirk Bogarde and tries to tempt him into one of the seediest-looking pubs in cinema history. In fact she’s one of three girls who act as sirens (one of whom is Lois Maxwell, incidentally: Miss Moneypenny in the Bond films). Diana Christmas is still effectively one of the chorus, but there’s a reason why she’s the girl given the majority of the lines. Effortlessly – without even seeming to act, or perform, or do anything other than simply be – she is so vivacious, so provocative, so sexy. Of course, it’s all in the editing, but when we cut back to Dirk Bogarde, it’s like Diana and Diana alone has brought that bulging bead of sweat to his brow. 


     On the opposite wall, as if serving as a bookend, was a small print of the poster for The Long Lost Lord Buttons. It was her first Technicolor movie and, shamefully, her last role. Bob Hope is back on British shores as the son of an old English lord arrived from Chicago to claim his inheritance. It’s far from a great movie, but she’s fantastic in it. She really and truly gives it her all, so that in her scenes with Hope, where his team of gag-writers have given him all the comedy lines, she still wins her fair share of laughs.  


     It’s a film in which she’s truly effervescent, when it appeared she was ready to burst out of the parochial British film industry and make it big in Hollywood. She’d easily have found a niche, with her looks, her smarts and comic timing. They’d surely have built movies around her. A bombshell with bubbling charisma and an affinity for comedy, with the added attraction that no one’s red hair ever looked so vibrantly gorgeous as hers did on the silver screen. Even in the heyday of Rita Hayworth – an obvious, but lazy comparison – there had never been such brilliantly fiery locks projected in colour. 


     After that, there had been talk of Hollywood offers from Jerry Lewis, Billy Wilder and Stanley Donen. Hitchcock was allegedly talking to her for a serious role. 


     But instead, there was nothing. 


     Instead she stopped, got married, moved out to suburbia at the edge of Surrey. For a husband, she had chosen the very opposite of a leading man: he’d been a wine importer named Timmy Williams. She dropped out of the film world so completely that not only had she stayed out of acting since 1959, she’d barely been mentioned in a newspaper, either – at least not that I’d been able to find. Even her recent widowhood had not made the gossip columns. 


     With a swirl of silk, she came back into the bedroom, now holding the two tumblers of white wine she’d poured when I arrived. She had asked if I wanted a drink, and I’d answered – like a fool – “a glass of water, please”. All she’d done in response was raise her eyebrow, just as she’d always done when confronted by a piece of absurdity on film. Trying to be manly, but knowing I was wearing rubber armbands in the deep end, I told her I’d have whatever she was having. “Good choice,” she said. And minutes later, we were kissing – I was kissing Diana Christmas! And kissing her as passionately as I’d ever kissed any woman. 


     The memory made me shiver. But I had to pull myself together. “I’m ready for my close-up, darling,” she said, sliding back into bed beside me.  


     As far as I could recall, my spiral notepad was lying on the lounge floor, and my glasses were God knows where. But that was fine. I was sure I would remember what she said. I was going to do my utmost never to forget a single detail of this morning. 


     “I want to know everything. About your start, your big break, about the films you made, the directors and actors you worked with.” 


     “And you’ll want to know why it was that, when my career was going so well, I just quit.” 


     “I was going to ask.” Maybe it was the expression on her face, the slightly sad tone of her voice, but I felt somewhat embarrassed even admitting that. As if I were a vulture planting itself down for some carrion. 


     “I got married.”  


     “I know, but other actresses got married and didn’t immediately quit.” 


     “But there are other instances of actresses,” she said, “who, when they married, did choose to leave the business.” 


     “But generally their careers were failing. Or else they were Grace Kelly. You were bigger than you’d ever been. You were on the cusp of proper Hollywood, international stardom. And then you just disappeared.” 


     Suddenly, totally unexpectedly, tears filled her eyes. An intense sadness came over her. It happened almost faster than I could blink. All her vibrancy and spark and flirtatiousness crumpled down as if crushed from above by a heavy boot. 


     “I’m sorry,” I said, my arms moving quickly around her to comfort her. “This morning has been so heady, I’m overstepping my bounds. I’ll let you decide what you want to talk about. If there’s stuff that’s off-limits then that’s fine, I can write around it.” 


     She took one long sob, which shuddered down the whole length of her body, then she brushed her forearm across her eyes. “No, no. It’s okay, Michael. I want to talk about it.” She nestled into me. “The reason I quit is that a man named Carlisle Collins did a terrible thing to me, the worst thing that has ever happened to me.” 


     I’d done my year’s training as a journalist, and so my instinct was to automatically ask her what, but I held myself back. She was hurting, and I couldn’t bear to see her hurting. 


     “He did such a dreadful thing to me,” she continued, “and it drove me out of the business. It killed my confidence, slaughtered my career, left it in mangled pieces. But more than that, Michael, the repercussions of it went on right through my marriage, and now into my widowhood, too. It’s been so terrible, Michael. It’s been so, so terrible.” 


     She sobbed long and angrily in my arms. When I’d met her earlier that morning, she had been vivacious, sexy, giggly. Now it seemed like whatever had broken her once was breaking her all over again. 


     “I’m so sorry.” It was all I could think of to say. “If there’s anything I can to do to help, you just have to ask.” 


     She raised her head and her eyes were so alive, burning with anger and hope. 


     “You can help me, Michael. I’ll tell you all about it. Not for the magazine, but just for you and me. I’ll tell you all about it and then you can help me find Carlisle Collins and make him stop. Will you do that for me? Please – will you do that for me?” 


     “Of course I will, Diana. Anything!” 


     She wrapped her arms tight around me, buried her head in my chest and sobbed again.               I’d never meant a promise more desperately than the one I made right then. 
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     Diana Christmas 


     Available Now! 
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     The second in the ‘Screen Siren Noir’ series
Eden St. Michel 


     AVAILABLE NOW! 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     “What I’m about to tell you now is the full, unabashed truth about that man’s death and the subsequent trial. The full truth about the time I fell in love...” 


       


     Eden was a film star, Joe was a stuntman. They met in a London nightclub in 1962 and the passion between them was intense.  


       


     Quickly they fell in love, but their romance was dangerous.  


       


     He couldn’t resist being a hero for her, and – as much as she might have hated it – she was a sucker for a big, strong man who’d try to save her. 


       


     Before long, the two of them had crashed into trouble. And then, because they couldn’t resist each other, they did it again. 


       


     But the worst lay ahead. 


       


     Real and terrifying troubles – exploding into a celebrity-fuelled scandal which gripped the whole of Britain. 


       


     For Eden and Joe though, it was a scandal which could end on the gallows. 


       


     Eden St. Michel, a new tale of film stars, gangsters and death from F.R. Jameson. 


       


     The second book in the ‘Screen Siren Noir’ series.
Available now! 
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     The third in the ‘Screen Siren Noir’ series! 


     Alice Rackham 


     Available now! 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     A stunning actress, a Knight of the Realm and a crooked policeman. Theirs was a romance that was always going to end in tragedy. 


       


     It was no exaggeration to say that Thomas had never met a woman quite like Alice Rackham. Breathtakingly beautiful and incredibly glamorous; she was already a famous actress and – to him – an older woman. Furthermore, she was adventurous and uninhibited in a way that other girls in 1950’s London weren’t. 


       


     But he wasn’t the only man smitten with her. Her ex-lover skulked around ceaselessly outside her home, and that lover kept a bent former detective on retainer. A giant of a man with the ability to make their lives hell. 


       


     With Thomas feeling desperate and worried, Alice suggests a trip out to the country. An idyllic break to the wondrous and grand, Carreras Hall. A place where their love could fully bloom.  


       


     But their problems are not only going to follow them out there, they’re about to turn deadly. 


       


      A new thriller of passion, jealousy and suspense from F.R. Jameson. 


       


      The third novel in the Screen Siren Noir series. 


       


     Available now! 
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     Something Went Wrong
& Other Strange Tales 


     Available for free now! 


     Just click this link 


       


       


    

      


    


  




  

     About the author 


       


     F.R. Jameson was born in Wales, but now lives with his wife and daughter in London. He writes horror and thrillers; sometimes of the supernatural variety and sometimes historical, set around the British film industry. Diana Christmas was published in March 2018, with Eden St. Michel arriving in July. 


       


     A collection of short stories, ‘Something Went Wrong & Other Strange Tales’ is available here. 


       


     Once a week, on his blog (https://frjameson.com/), he puts up his writing diary, so all can see what he’s accomplished in the last week. His blog is also a good place to find his book reviews, film reviews as well as shorter pieces of fiction.  


       


     You can also find him on Facebook, and follow him on Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest: @frjameson. 
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