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INTRODUCTION
by
Alex Davis
 
 
 
Some questions in life are difficult to answer. But, luckily, there are others that are far easier to answer. Such as, would you like to edit an anthology on the seven deadly sins?
Hmm. Let me take a nanosecond to think about that.
Most anthologies are of course based on a theme, and I could hardly think of one more classic than the seven deadly sins. This is a concept that you can track all the way back to the bible, and one that has lived on through the ages in various forms since. As with the ten commandments, these are set out in order to help define the ethics that a person should live by. These are behaviours to be avoided, undesirable assets in a person and a personality, a guide to morality. That’s what makes it so ideal for a horror anthology – these are things that, by their very nature, can only lead to undesirable results, to darkness and nightmares.
For the purposes of this anthology, I’ve stuck with what has pretty well become over time the definitive list of the seven deadly sins – that is: envy, gluttony, greed, lust, pride, sloth and wrath. However, when you look back through history, there are many others that have featured on lists of this nature – adultery, hatred, idolatry, sorcery (?), drunkenness, dejection, sorrow, uncleanness, murders (I should hope so!) and many more. Thankfully this list has been whittled down over time, becuase this anthology might have ended up resembling War and Peace. Not that I’m suggesting that any of the aforementioned are OK, of course...
So what you are about to enjoy is seven stories, each based upon one of those classic seven deadly sins. And each is a fascinating take in its own right. We lead with Nicholas Royle’s take on Lust, Dead End, which is delivered beautifully subtly and justifies more than one read to get the very maximum out of. Amelia Mangan’s If I Were You is a story that delivers great psychological horror, taking the theme of Envy to deliver a number of scenes that have been living on in my mind since reading it. Simon Clark’s spin on Gluttony, Gravy Soup, was delivered with a warning not to read while eating. I’ll pass that warning on, because I ignored it to my cost. That’s one takeaway I’ll never have again...
Alex Bell’s The Devil in Red is a take on Wrath that stunningly counterpoints the criminal mentality with a domestic viewpoint to show how that wrath can impact all kinds of lives. Simon Bestwick’s Stormcats takes Greed in a direction that I could never have expected – and a direction that I was delighted to follow. Gaie Sebold takes on Pride in Walls, which is a great tale about possession that I won’t spoil by saying too much about! And we close with Tom Fletcher’s Seagull Island, a languid and superbly handled tale on Sloth which, ironically, was the first story I received for the collection.
The thing that stood out for me in the whole collection was the subtlety with which each is handled – perhaps the concept of each sin would invite something very overt, something brutal, something over the top. But each story eschews this in favour of something more thoughtful and in turn thought-provoking. So enjoy this journey through sin – and let’s see if we can’t keep them on the page rather than anywhere else...
 
Alex Davis
Derby, July 2013








Dead End
by
Nicholas Royle
 
 
 
A ragged scream tears through the leaden heat. He sees a fountain of blood erupt from a body torn in half. Hears – or imagines he hears – the nauseating grind of a siren. Flash of a dentist’s overhead light. Muscles tensed to snapping point. Then the eyes, in close-up. James Garner’s from Grand Prix, but they could be anybody’s. They could be his.
He half-opens one eye. From under the brim of his straw hat, he watches a brown lizard with an orange stripe. It moves across the pebbly path like an illuminated message on a dot-matrix information board.
Arms and legs tingling in the direct sunlight, he hears footsteps on the pebbles, sees the lizard dart into the grass.
‘Hello, my love,’ Isabel says as she bends down to deposit her book and towel on the sun lounger next to his.
He pushes the brim of the hat up a little. She leans over him, sarong falling open against her thigh. He watches his hand rise, his finger touching the exposed flesh. The weight of her breasts pulls against the elastic material of her tankini top.
‘Coming for a swim?’ she says, taking half a step back as a bee lumbers between them.
‘No,’ he says, watching the bee. ‘I’m not much of a swimmer.’
‘I love swimming.’ She backs away, unwinds the sarong.
He hears her enter the pool, one careful step at a time, then the sound of her pushing forward into the water, arms outstretched. The physical reaction he’d had to their momentary closeness begins to subside, and then returns as he pictures her body moving though the water.
He pokes at the brim of his hat so that he can watch the movement of the top of her back and pale shoulders as she swims. He can’t make them out at this distance, but she has the faintest freckles on her shoulders and back. The first time he saw them, as he and Isabel undressed each other in her bedroom on a weekday afternoon, he had traced his finger over the random patterns.
They hadn’t had long; he’d been expected home.
When she reaches the far end and turns around to come back, the kicking of her legs splashes pool water on to a bricked-up doorway in the nearest wall.
He looks at the doorway. At some stage in the past it had, presumably, led somewhere.
After a while, he realises the noises have stopped.
‘It’s thirsty work this, darling,’ he hears her say.
He smiles and gets up from the sun lounger. The garden of the house is criss-crossed by paths, some of which lead only to flowerbeds. He takes one that he knows leads to the house, passing between two beds of lilac festooned with butterflies and abuzz with bees. He walks under the archway and enters the gîte, which is attached to the side of the main house. He pours a glass of orange juice and returns the carton to the fridge, then looks at the glass he has poured and picks it up. Condensation forms on the outside of the glass as sweat runs down into the small of his back. He lifts the glass to his mouth.
The glass now half-empty, he places it back on the work surface and stares absently at the wall behind the wickerwork sofa in the lounge area of their studio room. There’s a watercolour in a gilt frame above the right-hand end of the sofa and a curtain hanging from a rail covering the wall behind the left-hand end. He approaches the sofa and pulls the curtain to one side. Behind it is a glass-panelled door with another curtain on the other side – in the main house.
In his pocket his phone vibrates. He takes it out to find a text from his daughter.
Hi Dad. I swam 10 lengths xx
He smiles as his index finger picks out his reply.
Well done darling. More than I can manage! xx
He stares at the curtain behind the sofa again, his smile fading.
He returns to the garden with a fresh glass of orange juice to find Isabel floating on her back in the pool absolutely still.
‘I don’t know how you do that,’ he says, appraising the outline of her body in the water.
‘It’s easy.’
‘I couldn’t do it.’
‘Anyone can do it.’
‘Not me,’ he says. ‘Not without moving my arms and legs.’
She keeps her legs together and her arms outstretched and lies perfectly still.
He smiles at her as sweat runs from his hairline.
He kneels down, placing the glass of orange juice by the edge of the pool. Isabel turns on to her front and kicks out behind. She approaches the side, her fingers alighting on the tiled rim. He covers her hand with his and she smiles up at him. He looks down at her breasts, wondering if his sunglasses will conceal his wandering eyes, but knowing they won’t. He feels a tightening in his shorts.
‘I want you,’ he says.
Her lips part. She grabs his wrist and is about to try to pull him into the water.
‘My phone,’ he says, resisting.
There’s a hoarse scream or a cry from somewhere beyond the confines of the garden. It sounds like an animal in sudden, unbearable pain. It sounds like the same scream that he has heard before.
‘What is that?’ he asks.
‘A donkey?’ she suggests. ‘Every time I hear it, I think it’s being sawn in half.’
‘I know how it feels,’ he says.
Her face hardens; she looks down, her grip on his wrist abruptly relaxing. Then she lets go and drops beneath the surface. She twists around underwater and when she kicks to propel herself away from the side of the pool, she gives him a good soaking.
He takes his phone from the pocket of his shorts and places it on the nearest sun lounger, then removes his sunglasses and puts them down next to the phone. He checks her position and dives in.
With his eyes closed he reaches for her as he moves underwater. She twists away, trying to free herself from his grasp, but he holds on. They surface and he rubs his eyes.
‘I’m sorry,’ he says, gasping for breath. ‘I’m sorry. Really. It was a silly thing to say and it’s not even true.’
She struggles a bit more, but he senses the fight has gone out of her.
‘I’m sorry,’ he says again, and he moves her hair out of her face as they tread water. He draws his legs up and encircles her waist, tightening his grip, but she tips forward, taking them both underwater. His protest emerges in a stream of bubbles.
*
Isabel is lying on her back on a sun lounger. He is standing a few feet away, wondering if it’s forgivable to have sex in a swimming pool. The sun has already dried the remaining droplets of water from her legs, and now the dark patches on her tankini – which she has put back on, since they don’t know when the owners might reappear – shrink even as he watches. She is breathing regularly and he thinks she might be asleep.
He passes under the archway to the front of the property. Their hire car stands on the gravel drive. To the left, the single-track lane leads back to the road, the only route to Villefranche de Rouergue. To the right, the lane peters out into a cinder track, which runs into a high hedge. He remembers when they came out for a walk the night before, hearing the creatures in the fields and hedgerows. The churring and chirruping of birds, he had said; the chiming of cicadas, Isabel had thought. He wonders who was right.
He looks down the lane, which Isabel had described as a cul-de-sac. He had pointed out that the phrase, although French, was not used by the French. So the phrase itself was a linguistic cul-de-sac, n’est-ce pas?
‘Not so much cul-de-sac as mise-en-abîme, in that case,’ he remembers her saying.
He stares into the distance, the skin under his right eye twitching.
In his pocket, his phone vibrates for an incoming text message.
*
They are in Villefranche, walking through streets of grey stone.
‘We could be in Yorkshire,’ he says, taking her hand and enjoying the warm, damp hollow of her palm.
‘Except for the sub-tropical conditions,’ she says.
‘And the French graffiti,’ he adds, pausing by a stencil of a skull signed, apparently, ‘TOMBO’. ‘And the brasseries and patisseries, and the smell of Gauloises et cetera.’
By mutual consent they turn down an alley that looks as if it will offer another way out. It doesn’t. They stand and face one another at the end of the alley, each taking the other’s hand, and kiss.
Eventually the medieval town surrenders its main square and they wander around the market. He stays by her side, either holding her hand or touching the back of it. Sometimes their legs come into contact and he presses against her hips, whispering into her ear. She smiles and makes faint noises of pleasure and encouragement.
She stops at a stall selling a variety of dry sausages.
‘What’s “myrte”?’ he asks, pointing to one labelled “avec myrte”.
‘Myrtle, I expect. Sounds delicious.’
‘I know what “cochon” is,’ he says, looking at another label. ‘What about “âne”?’
‘Donkey,’ she says, catching his eye, before they both turn to look at the looped sausage, a deep reddish-brown colour speckled with chalky white mould.
‘That explains a lot,’ he says.
They stop in a café for a glass of wine, then walk back slowly to where they had left the car, parked in a line of vehicles overlooking the railway station. There is a languid quality to Isabel’s movements that he finds exquisitely erotic and as he lowers himself into the driver’s seat he finds that he is aroused. She fans herself as he starts the engine and he buzzes down her window as well as his own.
The houses lining the road soon fall away and he changes down to second as dictated by the gradient, the car traversing the contours, first one way then the other, to reach higher ground. As they turn left onto the narrow lane down to the hamlet he unclips his seat belt and allows it to loop back on to its spool. She looks at him and raises her eyebrow.
‘Last time you waited until we were halfway down the lane,’ she says.
‘I’m relaxing,’ he says with a smile.
*
Together in the kitchen they prepare ingredients for dinner.
‘Is the sun over the yard arm?’ she asks.
‘Pretty much.’
He opens the fridge and takes out a bottle of wine and a beer. He pours a glass of wine and passes it to her.
‘Cheers,’ they both say.
He pours his beer into a glass. He’s always done this since reading in a magazine that being able to smell your beer as you drink it enhances your enjoyment.
He tops up Isabel’s wineglass and takes the empty bottles outside and stands them with the others that have accumulated by the side of the gîte. At the end of the week, if not before, he will take them into Villefranche and recycle them. As he looks at the line of bottles standing to attention he suddenly has a very clear memory of his son asking him why, when he had swept up a broken wineglass at home, he had dumped the broken glass in the regular bin rather than the recycling bin for glass, metal and plastic. He had told his son that he believed broken glass couldn’t go in the recycling, but had to go in the general waste, and his son had asked about bottles breaking when being dropped in the recycling bin. Was that a problem, he had asked? Did those broken bottles then have to be fished out of the recycling? He hadn’t answered, he now realises. Something else had happened, some distraction had intervened, and they had all moved on and the question had remained unanswered, and he now realises that it’s not that the wineglass is broken that’s important, but that it’s a different kind of glass, and he feels an urgent need to tell his son, to explain, so that when his son eventually finds out one day, perhaps from someone else, the truth about glass, he won’t think back and remember how his father misled him. Lied to him, really. He wants to text him now, his son, text him and tell him about the different types of glass, but it further occurs to him that he doesn’t really know enough about it. He doesn’t know why the fact that it’s a different kind of glass is so important. Surely glass is glass. Surely it all gets melted down and remade, doesn’t it? What does it matter if some of it is thin and clear while some of it is green or brown and quite a bit thicker? Although not that much thicker – it depends on the type of glass.
He becomes aware of Isabel standing in the doorway of the gîte with an anxious expression on her face.
‘Darling, what’s wrong?’ she says, approaching him now, arms outstretched. ‘Why are you crying?’ She wipes his tears away. ‘Darling, darling,’ she murmurs as she holds him.
*
In the morning they need bread.
‘I’ll go. You stay in bed,’ he says.
‘No, I want to come with you.’
He tries to persuade her to stay, but she refuses.
It’s warm but hazy. The haze will have burnt off by the time they get back from Villefranche with the bread.
They park in the same spot overlooking the railway station. Isabel is wearing a white short-sleeved top that gapes at the front when she leans forward. That she appears innocent of intent and oblivious to any effect only makes the effect all the more powerful.
‘This is our space,’ she says.
‘I don’t like to drive any further in,’ he says. ‘Feels like there’s no way out. That one-way system.’
When they return to the car carrying a baguette and a bag containing two pains aux raisins, he fastens his seatbelt but then unclips it almost as soon as they start climbing the hill out of town. Isabel looks at him with that same raised eyebrow.
‘Feeling even more relaxed?’ she says.
He just smiles.
When they get back, they are standing on the gravel drive when a familiar scream rips open the now vivid blue stillness of the morning.
He turns and looks at her and pulls a sad face, then looks away at the line of empty bottles standing against the wall of the gîte. A bee investigates the neck of one bottle after another, then seems to have a better idea and veers off towards the garden.
He walks around to stand behind her and threads his arms through hers, around her waist, then allows his hands to settle on her wide hips. She leans her head back against his shoulder.
‘I think I need a lie down,’ he says, taking her hand.
He’s undressed her before they reach the bed. He kneels down and kisses the gentle swell of her tummy, tasting salt, chlorine, sun cream. He runs his hand down over her leg, almost but not quite making contact. She makes a low sound that tells him she likes what he’s doing. He stands up and steps out of his shorts, feeling the weight of his phone in the pocket as he throws them the short distance to the armchair. She lies down on the bed and he goes to lie down next to her and he asks himself if he will be able to lose himself in the moment, or the next series of moments, or if he will be visited by thoughts of his children, if he’ll be interrupted by the buzz of his phone’s text alert, if he’ll be assailed by worries about the hopelessness of the situation in which they find themselves, if he’ll be distracted by images, which he realises just at that moment have begun to crowd in on him in the last few days, of dead ends. But, in spite of these thoughts and worries and images, he finds he can actually lose himself in the moment, because, from the first moment he touched her, from the first moment they kissed, he has known there is something unprecedented and different and unique about that touch and that kiss. What he feels for her is overpowering and he senses it’s the same for her and she has told him it’s the same for her and together they seem to have found something that means something profound to each of them, to both of them, and this meaning appears to be communicable by touch. They want each other, they desire each other, and when he is making love to her – which he is doing right now, right this very moment, and even his being aware of it is not enough to break the spell – it feels, it really feels as if he is doing something, going somewhere, feeling something he has never done before or been before or felt before. He knows it’s the oldest feeling in the world, or one of them certainly, but to him, and to her, he thinks, it feels brand-new, it feels like nothing they’ve ever felt before, like something they’ve never done before, it feels like somewhere neither of them has ever been before. Above all it feels like they are going to this place, performing this act and experiencing this feeling together and at the same time and even as he experiences it he thinks it feels like an out-of-body experience, despite the fact it’s all about his body and her body and their two bodies coming together and even this awareness does not impinge on the sensation or adulterate his happiness and even that word somehow does not have the undesired effect he so feared, when really you would expect it might, and he thinks to himself that it’s a little bit like climbing a mountain, as you keep climbing and you see the summit disappearing ahead of you, a series of false summits, and then you see the real summit just a short way ahead and you know there’s no way you’re not going to make it and you do make it and you stop and look beyond and the view is the most amazing view you have ever seen and it’s the first time you have seen it, this particular view, and it is in no way disappointing or predictable, but is breathtakingly beautiful and bathed in some impossible golden light and even as you think this, even as you think it’s the most banal cliché ever to have entered your head, even as you think this, the vision doesn’t darken or start to break up or become unstable, but persists, and a new feeling comes over him, one of great calmness, a feeling he can’t remember experiencing for a long time, a calmness that fills him like the tide fills an estuary. And while they lie together on the bed and the sweat dries on their skin and they slowly become unstuck, he doesn’t worry about his children or even about his wife, he doesn’t worry that he and Isabel might be heading down a dead end, he doesn’t worry about the screams of the donkey or the premonitory dream of the siren or the close-up of the terrified driver’s eyes in the film he would for some reason always be reminded of when he went to the dentist as a child, he doesn’t worry about the bee that will return to the empty bottles lined up outside the gîte and, attracted by the sticky residue inside one of them, probably one of his empty beer bottles, stumble inside and perhaps become stuck in that residue, and he doesn’t worry that later when he loads up the car with the recycling he will fail to notice the bee inside the bottle and he doesn’t think for a moment that when he releases his seat belt only a short way into the journey into town and Isabel raises her eyebrow at him that he might be about to need his seatbelt when the bee becomes unstuck at the bottom of the bottle and bumbles out of the bottle into the car and barges about, a bee in a car seeming so much bigger than normal, the size of a bat or a bird, and the interior of the car seeming so much smaller than normal, like the interior of a car after a horrific accident rather than before.








If I Were You
by
Amelia Mangan
 
 
 
She always wore the same houndstooth coat, and she always crossed against the lights. Dangerous, Edwin thought. It’d been raining for weeks, and the roads were slick. Drivers rushing to get home, get to work, get out, get in. No one paying attention. She could get hit so easily. But then, she’d always been lucky.
He adjusted the telescope’s sights and squinted into the eyepiece. Closer now. He could see the weave of the coat’s fabric, the thick mesh of grey and white wool; the thin sheen of rain on her black boots, her red umbrella. Her hair. Bright as bronze. Threads of red and gold. Never tousled, never lank. Rain and wind never touched her. Edwin trailed a fingertip down a strand of his own hair; it was limp and greasy, hadn’t been washed in days, but the color was the same as hers. Exactly the same. Something they shared.
Out of the street and safe now, under an awning. She put down her umbrella and dug into her pocket. Produced a thin tube, yellow and black. Edwin zoomed in but couldn’t make out the label. Never mind; he’d find it by sight.
She unscrewed the lid and traced the tube’s end across her lips. Over, under, all around. The curve of her lower lip, the thin red cracks, the chafed and flaking skin. She pressed upper lip to lower and smacked them out again. Blowing a kiss. Swept her tongue across the upper lip, bit the lower, put the chapstick back in her pocket and picked up the umbrella and walked up the street, past the deli where she always bought food and the cafe where she always had breakfast and the boutique where she always shopped, and into the rain, and gone.
That afternoon he went to the drugstore. Scanned the shelves until he found it: thin tube, yellow and black. Tropicana Lip Balm. $1.99. Pineapple flavor.
He tore open the paper bag as soon as he got outside. Glanced around. Seeing that no one cared, he sank his teeth into the chapstick, biting down on the tip, swallowing. Thick and viscous, waxy. Candy-sweet.
You are tasting this, he thought. You are tasting this, and this is exactly the same thing that she tastes. This is what she tastes like.
She was the reason he’d moved here. To the apartment, the neighborhood. To the city itself.
Her name was Carla Mitchell and she was his sister. They had never met.
*
He found her when he found his birth parents. Went back to the children’s home, got hold of his file. Fred and Alice Mitchell, 212 Hachlin Street, Michigan. He went there and found they’d died. Years ago. Nothing but names now. But, the neighbor told him, there had been a girl; born thirty years ago, one year after Edwin, almost to the day Fred and Alice had given him up. They’d given him up, but kept her. She had their name. She had a good, strong name: Carla. Forceful, tough. Almost masculine. You could do anything, have anything, with a name like that.
Not, he thought, with a name like his. Edwin. Edwin Hull. A weak name, a limp and sickly name: a Victorian orphan left out in the cold.
He was thinking about names the first time the real estate agent showed him the apartment. A huge and empty loft. A wall of windows. The agent was trying very hard to sell him on it without knowing that Edwin had already made up his mind: he was going to live here, because Carla lived over there. Her building faced this one. Six windows across and one floor down.
Her place was bigger. Even without the telescope, Edwin could see that much. Bigger, and crammed with objects. Plants and posters and tables and chairs. Proof of life.
Edwin had his telescope. He had his charts and printouts, and a laptop, and a mattress.
‘What kind of work you in?’ asked the agent, eyeing the telescope.
‘Astronomy,’ Edwin said, which was the truth. Then: ‘I work for the Observatory,’ he added, which was a lie. Edwin had worked for the Observatory for four years. From home. In Ann Arbor. Scanning the skies, typing up data, sending it back. When he’d found out about Carla he’d stopped scanning, stopped typing, stopped sending. They’d stopped employing him. That’s when he’d moved.
‘You see many stars in Manhattan?’ asked the agent, smiling, like it was funny.
‘Only one,’ said Edwin. ‘But I hear it’s the brightest one there is.’
*
Three weeks now, and it’d taken him that long just to gather his courage. Tomorrow was Saturday. On Saturdays, at noon, she had lunch at the café with her friend, a blonde. Sometimes the blonde met Carla at her apartment and they drank coffee and talked for hours before going out. He tried to imagine what those conversations could possibly be about; watched their movements, their gestures, tried to piece together a workable story. Carla would roll her eyes and say something and laugh; across the street, Edwin would move his lips, trying to capture her words. Sometimes he thought he had it; an ‘I don’t know’ here, a ‘whatever’ there. He was no lipreader; their conversation escaped him, too far beyond his grasp.
But tomorrow was Saturday, and she would be at the café. At noon. With the blonde.
Tomorrow, he would be there too.
*
Steam and wood and thick dark coffee. Cakes under glass. Specials scrawled in yellow chalk on a faded blackboard. Mucha prints on the walls. Lots of people, lots of talk, and everything cost too much. You’d have to be well-paid to eat here every day.
Edwin had a table in the middle of the cafe. Dead center. No matter where Carla sat, she would never be too far from him.
He leaned back, pretended to read the paper. His eyes scanned the same headline five times, absorbing nothing. He wondered if his hands were sweating, if they’d soak through the paper. Even if they did, Carla wouldn’t notice. Carla had too much to think about. Too full a life.
A waiter approached and asked if he’d like to order anything. He declined. He’d wait and see what Carla was having first.
He thrust a hand into his coat pocket. Fished out his notebook and pen. Dropped them on the table and waited.
A jangle of bells and a rush of cool air. Edwin turned and there she was. Houndstooth coat. Black boots. Cream silk blouse and black skirt and all that hair, that burned-bronze hair. He sank down behind his paper and tried to stare without seeming to. If she sensed him staring she might turn and see him, and if she saw him she might see his hair, that his hair was like hers. She couldn’t see that his hair was like hers. Might jeopardize things. Make him conspicuous.
He wanted her to see that his hair was like hers.
She passed him by. Of course, she passed him by. A sweet drift of scent, fresh flowers and hazelnut. Edwin slid the notebook closer and picked up his pen.
Flowers + hazelnut, he wrote. Perfume? Shampoo? Ask drugstore clerk.
Carla sat down, pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Pierced, he saw. A teardrop ruby, set in gold. He wrote it down. That one might be tough. The earrings looked expensive. His credit cards were almost maxed out. But those were the earrings Carla had, and if she had them, so would he.
He wished she’d order something. He was starving.
Another jangle and the blonde appeared. Edwin looked her over, looked through her. Nothing of interest.
The women spotted each other and waved. The blonde slid past Edwin, made it to Carla; they hugged and chattered and sat. Edwin turned to a fresh page. Kept his pen at the ready.
So much talk in here, too much. They were close to him but not close enough. He lifted his chin, strained to hear.
‘... Don’t think I’m what they’re looking for,’ Carla was saying. Her voice was low and deep, serious, well-modulated: the voice of someone used to being heard. ‘Sure, the money’s nice, but... ’
‘Oh, like you’d turn it down,’ said the blonde.
‘No,’ Carla allowed. ‘I wouldn’t. If they do want to give me the assignment I’ll take it. I just wonder... ’
‘Sir,’ said Edwin’s waiter, ‘are you ready to order?’
Head down. Voice neutral. Be polite. Be polite.
‘No,’ said Edwin. ‘No. Not just yet. Thank you.’
The waiter vanished.
‘... Suppose so,’ said Carla. ‘I don’t know. Guess I’ll have to think about it. Maybe talk it over with Lucas, see what he thinks.’
‘So Lucas is still happening?’ asked the blonde.
Edwin jotted: LUCAS.
‘Oh, yeah,’ Carla said. ‘Yeah. Still a going concern.’
‘Gee, you sound enthused.’
‘Oh, well... ’ Carla folded her hands on the tabletop, started playing with her napkin. ‘We’re sort of in the middle of our own thing right now...’
Cutlery clattering at the next table over. Metal on china.
‘... Move in.’
The blonde raised her eyebrows. ‘Oh, hey. That’s good, right? Congratulations?’
‘Um.’ Carla shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s been long enough, I guess. I should, shouldn’t I? It’s just, I like how things are right now. He comes over, we spend time together, we stay in, go out. Then he goes home and I go home, and it’s... I don’t know, relaxing? A relief? I don’t know.’
Edwin underlined LUCAS. Three times.
‘But you love him, right?’ said the blonde.
‘What I’d love right now,’ said Carla, ‘is some food. Yes, hi,’ she said to the orbiting waitress. ‘Could I have some green tea and a croissant? Thanks.’
Edwin motioned to his waiter. ‘Green tea,’ he said, ‘and a croissant. Thanks.’
‘Oh, good,’ said the waiter. ‘You made up your mind.’
It was an insult, but Edwin, distracted, failed to hear it.
*
Lucas.
Edwin turned the name over in his brain, examined it from every angle. Lucas. Who was Lucas? Boyfriend. Fiance? But Carla never brought any men home. Carla slept alone. Just like Edwin.
Lucas.
‘Mr. Hull?’
The boutique salesgirl. Short. Redheaded. Calling his name. Telling him something.
‘Mr. Hull,’ she told him, ‘I’m afraid your card’s been declined.’
Edwin blinked. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Sorry,’ and fished inside his wallet.
The salesgirl glanced down at the earrings. Teardrop rubies. Set in gold. ‘They’re beautiful,’ she said.
‘Hm?’ Edwin didn’t look up.
‘The earrings. Really beautiful. For your wife?’
‘Oh, no.’
‘Oh. Girlfriend?’
‘No. My sister, actually.’ Found the card. Slapped it down.
‘Oh, that’s sweet,’ said the salesgirl. ‘Is it her birthday?’
‘No,’ said Edwin. Carla’s birthday was December 17th. ‘No special occasion. Just thinking of her.’
‘Oh,’ said the salesgirl. A sigh in her voice. ‘That’s so sweet.’ She dropped her gaze back down to the jewels, ran a polished nail over the filigree. ‘She’s very lucky. To have a brother like you.’
‘Now, if only she knew that,’ said Edwin.
The salesgirl laughed. He forced himself to do the same.
*
Carla didn’t sleep well.
That suited Edwin fine. Four years of night work had trained him for this. Four years of open eyes and black coffee and ink-stained fingers clutching chewed pens; of perching at an eyepiece and waiting for a sign. Edwin did not feel he knew the stars any better than he ever had, but at least he could see them all, see them and name them and recite their vital statistics down to the smallest detail. Their light, dead for aeons, flickered behind his eyes, lit the landscape of his dreams.
If Carla ever dreamed, her dreams would be bright and clear and very, very clean. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have dreams like that.
But if Carla ever dreamed, it wasn’t often, and it wasn’t for long. Around three AM, a light would go on in her room, muzzled by thick curtains, and her small figure would pad into the kitchen. Stove on. Two cracked eggs, slithering into a pan. Eggs on a plate and into the living room, awash in static shadow. Whatever movie was on. Tonight,
The African Queen.
Edwin turned on his own TV, and watched the movie with her.
When it was done and they had turned off their TVs and Carla was back in bed, out of his sight, Edwin went into the bathroom, switched on the light and sat down on the edge of the tub. The tiles were off-white and thick with grout. Edwin stared at them, at his bare feet on them, toes curling and uncurling. He took the earrings from his pocket, set them down beside him. From the other pocket, he removed the compass, the one he’d held over the stove burner for a half-hour before Carla had gotten up.
Edwin weighed the compass in his hand, pressed a finger to the point. Bright blood sprang up in its wake. He grimaced and looked at the earrings. Took a breath, let it out. Took another and stabbed the point into his earlobe, working it deeper, deeper, pushing hard, feeling the flesh stretch and give and he was through, out on the other side. The breath came out in a gasp. Wet warmth all down his neck, dripping from his shoulder-blade. Thick red drops curdling in the tub.
Edwin bit the inside of his cheek, curled his free hand into a fist.
This pain is not bad, he told himself.
This is good pain. It was Carla’s once. Now it’s yours.
He breathed, and waited. Nothing left now but a throb. Slowly, carefully, he slid the point out of his flesh and pressed a towel to the wound. He was trembling, and that wouldn’t do.
Soon the blood will stop. Soon it will be nothing. You will go to the kitchen. Put some ice on it.
Then you can do the other ear.
*
Three days later, Lucas showed up.
At least, Edwin assumed this was Lucas. Had to be. Tall, handsome. Perfect dark hair, perfect dark suit. The kind of stubble one cultivates. He picked Carla up outside her building and the two of them walked up the street, together. At one point, Lucas took Carla’s hand. Edwin’s palm itched; he clenched his fist, dug his nails deep into the flesh.
The next day, Edwin followed them. Far enough behind not to be noticeable, not to hear anything they had to say. At the corner they kissed goodbye and Carla went up one street, Lucas down the other. Edwin went with Lucas.
Lucas worked at an advertising firm uptown. Huge building, chrome and glass. Carla was in advertising, too. Graphic design. She had a website and everything. That must’ve been how she’d met Lucas. That was how people like Carla always met people like Lucas.
The gleaming brass sign in the lobby told Edwin that Lucas’s surname was King. Of course it was. He had his own office, up on the twelfth floor. Edwin took the elevator. Soft music, velvet and wood.
A gentle chime and he was out. More velvet. More wood, darker now. A receptionist at a vast wooden desk. Guarding a locked door.
‘Can I help you?’ she said.
‘Mr. King works here?’ Edwin asked. There were business cards on the receptionist’s desk. LUCAS KING. The office phone number. And a cell phone number.
‘Yes,’ said the receptionist. ‘Are you here to see him?’
‘I’ve seen him,’ said Edwin. He grabbed a handful of cards and left.
*
Back on the street, he began to shake. Uncontrollable tremors, spidering up and down his limbs, all the way down to his bones. His flesh prickled, hungry for warmth.
‘Hello again!’ beamed the redheaded salesgirl as he pushed through the boutique doors.
He needed a coat, he told her. That one. The houndstooth.
‘I’m afraid we only have that one in women’s sizes.’
He looked at her. Really looked. Her hair, he thought, wasn’t really all that red. More like bronze. Burnished bronze.
‘Could you try it on?’ he asked. ‘It’s for my sister. She’s about your size.’
‘Oh,’ said the salesgirl, and smiled. ‘Sure.’ She slipped the coat on and walked ahead, pirouetting before him. The coat flared out around her hips, her thighs.
‘Your sister must be pretty grateful,’ she said. ‘I know I could never afford clothes like this.’
‘Actually,’ said Edwin, ‘she does a little better than me. She always has.’
The salesgirl rang the coat up and handed back his card with a smile. ‘I’m Sarah, by the way,’ she said. ‘Okay if I call you Edwin?’
‘My friends call me Carl,’ said Edwin.
*
‘What’s with the telescope?’ asked Sarah.
Edwin hung his coat on the hook and switched on the lamp. ‘It’s my job,’ he said. ‘Astronomy. Well, more of a hobby, really.’
Sarah oh’d. Swung the eyepiece up, peered through. ‘Hard to see any stars from here,’ she said. ‘All the smog in this city. Back in Wisconsin, you could see billions of them up there, every night. Didn’t even need a telescope.’ She looked up. ‘They were so close, I used to think I could touch them. I wanted to so badly.’
‘You wouldn’t want that,’ Edwin said. ‘They’d burn you up.’
He was behind her now. He could count the hairs on the nape of her neck. He hadn’t touched anyone in almost a year.
Sarah turned. Looked into his eyes. He didn’t like that, didn’t like her looking so close, so he shut his eyes and kissed her. Her lips were smooth and warm, the skin unchapped. She tasted of toothpaste and caramel.
‘Is there time?’ she whispered. ‘Your sister... ’
‘Not here tonight. On a date.’
He pulled her onto the bed, began stripping her down. She laughed and let him.
Once they were naked and she was on her hands and knees, he pulled the telescope level with the bed. ‘Look through this,’ he told her.
‘What?’ she giggled.
‘Look,’ he said. ‘Look through and tell me what you see. Tell me exactly what you see.’
‘Oh my God.’ But she looked.
‘It’s an apartment,’ she said. ‘It’s... Are those your plants? And those... ah... those are your... your posters, right? Why do they have all your stuff?’ She looked over her shoulder at him. He was kissing her neck now. Burying his face in her hair.
‘Keep watching,’ he said. ‘Keep talking.’
She kept watching. ‘There’s... there’s a man and a woman in there... Do you, do you know them?’
‘I know them. What are they doing?’
‘They’re... kissing, and... ’ She pulled away. ‘I shouldn’t be looking at this. Should I be looking at this?’
‘It’s fine. What are they doing?’
‘They’re... on the couch, and they’re... She’s got her top off, and... Jesus, what do you think they’re doing? Ah!’
He was in her now, moving in her, hands and mouth and nose full of her. Her hair was so bright, so bright. ‘Tell me.’
‘She’s on top,’ Sarah gasped. ‘She’s on top and she’s rocking back and forth. Back and forth. Fucking. They’re fucking. She’s fucking him, she’s arching back and she’s... She’s... ’
No more watching, no more words. They all came together.
*
Edwin lay on his back, arm over his eyes. He could feel Sarah watching him, could feel her growing harder, colder, with every passing moment.
‘You should probably go,’ he said.
‘Yeah,’ said Sarah. Her voice was sharp, all edges. ‘Before your sister gets home. From her date. Right?’
Silence. ‘Right,’ said Edwin.
More silence. A breath, forced out between teeth. A weight off the bed and footsteps, and a slamming door, and silence again, real this time.
Edwin sat up. Leaned over and looked through the telescope. Carla’s apartment was dark. Pure dark. Not even a glimmer of light.
*
Two days later. The cafe again.
‘I know why you brought me here,’ Lucas said. ‘I know. You don’t want a scene, is that it? Don’t want me embarrassing you?’
Carla was shaking her head, murmuring something Edwin couldn’t hear.
‘Well, what was the other night all about, then?’ Lucas demanded. ‘Huh? Why’d you let me stay over if you already knew you wanted to dump me?’
‘I’m not dumping you,’ Carla said. ‘It’s not like that. Lucas, I just... I don’t want to move in with anyone, okay? I didn’t want to hurt you... ’
‘Hurt me? You can’t hurt me. You’ll only ever hurt yourself,’ Lucas said. But his voice was wavering.
Carla closed her eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Lucas, I really am. It’s nothing to do with you. I think I’m just... Look, when Mom died, I started thinking about her, about her life. I don’t want to do what she did. I’m looking for something different.’
‘Better.’
‘Different. I think I’m gonna be moving soon. I think... I think I’m gonna quit the agency.’
‘And me. You’re quitting me, too.’
Carla said nothing.
‘Well, fine.’ Lucas threw down his napkin and stood up. ‘Fine. You want your freedom, you got it. I’m fucking done.’
‘Lucas... ’
He waved her away and stalked out.
Edwin sat and watched. His tea was cold, untouched. Carla sat five feet away, close enough to reach out to, to touch, to comfort. She was leaning on her elbows, eyes screwed shut. There were lines on her forehead he’d never noticed before.
He got up. Went to her. Went past her. Slipped into the bathroom, took out his cell phone and Lucas’s card. Dialed.
Five rings. A voice. Thick and struggling. ‘Lucas King.’
‘What the fuck is wrong with you?!’ Edwin screamed. His voice bounced back at him, off the mirrored walls. ‘You let her go! How could you let her go?!’
‘Who the hell is this?’
‘Don’t you understand? She’s special. You can’t just give her away, can’t just forget she exists, like she’s nothing. You gave her up! You fucking asshole, you gave her up!’
Lucas’s phone was dead long before Edwin had finished. Edwin stood there, listening into the quiet. Nothing to hear but electronic pulses. His own shuddering breath. He shut his eyes, watched the stars dance behind them, until the breath had slowed.
Carla was on her phone when he emerged. ‘... The hell are you talking about? I didn’t call anyone. I didn’t say... Oh, you know what, fuck you too.’ She hung up and pressed her hands into her eye sockets, hard enough to hurt. Edwin watched her, empty with hunger, craving her pain.
*
Lucas dropped off his key the next day. Edwin saw him do it. Tossed it in Carla’s mailbox on the ground floor and walked off, quickly, head bowed against the rain.
Edwin sat back, staring into the sky. His head was light, too light to hold a thought. He stood, grabbed a coat hanger, raced downstairs.
Across the street through the churning rain, and now he was at the mailbox, hanger unbent, scrabbling inside. Metal rattled metal. A weight on the end of the line. The key was on the end of the hanger. The key was in his hand.
He slipped inside and through the lobby, into the elevator, noticing nothing. Shaking. Shaking all the way down the hall. Shaking at her door. Shaking so hard he could barely fit the key in the lock.
The door swung open and he was inside.
The posters on the walls, Lichtenstein and Miro and Mondrian. The lush green plants on the windowsills. Her white wood desk, her black office chair. Patterned rugs and Post-It notes and her
smell, her smell everywhere, haunting the house. Flowers and hazelnut and thick sweet pineapple.
All of it was real. None of it was real. Like wandering onto the set of a movie he’d seen a thousand times.
He took a step forward, two. Shut the door. He wanted to run his hands over everything, touch it all, take it all, plunge into her up to his elbows.
He touched her keyboard. The computer sprang to life. Lots of open windows. Here, a travel website, promising cheap rates to Venice; there, a half-finished, half-hearted sketch for what looked like a perfume ad. An email, abandoned mid-composition, containing only two sentences: ‘Hi, Pat. Your offer is enormously flattering, but after much consideration’.
He touched the mantelpiece, swept it free of dust. Framed photos. People he didn’t know in places he’d never been. And Carla, with two old people, a man and a woman. They looked just like her. Edwin stared at that one for a very long time. Stared into their eyes. Tried to picture himself there instead of Carla. The image blurred, refused to pull into focus. He replaced the photo, very carefully, and turned away.
Her bedroom. Rumpled white sheets; drawers gaping open. Stockings. Beige and black. Phantom limbs. He pulled one out and held it up to the light, pressed his face to it, stared out at the world through a shining black mesh. Sat down on the bed and took off his pants. Slid the stocking up his bare leg. It snagged once or twice on the hairs; snapped taut at the top of his thigh.
He opened the next drawer down. A tangle of lace and cotton, rainbow color. Her underwear.
Edwin slid his hands into the soft mass. Let his breath out, slow and hot. A single red pair of panties, brighter than the rest, edged in frills. Edwin held them up and gazed at them; went back to the bed, lay down in the sheets. Her smell was all around him. He pulled off his underwear, lay back and slid into hers. So soft. So soft and so warm.
Edwin lay there, watching the shadows of rain on the ceiling. Turned his head and looked out the window. Looked out and across the great divide and up at his apartment, his window. He was sitting there now. He was sitting there, watching himself. He lived here, and these were his clothes, this was his bed, his room, his apartment, and he was watching himself through a telescope. He was bright and shining and clean, a distant star in a universe far from here.
His hand slipped beneath the elastic, under the red. He was touching himself. He was in his bed and at the window, watching himself as he did it, inside her and inside her skin, touching and being touched and watching every touch given, every touch received.
You have everything, he thought.
Everything. No matter what I am, no matter what I have, you will always be more, always have more.
You even have me. You will always, always, always have me.
Lips stretched. Teeth bared. His cries wracked the empty air, heard by no one.
Quiet again. He watched the ceiling, her ceiling. The skies that belonged to her.
‘You have me,’ he said aloud. ‘You always did.’
You always will.
She was going away soon. Leaving. Venice, maybe. Parts unknown. He would go with her, because he had to, because she had him. She would take him with her. Just as she would take everything else she owned.
He was hers. Completely.
And it came to him then, stole inside, quiet as revelation: that was why she had to die.
*
Naked. Naked under the coat. The houndstooth coat. Just like hers. Exactly like hers. And the knife in the coat pocket
was
hers, taken straight from her kitchen. Gleaming silver, long and sharp.
She was crossing the street, ahead of him, against the lights, always against the lights. Cars dashed through the wet gloom. None of them touched her. Nothing ever touched her.
Her hair was so bright. She was so close. He was right behind her and she was so close.
Almost across the street now, at the very edge of the curb. The cars and the rain and her. He could touch her. Right at the edge.
‘Carla!’ he screamed. Her name. Spoken aloud, the very first time.
She turned. She turned and she saw him.
Saw
him.
Her eyes were his eyes. The color and width. The sweep of the lashes. The shadows beneath.
Her
eyes.
A shriek of metal and an explosion in his skull. He was in the air. Weightless and bodiless, flying. Meeting the rain. Slapped down to Earth and into a shattered body, into splintered bones and useless meat and blood, endless blood. In his hair. His eyes. His mouth. He heard the car squeal to a halt. Slamming doors. Cries and shouts and running feet.
He tried to turn his head. His neck was a severed stalk. He gulped and gurgled and spat. Red copper, bubbling in his lungs.
And she was there. Her face, so white. Her eyes, like his. So big and so dark. All that hair, hanging down over him. A thick bronze screen.
Hide me away. Hide me.
‘Oh my God,’ she was saying. Chanting. ‘Oh my God. Oh Jesus. Don’t move, okay? Don’t move. There’s an ambulance coming. You’re gonna be fine. You’re gonna be fine... ’
Her hand in his. So soft. So soft and so warm.
His other hand free. Close to his pocket. The knife still inside.
He lifted his hand. Fast. It hurt, oh, God, it hurt, but he had to. Had to do it.
Edwin cupped the back of Carla’s head and pulled her down. Pressed his lips to hers. Pressed hard enough to make her chapped skin crack. The blood began to flow, her blood, his blood, their blood. Slid down his throat. Warm and sweet. Flowers and hazelnut. Pineapple.
He let her go. She tore away, eyes huge, gasping for air. Wiping his blood from her lips.
Edwin smiled at her. ‘There,’ he said. ‘Now we have each other.’
She was staring at him. Her hair was wet, her skin, her eyes, and he realized she was crying. She was crying for him.
I wish I could do that, he thought.
And now she was falling away, her face and her eyes and her hair, falling far away from him, into a starless dark, and there were no more wishes left.







Gravy Soup
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I followed Gordon Clumsden into the cemetery at midnight. Gordon didn’t see me. I didn’t let him know I was there.
The church clock struck twelve. Solar-charged lanterns, which adorned some of the graves, painted headstones with a pale, silvery glow. A breeze ghosted through the trees – an eerie, rustling sound that made me picture dead men and women turning restlessly, their dry-as-dust burial clothes brushing the sides of their coffins.
I’d said goodnight to Gordon twenty minutes ago at the railway station. For some strange reason, instead of catching the train home, Gordon had waited until I’d exited the station and then he’d headed out here to the cemetery. I’d only noticed him by chance when I paused to collect some cash from an ATM. So, what made him venture into this secluded burial ground?
I soon guessed the answer. Six weeks ago, Ozzy Stambert had died. He was the founder of the Gymnasium Supper Club (Gordon and I were members). Ozzy had tirelessly searched for the best restaurants that served the most wonderful food – and the BIGGEST portions.
Gordon must miss our old friend terribly, I told myself. Rather than going home, Gordon’s visiting Ozzy’s grave. Realizing that my friend possessed such a sensitive nature moved me. Gordon took a path to where Ozzy had been buried near an iron fence. Beyond that fence were bushes and undergrowth. I didn’t venture any closer. Gordon’s privacy must be respected, I told myself. Yet, I didn’t leave, because something odd was starting to happen. In fact, Gordon was making that odd thing happen. What he did next perplexed me.
He skirted the mound of wilted flowers that marked the six week old grave of one Ozzy Stambert, gourmet and curry aficionado. Quickly, he leaned over the boundary fence, rooted there for a moment, then stood up straight, holding what appeared to be a metal pole. Some ten feet in length, it gleamed in the solar-charged lamps.
This interested me. What on Earth could Gordon want with something that resembled a clothes prop? He couldn’t have simply found it by chance. No… he must have hidden the pole in the bushes with the express intent of retrieving it. This was more than interesting… this was fascinating. What was my friend planning to do?
Stealthy as a thief in the night, I tiptoed through shadows. When I reached a stone angel guarding Major Archibald Bruddson’s last resting place (it said so on a slab) I crouched down. Gordon stood just thirty paces from me. He’s a big man, and he’s immensely strong (probably a result of all that protein we consume at the supper club).
And there I watched him set to work. My blood froze. I stared in horror as my friend committed a terrible act of desecration.
Gordon’s long hair fluttered in the breeze as he worked. His eyes gazed with a strange rapture at Ozzy Stambert’s grave. The same kind of gleaming stare I imagine a drug addict would adopt when staring at a crisp, white batch of heroin. Gordon drove the metal pole point first into the broken soil that formed the grave fill. His powerful arms forced the pole deeper and deeper. When he couldn’t drive the shaft any further he used a handle near the top to twist it. I now recognised the device: it was an auger. An instrument for boring into the ground in order to extract soil samples.
But Gordon works in a bank. Why does he need soil samples? Come to that, why does he need soil samples from a graveyard?
With a final, mighty downward thrust the pole suddenly descended easily. Gordon had broken through. Proof of this came in the form of a rush of gas that must have built up quite a head of pressure inside the coffin. The force of the gas blew Gordon’s long hair upwards. In my hiding place, I caught that stench – a powerful smell of decay: an aroma similar to that found in a fish market’s waste bins on a hot day.
Gordon connected a rubber tube to the top of the auger, which was now at the height of his waist, meaning the other end must be about six feet underground. Gordon moved with such eagerness… dare I say impassioned eagerness? Gordon, it seemed, had been deprived of something he craved. Now he possessed what every atom of his body desired.
Placing one end of the rubber tube in his mouth, and holding the other end where it connected to the auger, he began to suck. With huge, heaving gulps he drank. This had the appearance of someone drawing a particularly thick and viscous milkshake up a straw.
To my horror, I understood what Gordon was doing. The auger was a hollow steel pipe. He’d used this instrument to penetrate the coffin. The mortal remains of our friend lay in that oblong box six feet underground. After six weeks the corpse would have liquefied. It would be cadaver broth. If you could have looked six feet down through the soil you would have seen a coffin filled to the brim with crimson liquid – a vat of putrefaction. A tub of rotting flesh rendered down to slime.
And Gordon sucked those fluids. His expression of satisfaction was uncanny. He’d become the gourmet enjoying the ultimate in taste. Hungrily, eagerly, blissfully he siphoned out the wet fruits of the grave. Then he closed his eyes… swallowed. He loved the flavour. I could tell that from his expression. This was the best food ever. The man was in taste heaven.
For twenty minutes I watched him feasting, until something snapped inside of me.
I stumbled from behind the angel. ‘Gordon! What the hell…’
The big man couldn’t part his mouth from that rubber pipe any more than a hungry baby could be parted from the teat of its bottle. He stared at me with bulging eyes as he sucked with such manly force. Smears of red glistened wetly on his chin.
I managed to choke out the words, ‘Gordon. That’s Ozzy’s grave. Why? For God’s sake, why?’
The tube made a loud crackling sound. Gordon groaned with dismay; he realized he’d sucked the coffin dry. With a sigh of regret he pulled the tube from his mouth.
‘You’re expecting me to say how sorry I am,’ he panted. ‘But I won’t do that. I don’t regret what I’ve done.’ He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘Jeff, we’ve been on a quest to track down the best food. And now I’ve found it.’
‘You disgusting man. You evil, disgusting man.’ I wanted to hit him. ‘You’ve violated Ozzy’s grave. You’ve devoured his body!’
‘And now he’ll live on inside of me.’
‘I’m going to the police.’
‘Jeff. Wait.’ He gave the auger another turn. It slipped downwards another inch into the earth. He held out the wet end of the rubber tube. ‘Okay, tell the police what I’ve done. But first… why not try a taste for yourself?’
‘Are you insane?’
‘Just one sip.’
‘No!’
‘Remember what we always say at the supper club: A DISH NEVER TASTED IS AN OPPORTUNITY WASTED.’
I stood there in the cemetery. The cold, spectral light from the solar-powered lamps made the liquid dripping from the tube glisten – it shared the same rich red lustre as rubies.
‘Try, Jeff,’ he murmured. ‘For old time’s sake… for our friendship’s sake… try one little taste… just for me…’
*
Gravy Soup. Our code name for that secret and most delicious delicacy piped from the tomb. Of course, it’s easy to see how we concocted the name. Soup of the grave: grave soup: Gravy Soup! We chuckled to one another on crowded trains, or in busy bars, and said loudly that we were looking forward to Gravy Soup tonight. Gordon and I even chatted about Gravy Soup in front of members of the Gymnasium Supper Club as we sat in our favourite Indian restaurant, loading pickles onto golden shards of delectable poppadum, and our companions didn’t know what we were talking about. But then supper club members constantly discussed food. Or we shared tips on extracting the most flavour from a meal. For example, after frying steak do not wash that oily gunge from the pan. Wipe clean the frying pan with bread and devour – that meaty, unctuous residue is to die for.
I’ve already mentioned that Ozzy Stambert formed the Gymnasium Supper Club. Wisely, he chose the word ‘Gymnasium’ to avoid any suggestion that its members were a bunch of gluttons, who did no exercise and simply met once a week in order to gorge on vast meals. Of course, that’s exactly what we do. We eat to excess. We bite, nosh, chew, chomp, gnaw and masticate to our belly’s delight.
Ah… Ozzy Stambert. A man of good taste. A man who tasted very good indeed. You will recall the night in the cemetery when I followed Gordon. Yes, I admit it, I finally gave in and accepted Gordon Clumsden’s invitation to suck on the rubber hose – the one connected to the hollow steel pipe… a pipe which penetrated Ozzy’s grave. I savoured a few fluid ounces of my old friend’s liquefied flesh, and… oh, yes… I was converted. The flavour hit me with the overwhelming power of a tidal wave: a tsunami of oral delight. In that midnight cemetery I experienced my Road To Damascus-style revelation: DEAD PEOPLE ARE DELICIOUS.
That night, in the Bombay Star in West Kepplington, we washed down a chicken chat starter with ice cold Cobra lager. After that, waiters served our feast with that characteristic efficiency that you find in even the humblest curry house. Plate after plate of food arrived – Madras, Vindaloo, Bhindi, Tikka Massala and Kofta. There were side orders of Bombay Aloo, Tarka Daal and assorted Bhaji. Platters of golden pilau rice steamed so fragrantly they just begged to be smothered with delicious curry sauce.
Gordon and I clinked tankards, saying, ‘Here’s to Gravy Soup.’ We laughed, and other members of the supper club laughed, too, though they didn’t understand the joke. I noticed the way Spencer cocked an eyebrow at me, hinting that he wanted to know more about our secret delicacy.
Spencer smiled. ‘Yes, here’s to Gravy Soup – whatever that may be.’
I daresay you’ve seen film of ravenous wolves feasting on reindeer… well, to be completely honest, supper club members resembled those hungry carnivores. We attacked our food with a passion.
Gordon tore apart a gigantic naan bread that wore an attractive mottling of toasty brown markings. I couldn’t delay a moment longer and spooned Butter Chicken into my mouth. Fragrant chunks of chicken released even more flavour as my teeth chomped.
‘What a feast,’ I laughed. ‘What amazing food.’
‘It is amazing,’ Gordon agreed. ‘Food of the gods.’
‘Heaven on a plate.’
It isn’t enough. I looked into Gordon’s eyes and realized he was thinking them same. This is a wonderful meal. But we need more. We need …. Dare I speak its name? Yes, I dare.
WE NEED GRAVY SOUP.
After the meal, Gordon and I said our goodbyes to the rest of the supper club. In no time at all we hurried toward the nearest cemetery that West Kepplington had to offer.
Yes, we’d gorged on fantastic Indian cuisine. Yet we were hungry again. Ravenous.
Gordon caught my eye as we rushed through the night time streets. ‘Gravy Soup?’
‘Gravy Soup.’ I nodded eagerly.
‘Gravy Soup,’ came a third voice from behind us, ‘can I have some, too?’
We stopped dead.
‘Spencer?’ I said in surprise. ‘Were you following us?’
Spencer is a broad man with curly, blonde hair. He can smile in such an oily and smarmy way that it feels as if your skin is being brushed with warm, melted butter. ‘Of course, I was following you. I want Gravy Soup as well.’
‘It’s just a private joke between us,’ I told him.
‘It doesn’t even exist.’ Gordon nodded. ‘Gravy Soup is–’
‘–is something that makes the pair of you hurry,’ purred Spencer, ‘and I’ve never seen you two gentlemen hurry before. Not ever. Not even when we attended the all-you-can eat buffet at the Fat Sow. Gentlemen, I’ve seen the way your eyes light up when you say the words Gravy Soup.’
‘It’s just a little extra supper for Jeff and me,’ said Gordon.
‘I want some.’
‘Well, you can’t.’
Spencer smiled his buttery smile, yet there was a cruel glint in his eye. ‘I’ll tell the others in the club that you’re keeping a delicacy from them. That’s against the rules. We always share information about food. You’ll be expelled for withholding a new discovery.’
‘You won’t like Gravy Soup,’ I told him with growing desperation (I didn’t want to reveal where Gravy Soup was extracted – after all, sucking out the contents of a grave is illegal, isn’t it?). ‘It might even make you ill.’
Spencer linked arms with the pair of us. ‘Okay… you give me a bowl of Gravy Soup, and we’ll keep this between ourselves. Is that a deal?’
*
This was tantamount to blackmail. Neither Gordon nor I wanted to be expelled from the supper club for withholding information about our secret delicacy. But we didn’t want the club to know about Gravy Soup – that ineffably gorgeous nectar found in graves. Yes, we might be reported for desecrating burials and arrested. Worse, much worse, we feared that fellow members would develop a taste for Gravy Soup themselves. What if we found that graves were being sucked dry? Being deprived of that luscious goo was my worst nightmare.
So, we caved in. We took Spencer with us. For what happened later, please may God forgive me.
Just after midnight we collected the auger from where we’d concealed it earlier behind a stone tomb in the shape of a boat. A full moon illuminated the churchyard. Naturally, the place was deserted – deserted by the living, that is, for there must have been thousands of burials, dating back many centuries. We’d already pre-selected a grave beneath the huge overhanging branches of an oak tree. Spencer nonchalantly leaned against its trunk as he watched us begin work with the auger. He didn’t seem at all perturbed by what we were doing. If anything, he enjoyed the proceedings as he lit a large cigar. Spencer, with his blonde curls and green cravat around his neck, regarded himself as a sophisticated intellectual – as well as a connoisseur of fine food (the man had the appetite of a ravenous hippo, of course).
‘That’s an auger, isn’t it?’ He pointed at the device with his cigar. ‘For extracting soil samples from underground.’
‘It is,’ I panted as I helped Gordon drive the steel tube down through the soil of the six week old grave. Already my mouth was watering.
Spencer blew cigar smoke up into the night sky. ‘It would be remarkably stupid of me to ask you what you’re doing. It’s obvious: you are drilling down into the grave in order to extract this thing that you’ve named Gravy Soup. Even the name is a dead giveaway. Dead giveway, ha?’ He laughed at his own display of wit.
‘Aren’t you shocked?’ asked Gordon.
‘Shocked?’ Spencer smiled. ‘I’ve made it my quest to taste every delicacy known to man. In Botswana, I’ve eaten bush-food: that includes crocodile, hyena, lion, monkey and God knows what else.’
Gordon and I twisted the auger, forcing it deeper. About five feet of the pole remained above ground, meaning we only had to bore down another foot or so until we struck the coffin lid.
I pointed out, ‘What we are doing is illegal. We could go to prison.’
‘Tut, Jeff. I once visited a man in Burma who took care of a hospital’s incinerator. For a small fee he was more than happy to supply me with tasty bits and pieces from operating tables. Did I fear arrest? Did I worry about imprisonment? Absolutely not. Illicit snacks are the tastiest of all. So… what will you extract from the deceased in his tomb? Fermented brain? Belly jelly? Succulent marrow?’
Gordon continued to help me twist the auger. Without pausing, he said, ‘After a few weeks underground putrefaction sets in… flesh liquefies. Fluids leak from the body until the coffin fills up like a wooden bath.’
‘Interesting. Go on.’ He exhaled cigar smoke.
‘Timing is everything. The liquid is at its most perfect state after the body has been in the ground for six weeks. The juice of the cadaver has matured, developing a uniquely spicy flavour. If you go in too early, putrefaction won’t have had time to produce enough liquid – there’s nothing worse than a dry cadaver. If you try extracting fluid after seven weeks then it begins to congeal. It’s impossible to draw liquid up the tube because it becomes too thick.’
‘So, six weeks? The perfect stage of ripeness?’ Spencer nodded his approval. ‘You’ve obviously spent a lot of time perfecting the process.’
The point of the auger clunked and stopped as it struck the coffin lid.
‘On the count of three,’ Gordon said. ‘Push down as hard as you can.’
Spencer beamed. ‘Like puncturing the shell of a lobster in order to extract the soft, sweet flesh within. How delicious.’
A worrying possibility occurred to me. ‘Take a few paces further back, Spencer.’
‘Whatever for, old boy?’
‘When we break through the lid it will release gas produced by decaying matter. It’s mainly methane so it will be inflammable.’
‘Oh, you mean the cigar might make it go: boooof!’ He mimed an explosion with those languid hands of his. ‘As you wish.’ He moved back a few feet. ‘Okay, gentlemen, time to crack that nut.’
Gordon nodded. ‘Ready? One, two, three. Go.’
We drove the steel pole downward. After a brief resistance, the coffin lid yielded. The point penetrated the woodwork. As I predicted, the tomb exhaled gas. It gushed into our faces, fluttering our hair. Because I now associated that grave burp with the delicious treat to come the vapours no longer smelled foul to me. In fact, my entire body tingled with excitement. The feasting was just about to begin.
‘Can I come close? Has all the inflammable gas gone?’ Spencer waved the cigar; its glowing tip revealed itself as a dancing spot of yellow.
Gordon connected a flexible tube to the hollow end of the auger. ‘It’s safe now.’
‘Ah.’ Spencer glided from the shadows. ‘So you suck Gravy Soup up through the tube, just as a youth slurps milkshake through a straw.’
By now, Gordon and I were shaking with excitement. We wanted Gravy Soup. We ached for our after-midnight treat. And, dear God, we longed to fill our bellies to bursting point.
‘Tighten the jubilee clip around the hose,’ Gordon told me. ‘We don’t want it slipping off like last time. I must have lost almost a pint, and it was good stuff.’
Meanwhile, Spencer pontificated in that highfalutin way of his. ‘The Aghori people of India ate dead loved ones. This wasn’t barbaric cannibalism; far from it, this was a sacred act, joining the flesh of the living with the dead.’ He watched us checking the hose connection. ‘Of course, technically, the pair of you are ghouls… after all, in folklore ghouls steal corpses and devour them – a terribly sinful act, of course.’ He licked his lips. ‘Then all of us in the supper club are self-confessed gluttons…. and gluttony is one of the Seven Deadly Sins, punishable by being despatched to hell.’ He smiled and ran his tongue over his lips again. ‘But I have committed worse sins than gluttony.’ He nipped out the cigar and placed it in his jacket pocket. ‘Okay, suppertime.’
‘My turn first, Gordon.’ Despite eating a huge meal earlier, hunger pangs were driving me crazy. ‘You went first last time.’
‘Ah.’ Spencer held up his finger. ‘I’m your guest. It’s only polite to let me have first taste.’
‘He’s right.’ Gordon had begun to sweat… not with exertion but with anticipation. He wanted to fill his mouth with that tasty brew. ‘Spencer must go first.’ He handed one end of the rubber tube to the blonde man in the cravat.
‘Ah, I can see it all in my mind’s eye,’ Spencer murmured, enjoying the moment of anticipation as he stood there in the moonlight. ‘The coffin containing the mortal remains of…’ he checked a card on a floral tribute. ‘Uncle Toby lies beneath our feet. After six weeks Toby’s flesh has rendered down to something that has the consistency of tomato soup. Now you have taken a hollow steel pipe and you have driven it down through the soil to penetrate the coffin. Essentially, you have done something akin to inserting a ten foot straw into a very large carton of juice. In this case, it–’
‘Stop talking and get on with it.’ I felt like yelling at him. ‘Drink.’
He tut-tutted. ‘Don’t you understand? Delaying the moment of eating heightens the appreciation.’
‘Put the tube in your gob and damn well suck!’
‘As you wish, old boy.’
The man took the thick rubber tube and placed one end in his mouth. With shivers of anticipation he sucked… sucked hard. The tube stiffened and bulged as fluid engorged it. Moonlight falling through the branches above his head created a mottled pattern of light and shade on his face – yet the brightest things were Spencer’s eyes. They blazed with rampant greed.
Fluid entered his mouth. He tasted… savoured… allowed the flavours to drench his tongue. His eyes glazed over with bliss.
‘So?’ I breathed. ‘What do you think?’
‘Hmmm…’ He pulled hard on that tube; his throat swelled as that soup of the grave gushed through; his Adam’s apple pressed outwards against the knot of the cravat.
‘Okay.’ Gordon sounded anxious. ‘You’ve had some. Now it’s our turn.’
When Gordon tried to take the tube from Spencer, well… that’s when it kicked off. All hell was let loose.
Without even removing the tube from his mouth, Spencer managed to grunt with anger. No way was the man going to be deprived of this delicious beverage. He continued to suck as hard as he could. He gorged on that subterranean liquid. An expression of nothing less than ecstasy filled his face. This was a crescendo of gluttony. Nothing would prevent Spencer from devouring the feast.
Of course Gordon and I tried to stop him. We wanted our portion of grave gravy. ‘Fair’s fair – we demand our share!’ I don’t know if I shouted the words or Gordon did. In any event we fought for the blessed, wonderful tube that brought the soup to the surface.
There, in the moonlight, madness took possession of three gluttonous men. We tried to wrench the feeding tube from Spencer’s hand. With demonical strength he pushed us away. Even though he fought us, he didn’t stop slurping once. And within five minutes he’d drained the coffin.
As we stood there panting, bruised and scratched from our madcap tussle, Spencer pulled the cigar from his jacket and relit it – the man did enjoy a smoke after a good meal. But right at that moment we wanted to kill the greedy, selfish pig.
‘That was sooo good,’ cooed Spencer. ‘I want more.’ He pulled on the fat cigar and blew clouds of smoke into the moonlight, which filtered through the branches. ‘I want lots more.’
‘You should have shared. That’s not right.’ There were tears of disappointment in my eyes. ‘We all should have had some.’
‘And now there’s none left.’ Gordon had murder in his eye. ‘You greedy bastard.’
‘We’re self-confessed gluttons,’ oozed Spencer. ‘We are naturally greedy.’
‘You’ve had the lot.’ Gordon bunched his fists. ‘There aren’t any other graves here that are six weeks old.’
Spencer jammed the cigar between his teeth and crouched down. He began reading cards on the withered floral tributes. He plucked one from a faded bouquet of roses. ‘Ah… there is another grave… and it’s just the right vintage.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Right here, below Uncle Toby, is Auntie Sylvia.’ He grinned. ‘It’s a double burial. Whatever the circumstances, husband and wife died together… more importantly, they were buried together. There must be a second coffin directly beneath the one we’ve just drained.’
‘We’ve drained!’ I echoed in disbelief. ‘You drained it by yourself. You had the ruddy lot.’
Puffing clouds of smoke from the cigar, he seized the steel shaft of the auger and pushed downwards.
Spencer laughed. ‘There’s another batch of fresh Gravy Soup – it’s just inches away, gentlemen.’
Frenzied greed gave him an uncanny strength. He put all his weight on the auger, driving the point through the bottom of the coffin and down into the second coffin beneath. The tip of his cigar glowed white-hot as he sucked air and smoke into his lungs.
‘Spencer!’ I shouted. ‘Put the cigar out first. The gas… the methane…’
‘It’s inflammable!’ Gordon grabbed hold of Spencer.
Spencer wouldn’t relinquish the auger, no doubt thinking this was a trick to deprive him of that delicious broth. He jammed the rubber hose into his mouth. Now he had both the feeding tube and the cigar gripped between his teeth.
I tried helping Gordon wrestle Spencer away. Spencer shoved me so violently that I fell sprawling. Gordon clung to Spencer’s back as the man hunched over the top of the auger that protruded three feet or so above the grave.
‘Get rid of the cigar!’ Gordon hollered. ‘If you let the gas out, it–’
Spencer pushed downward. The point of the auger penetrated the lid of the second coffin – that’s when he did release the pent-up methane. Inflammable gas rushed up the hollow core of the auger. From there, it sped along the rubber tube into Spencer’s mouth – the mouth that held the cigar with its brightly glowing tip.
The smouldering tobacco ignited that almighty grave burp.
I remember what happened next in perfect detail. Spencer was hunched forward over the top of the auger. Gordon clung to Spencer, almost as if he attempted a piggy-back. With a WHUMP the inflammable gas detonated. Suddenly night became bright as day. A ball of fire shot through the tree above me. The force of the explosion threw both men upward by at least ten feet. I lay there dazed on the ground, the smell of singed hair prickling my nostrils. I waited for Spencer and Gordon to fall back down to the ground.
They didn’t fall. Strangely, they remained suspended ten feet above the grave. At last, my eyes adjusted to the moonlight again after the explosion’s brilliant flash and I could work out what had happened. The auger had shot from the ground, violently expelled by detonating methane (very much like a spear being discharged from a harpoon gun). The steel shaft had passed through the men’s rib cages, one after another, before pinning them both to one of the tree’s thick branches. There they hung. Both Spencer and Gordon could have been two nuggets of pork on a kebab skewer.
Both were dead, of course: quite dead.
I scrambled to my feet, ready to dash from the cemetery. But then I saw the hole in the grave that the auger had left. Bubbling enticingly from the hole, came that sumptuous liquid. The gas must have ignited inside the coffin, too – both heating and forcing the Gravy Soup upwards.
Reddish brown, steaming gently, releasing such wonderful aromas into the air, that broth called to me. Instantly, I forgot about my two companions hanging limply from the branch.
Gravy Soup. Deliciously wonderful Gravy Soup. The next thing I knew I’d thrown myself down onto my knees. I plunged my face into the hot charnel chowder bubbling out of the ground like a mountain spring. And I did what gluttons do. I didn’t stop gulping down the food until there was nothing left to gulp.
*
I’ve seen doctors. I’ve seen medical specialists. They all agree on a diagnosis. They tell me I’ve lost my sense of taste and smell. It must be a result of the horror of seeing my two friends being simultaneously stabbed through the hearts by the auger (naturally, I haven’t revealed what actually happened to the authorities).
I still think about Gravy Soup. I remember how good it tasted. And I remember that it satisfied my food cravings for at least for a day or so. After gorging on the stuff I could lounge contentedly on my sofa with a full belly, feeling content. I still eat big meals. I’ve even crept into cemeteries at midnight to suck out the contents of graves. But I might as well be drinking water. The taste buds on my tongue are dead. I can taste nothing. But even though my sense of taste has vanished my hunger has not. I crave food. I want to eat. However, nothing satisfies my hunger. My stomach always feels empty… and that brutal hunger is driving me insane. Perhaps this my curse: that in the midst of all the food that surrounds me at home, in supermarkets and in restaurants I actually feel as if I am starving. And, as God is my witness, I tell you that I know I will feel the agonies of unending hunger until the day I die.







The Devil in Red

by
Alex Bell
 
 
 
‘Do you believe in God?’ I ask.
He looks surprised. ‘Is that the question?’
‘Is it?’
‘Hardly.’
‘Well,’ I say, ‘perhaps you might be kind enough to enlighten me. What is the question?’
‘Can I smoke in here?’
It’s against the rules, of course, but I pass him a cigarette from my pocket anyway. No one is likely to come in and object. They’re too afraid to enter the room. Not afraid of him as such – he’s restrained, after all – no, they’re more afraid of the cloud of violence that surrounds him. They think it a contagion – something that might soak through the pores of the skin straight through to the soul. It’s foolish, really. This is a prison, after all – no one here is a stranger to this particular breed of darkness. They have seen it – or its like – many times before. But perhaps they have not stared into its eyes as I have done. I am no longer affected by the horror of it as I once was. That in itself bothers me. But it’s a fact I cannot change.
He picks up the cigarette; his handcuffs clank against the table. I see the congealed blood around his wrists where the cuffs have worn at them – split skin and red sores.
He glances at me, raises one eyebrow a fraction. ‘Do you mind?’
I take the lighter from my pocket, flick a flame into life. Not so much as a rap on the mirrored window. We are turning a blind eye today, then. Awkwardly, he lifts both hands to place the cigarette between his lips and I lean across the table to light it for him. The tip burns bright, the lighter snaps shut. I lean back.
‘So,’ I say, ‘do you believe in God, Mr Marlow? Is that why you did what you did?’
He stares at me for a moment, exhaling smoke through his nostrils, clouding the air between us. For a moment, as I look back into those blue eyes, rimmed with red, staring at me through smoke, I feel a flicker of a strange, secret desire to feel the same coldness everyone else feels when they look at this man. Knowing what he has done, and being so close to him, should make me feel something. Make me shudder. But there’s nothing. And I suppose that’s what makes me so good at what I do.
‘Why do any of us do what we do?’ he says. Then he shrugs and I hear the rattle of chains. ‘Do I believe in God? I believe in His wrath. Is that an answer for you?’
‘For me?’ It is my turn to shrug. The barest lift of a shoulder beneath a one thousand pound jacket. ‘None of this is for me, Mr Marlow. We’re here for you. I’m trying to help you.’
‘I never asked for your help.’
‘But you need it just the same. You understand this is serious?’
‘So everyone keeps telling me.’
I am silent for a moment. Then I lean back in my uncomfortable metal chair. ‘Let’s talk about your wife.’
He draws hard on his cigarette, the tip flaring red in the fug. A single bead of sweat begins to swell into something noticeable at the edge of his hairline. He has an expensive haircut – very much like my own. They haven’t shaved his head yet. If that happened there’d be little left to mark him out as what he is, or used to be – a man of wealth and power and influence. One of my own kind – we might have sat across the same table at a dinner party if things had been different. Made small talk over expensive brandy served in cut-glass goblets. Compared notes on the fine cigars we had imported. Instead we have this – the breathing in of second-hand smoke from the cheap cigarettes I bought at the prison shop on the way in here, whilst the walls of the interview room seem to shrink around us.
He does not like my last remark. He likes it even less than the God question. I see the resentment and dislike in his eyes as he looks at me.
‘This is pointless,’ he says, and there is a warning in the tone of his voice.
‘This is necessary, I’m afraid,’ I say.
My voice comes out just a little more clipped than I had intended, which is not at all like me – I who am so disciplined in all that I do. But I feel suddenly weary of this today – all of this – the police stations and the prisons, the murderers, the blood and the death and the darkness of it all. It doesn’t horrify me as it should, of course, but I am tired of it. That says something for me, I hope. I am, at least, tired of it, to my very bones.
I let my clients smoke if they want to because it helps to relax them sometimes, which helps the interview along, but the smoke and the tiny airless room set off my claustrophobia, and that does nothing to improve my mood.
I do not allow myself the luxury of a sigh. ‘As your legal counsel I must tell you that it’s in your interests to confess.’
There is silence for the stretch of several slow beats. I feel the blood throbbing through my temples with each one and I curse my fear of small spaces, and this tiny room, and the monster who has brought me here today. He isn’t looking at me, but is staring past me as he calmly smokes the cigarette and I wonder whether he has even heard my question. I’m about it ask it again when he says, quite calmly, ‘Confess to what?’
It is a tedious business dealing with psychotics and criminals sometimes. Especially when they show no remorse. Judges like remorse. So do juries.
How many times have I played this game?
‘To your wife’s murder, of course,’ I say.
He looks at me then, the cigarette forgotten in his hand for a moment. I have his attention, at least. He sees me now.
‘I didn’t kill my wife.’
The way he says it – it almost sounds like the truth, and I wonder if he actually believes it. With some clients, it’s obvious from the start. But with others – like Marcus Marlow – they are not opaque like that. They don’t let me see inside. Does he believe his own fantasy or not? Am I dealing with a deranged madman or someone who is horribly sane? It’s a guessing game until the end.
‘I didn’t kill her,’ he says again. ‘I loved her.’
So we are to dance around one another then. The lawyer and the client in the age-old grisly danse macabre.
I consider, for a moment, what to say next, but then I decide to say nothing and take the photos from my briefcase instead – spread them out on the table, like a bad actor in a cheap film.
‘Help me out here,’ I say – the kind of sentence I would never normally speak – it’s so unlike my usual self and I wonder why I am saying it now. ‘Someone did. Someone cut her body up into twenty-three pieces. When you were arrested you were brought to the police station and your personal effects consisted of—’ I pretend to consult a piece of paper but, in fact, I know these details off by heart, ‘a right foot, a left arm, five chunks of a left leg, a right breast, two fingers from a right hand, and a head, which you’d been carrying around in a sack.’
‘That wasn’t my wife.’
I raise an eyebrow. ‘The body parts were confirmed as being those of Laura Marlow.’
‘It wasn’t my wife.’
‘Laura Marlow isn’t your wife?’
‘No.’ The neon lighting above us flickers and he squints slightly, rubs at his head like it aches. I resist the urge to do the same. ‘No,’ he says again. ‘Laura Marlow is my wife but the body parts weren’t Laura Marlow.’
‘She was a chef,’ I say. ‘Your wife. Wasn’t she?’
‘That’s right.’
‘You had some large cooking knives in your home. Last week something made you snap and you took one of those knives and you chopped your wife up into twenty-three pieces, didn’t you, sir? So what happened? Did you find out she was having an affair? Did she say the wrong thing at the wrong moment? Did you marry a nag who was pecking you to death? What? What was it?’
The cigarette falls from his fingers, smoulders away into ash on the table between us. He looks at me and the bead of sweat finally begins to roll down his face.
‘It wasn’t her,’ he says.
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘That... thing... that thing that I chopped up into bits,’ he says, enunciating each word in his cultured and well-spoken voice, ‘was not my wife.’
I am not much in the mood for this sort of thing today. ‘Who was she then?’
‘A devil,’ he says, whispers it almost. ‘A devil in red.’
I still can’t quite tell whether he believes his own fantasy or not but this performance should certainly be enough to impress a jury. It would be even more dramatic in a court room with all those gasps and murmurs from the gallery – or the audience, as I like to think of them. We could, perhaps, go for an insanity defence here.
My fingers drum against the plastic table. ‘You do consider yourself to be religious, don’t you, Mr Marlow?’
He says nothing.
‘You think that God talks to you?’ I prompt.
‘Not God.’
‘But you do hear someone? In your head, I mean? That’s what you said when they arrested you. Someone told you to kill your wife? Who speaks to you if not God?’
‘Something... else.’ He looks at me. ‘God and the devil,’ he says, ‘they’re on the same side. That’s what people don’t realise. That’s what they don’t get. You asked me if I believe in God. I believe in Hell and the devil – and that’s the same thing. You know, God really hates men like you and me.’
‘Why?’
He looks at me for long moments. ‘You already know,’ he finally says. ‘Don’t you? You already know. You’re a bottom-feeder like I am. Hard times are good for business, aren’t they?’
‘Sending a devil to impersonate your wife seems a cruel and unusual punishment,’ I say, trying to get us back on track.
He laughs at that. Well, laugh seems not quite the right word. It’s a howl more than anything. A mad howl of mirth that goes on and on, chipping away at whatever sanity there is left in the room. Just when I think he is going to suffocate himself with it he stops abruptly. He leans back in his chair, still smiling that appalling smile.
‘Well,’ he says finally, ‘God specialises in those.’
The neon lights above us flicker again, making a harsh buzzing sound that crawls across my skin like ants. The walls shrink another inch. My client flinches, the smile vanishes, he shields his eyes with his hands.
‘Do the lights bother you?’ I ask.
‘Can’t you feel it?’ he says, not looking at me. ‘Those neon lights they— It soaks into your head and rots your brain. Toxic. Cancerous. Can’t you do something? Get them to turn it off?’
‘What, and sit here in the dark like madmen?’ I ask. ‘Look, the sooner we conclude this interview, the sooner you can return to your cell. You’ve admitted already that you were the one who chopped up the body. Perhaps if you could just—’
‘She’s not dead.’
I pause. Recall the crime scene. Never in my entire career have I seen so much blood – and I have seen a lot of it in my time. I think of the morgue – cold steel and blinding fluorescent lights, the stench of disinfectant and bleach, clumps of blood-clotted hair, and body parts splattered into wet bowls.
‘She looked pretty dead when I saw her,’ I say finally.
‘She’s not.’ He looks right at me again and now there’s more than one bead of sweat running down his face. His hair is damp with it; his eyes are mad with it. ‘You can’t kill a devil that way. She’s here. She’s right there – over there in the corner.’
I refuse to turn my head but he doesn’t seem to notice.
‘Picking at her nails,’ he says, more to himself than to me. ‘She only does that because she knows how I hate it.’
My neck and shoulders hurt. What I wouldn’t give for a massage. But I force myself not to stretch or rub away the soreness. Never let them see your discomfort.
‘It’s my job to help you, Mr Marlow,’ I say, a line I have said countless times before to countless breeds of killer and lunatic. ‘Your father is paying me a lot of money to do so. Please try to help me understand. If the woman you killed is not your wife as you say, then where is your real wife?’
‘She’s— She was... taken away someplace. When I wasn’t looking. They swapped. My wife disappeared and that... that devil... she slipped right into her place. She thought I wouldn’t notice.’
‘But you did? Forgive me, but they look identical. How could you tell the difference?’
The lights above us flicker and buzz again and he actually groans and clamps his hands over his face. ‘I saw it in her eyes, Goddamn you.’
I wonder briefly whether it might be possible to arrange some flickering lights in the court house when he goes to trial. Performances such as this could only help an insanity defence.
‘When you were arrested,’ I say, ‘and the police asked you why you chopped up your wife – or the devil, if you prefer – you said that God told you to do it. Is that true?’
He slides his hands slowly away from his face, the handcuffs rattle against the table and he squints at me.
‘What was your name again?’ he says
‘Ackland,’ I reply. ‘Josh Ackland.’
‘Josh Ackland,’ he says, looking me right in the eyes, ‘you should not have come here today. We’re the same, you and me.’
I look at him in the sickly glow of the neon lights, and, for a moment – for just this one shocking moment – instead of seeing Marcus Marlow sitting across from me at the table, I see my own face instead.
‘How are you doing this?’ I say, and my own question startles me. I blink hard to dispel the illusion, pull myself together. My fingers burn to rub away the headache I can feel coming on but I leave my hand where it is on the table between us. ‘Look,’ I say, ‘if you do not wish to spend the rest of your life in prison then I am your best chance. Your only chance, really.’ It’s quite true, and usually sobers them a bit. ‘Your wife—’ I begin, but he slams both hands down on the table and cuts me off. Skin tears beneath the cuffs and a trickle of blood runs downs his wrist.
‘My wife! Why don’t we talk about your fucking wife for a change?’
He has raised his voice now to something that’s not quite a shout but is enough to unsettle the nervous guards on the other side of the glass. I hope they have the sense not to come bursting in and interrupt us.
‘My wife,’ I say quietly, ‘is quite irrelevant to your situation, Mr Marlow. If you are so reluctant to discuss your own wife then it’s a pity you didn’t save us all a lot of bother and consider this fact before you chopped her up into small pieces.’
And here he loses it all at once – launches himself across the table at me, takes me by surprise after all these years, knocks me from my chair. Photos of sliced human body parts scatter on the floor around us.
I am aware of the weight of him as he lands on me, the stale breath, the strength of his fingers when they find my throat in that split second before the back of my head hits the concrete floor with a crack that goes through my entire body. For just the briefest moment I cannot see. But the episode, in its entirety, must be over in seconds. The guards are through the door, dragging him off me, out the door and back to his cell.
Hands haul me to my feet but I can’t seem to find my balance and the floor beneath me lurches as fingers dig deeper into my shoulder.
‘There’s blood on your collar,’ somebody says.
I try to focus, to get my bearings, to be the one on top again – the one in control. No one likes to be the one down. And despite the fact that they have just rescued me from my own stupidity, the guards around me feel like the enemy. I know how much they dislike me – the defence attorney who puts criminals back on the street for exorbitant fees. Why shouldn’t they hate me? I’d hate myself if I had the energy for it.
I try to say that I’m fine. But my tongue won’t work, and when I push away the supporting hand I stagger into the table and almost fall down again. For a dreadful moment, I fear I am going to be sick.
But then the worst of it passes and the room comes back into focus and I feel much more like myself if I can only ignore the trickle of blood running down the back of my neck. I wipe it away and my fingers come away sticky with it.
‘You’d better come around the back,’ one of the guards says. He’s so young that he looks almost like a child dressed up in his father’s uniform. ‘We’ll need to write up a report of the assault.’
‘Is that really necessary?’ I say, and my voice does not sound right, even to me.
‘It’s procedure,’ he replies.
And that, I know, is the end of the discussion.
It is, at least, a relief to leave the interview room behind and return to one where there are windows and natural light, even though the sun hurts my eyes. I am given a plastic cup filled with water, and the report is duly filled out. Someone tells the superintendent what’s happened and he rushes in to gloat.
‘Don’t know what you expect, representing people like that,’ he says – a variant of the same thing he has said to me many times before. The tired old script we act out over and over. Some of the security guards try to disguise the distaste they feel for me and my kind but not the superintendent. He has always gone out of his way to make sure that I know precisely what he thinks of me.
‘There’s blood in your hair,’ he says.
‘Hmm.’
‘One of the lads will take you to the hospital.’
‘No thanks. I’m going home.’
He raises his eyebrows, curls his lip. ‘You ought to have that head looked at.’
‘I have a dinner party to get to.’
He shrugs. ‘It’s your funeral, Mr Ackland. You’ll be back again tomorrow, I suppose?’
‘That’s right.’
He grunts something unintelligible and stomps away.
I stand up. ‘Where’s my coat?’ I ask.
‘You didn’t come with one,’ a guard says – the young one from the interview room.
‘Oh.’
‘Are you sure you’re all right to drive home?’ He gives me a dubious look. ‘I can give you a lift.’
‘Thank you but that’s really not necessary. This isn’t the first time a client has attacked me.’ I smile, try to make light of it. ‘It’s really not that big a deal.’
The young guard says nothing but I sense the silent disapproval and no one is smiling here but me.
I drive home. I was telling the truth about the dinner party and if I’m late for the wretched thing Penelope will throw one of her tantrums. I open the front door, bypass the kids watching TV in the living room, and go straight upstairs to our bedroom.
I open the door and walk through. Penelope is in the bathroom – the door is partially open and a beam of light spills out across the floor.
‘Is that you, Joshua?’ she calls.
‘Yes.’
‘Well, for heaven’s sake, what time do you call this?’
I loosen my tie, tug it free, fling it onto the bed. ‘My interview at the prison overran. I told you I have this new client.’
‘The one that sliced up his wife?’
‘Hmm.’
‘Well, get a move on, would you? Luke and Sarah will be here any minute.’
She is just like me – neither one of us really cares. So long as we’re not inconvenienced in any way; so long as we continue to live as we do in this big house with all these fine things, enjoying the spoils of getting criminals off on technicalities. If there really is a God, I wonder what on earth he would think of the pair of us.
I walk to the bathroom door, push it open, freeze in the doorway. Penelope stands in front of the mirror, fastening diamond earrings. She’s wearing a dress that must be new for I’ve never seen it before and it is a shocking shade of scarlet.
A devil, I hear Marcus Marlow’s voice say inside my head, a devil in red...
‘Is that... is that a new dress?’
She looks at me through the glass. ‘I bought it this morning. Do you like it?’
‘It’s— Do you have to wear it tonight, though?’
She freezes in the act of fastening an earring, then slowly lowers her hands and her reflection gives me an icy look. ‘What’s wrong with it?’
‘Nothing. But I mean . . . well, it’s a bit revealing, isn’t it?’
I don’t know what on earth possesses me to talk to Penelope in this way. She spins around and stares at me. Her nostrils flare so I know she is very angry. ‘Say that again.’
‘Never mind. Forget it.’
‘Is this about Luke? Because if you’re going to start up those ridiculous accusations again—’
I pinch the bridge of my nose and wish for the day to be over. ‘Look, could we not do this right now? I’ve not had the best afternoon.’
She does not reply but storms past me and slams the door hard – so hard that I have to clamp both hands to my head and grit my teeth against the pain as the sound vibrates through my skull. When the echoes pass I turn on the shower. There isn’t really time for a wash before the wretched guests arrive, and perhaps no one would notice if I walked around with dried blood in my hair all evening anyway, but I am determined to shower. It will irritate Penelope, at least, and that is always a good thing.
By the time I’m washed and changed, Luke and Sarah are already here. I walk into the living room and Luke sits on my couch, drinking my scotch, probably thinking about the last time he screwed my wife.
When Penelope denied it this morning I felt the mad urge to shake her – shake her hard – and say, ‘You silly bitch, can you really think that I don’t know that you’re having an affair with Luke? Do you imagine that I care? Fuck the whole street if you like; it makes no difference to me.’
Nevertheless, I dislike having it rubbed in my face in this manner. But I take my seat beside Penelope and I act out the charade of amiable host. As we sit and make conversation, Penelope nibbles on the hors d’oeuvres she has served – tiny triangles of toast spread with some kind of salmon paste. I have never, in my life, heard anyone eat toast as loudly as Penelope is doing right now. The crunch and scrape of it throbs through my head, beating and beating against the inside of my skull. It makes it hard to listen to anything that’s being said but then the sound of my name brings my focus back.
‘You know, Josh,’ Luke says in that cheerful way of his, ‘your wife really does give the best damn blowjob I’ve ever had.’
‘What?’
‘What?’
‘What did you say?’
‘When?’
‘Just now.’
He looks puzzled. ‘I said this is the best damn scotch I’ve ever had.’
I glance at the others but no one looks perturbed as they surely would if they had just heard what I had heard.
I really do have the most beastly headache.
Sarah is a little fool and has no idea what is really going on between my wife and her husband. I wonder if they have done it in this house, maybe here on this couch, perhaps even upstairs in our bed. I look at Luke’s smug handsome face and I hate him. I fucking hate him.
Eventually the kids are packed off to bed and we go into the dining room.
‘You’re very quiet tonight, Josh,’ Sarah says when we are part way through the meal. ‘You’ve barely said a word all evening.’
I can’t stop looking at Penelope’s dress. Now that I think about it – and I can’t seem to stop thinking about it – I can’t recall ever having seen her wear a red dress before in the whole time I have known her.
Luke has noticed the dress too, of course, as was doubtless the intention. He is practically drooling. Penelope keeps smirking at him. They are so very obvious about it.
And I find myself wondering how I got here to this place – married to a shrew who loathes me, living in a big house that I dislike, with spoilt brats for kids and clients who do their very best to kill me. Without quite meaning to, I laugh out loud and everyone looks at me.
‘Care to let us in on the joke?’ Penelope says in that poisonous tone of ice she reserves especially for me. ‘Really, Joshua, you’re behaving very oddly tonight.’
‘You look a bit peaky, you know,’ Luke says, and the bastard actually has the audacity to lay his hand on my arm and pretend to be concerned. ‘You’re not ill, I hope?’
I stare at his hand until he removes it.
‘You know,’ I say, ‘I think I might be coming down with something. I don’t feel quite . . . myself.’
I am about to excuse myself when my mobile rings. ‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘I have to take this. It’s probably work.’
I go into the kitchen and take the call. The weird thing, I later think, is that I already know what the police officer is going to say before he says it.
‘Your client is dead. He killed himself in his cell. Someone slipped him a blade.’
There is an accusatory tone in his voice, almost as if he thinks I might have done it myself. I resist the urge to tell him that this is not a service I currently offer my clients.
‘He left you a note,’ the policeman says.
‘Me?’ I cannot hide my surprise. ‘What does it say?’
‘She saw you.’
‘What?’
‘That’s what the note says.’
‘That’s it?’
‘That’s it.’
A flash of red catches the corner of my eye and I look up to see Penelope standing outside the kitchen window, staring in at me. Just staring at me out there in the dark. I’m so startled that I drop the phone. ‘For Christ sake!’ I say. ‘What are you doing?’
She opens her mouth, and I think she is going to speak, but instead her mouth just opens, wider and wider, until her lower lip splits and blood trickles down her chin. Then she turns suddenly on her heel and marches stiffly out of sight of the window, mouth still open wide, arms and legs swinging like some ghastly toy soldier.
‘Penelope, what on earth—’ I stride over to the kitchen door and throw it open, expecting to see her there.
But there is no one. The garden is dark and empty and cold.
The arms circle around me from behind and I smell Penelope’s perfume as she presses herself up close against my back.
‘Come on, Josh,’ she says sweetly, ‘come back to the table. Our guests are waiting.’
Penelope never calls me Josh and she never, ever speaks sweetly to me.
I slowly turn around and look at the woman in red who is my wife but not my wife. Somewhere outside, a dog howls. It’s the neighbour’s dog, probably – the Goddamn thing howls day and night – I have heard it often enough, I know it is only the neighbour’s dog making its usual racket, I know this. And yet, right now, in this moment, I do not hear a dog at all but rather the manic laughter of Marcus Marlow.
And it occurs to me that, perhaps, after all, it might have been better – for all of us – had I not gone to visit him today.
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The rain woke Aaron in the morning’s early hours, a bleared light creeping in through the grimed windows and curtains to colour the room a dead and washed-out grey.
No bird sang; there was only the hiss of the rain and the blowing of the wind. But there’d be other sounds soon enough—
Maybe not. Maybe not this time.
He knew he was fooling himself.
He got out of bed, already fully clothed. The room was cold. No heating, except for the log fires in each room, and wood was getting harder and harder to come by.
I won’t last another winter.
He knew it wouldn’t come to that.
Aaron went to the window and touched the curtains. His hand shook. From far away came a distant sound of thunder.
I don’t want to look.
He knew there was no choice.
He pulled the curtain back.
The cottage had once stood on a hill above a valley. It had been a nice valley, once. A stream had run along the bottom of it. There’d been other houses too, and the road that led to the village nearby. All that was gone now.
Today the cottage stood on an island. Water surrounded it, the colour of stone beneath the blotched and storming sky. On good days he could just about see the chimney-pots of the house that had been below them; today he only saw the tops of a couple of nearby hills. Everything else was gone, lost beneath the flood.
At the shoreline below him, things moved in the water. Drowned-looking things, wet and raggy-looking, limp and tangled, sodden-haired. Perhaps they had drowned. But they wouldn’t lie still.
The first of them stirred and crawled out of the water, up the slope towards the house.
One by one, the other stormcats followed.
They trooped in dozens from the murky water. In places he could see the bare skin through the sparseness of their coats. In others he could see the bare bones through the sparseness of their skin. And none of them had eyes.
The stormcats spread out to surround the house and sat there, waiting. Those who still had tails swished them back and forth. They watched the house, watched him, with the holes that had been their eyes.
Aaron didn’t look at them; instead he watched the rain. Sometimes, if you looked at it just so, you saw shapes in it. Faces. And you always did when the stormcats came.
But that was how he wanted it.
Soon enough, he saw them.
‘Maria,’ he whispered. His voice was a cracked and grating thing, old stone and rusted iron, long unused, in the damp-aired stillness of the room. ‘Jamie.’
He shut his eyes, then opened them again, took a deep breath and went downstairs. At the front door he put his hand on the handle, went still.
Not yet.
He knew it was today; had to be. Knew he couldn’t take the mingled dread and hope of waiting for the next time, wondering if he’d bear it the next time. No. Today he’d reached the limit. Today he went.
But not just yet.
Aaron opened the curtains, peered up at the sky. He saw nothing but clouds, and the ones coming in towards the cottage were almost black. The storm would be here a long time; and while the storm remained, so did the cats, and so did Jamie and Maria.
Time enough.
He went into the kitchen, sat out the table, took out paper and pen – his old Mont Blanc, and a school exercise book Jamie had never had the chance to write in.
It might never be read, he knew; there might be no one left to read it. But he had to do it, as much for himself as anyone else. For atonement, there must be confession.
So he began.
With my greed, he wrote, I killed the world.
*
Of course, that was a dramatic way to put things; he’d hardly done so single-handedly. There were others – some, perhaps, more culpable than he. But he’d played his part.
He’d worked in public relations for a long time. He’d begun as a salesman, worked later in advertising; he’d been good at presenting a product well, emphasising its strengths, glossing over its weaknesses. As he’d done with himself; he’d done well to get Maria, whose father had been a company director and who’d gone to all the best schools. No, he’d not done shabbily at all, for the boy from a sink estate who’d left school at sixteen without a qualification to his name. He’d clawed his way up, and he wasn’t going back down.
PR was the natural place for Aaron; he was handsome, well-dressed, and thanks to elocution lessons and the like he could sound as posh as they came and always remember the right spoon to use at a formal dinner. But the street was always there and he could always use that too, to give him that rough-edged, man-of-the-people charm.
It was inevitable, maybe, that he’d end up working for Carapace Fuels. They were offering phenomenal amounts of money, after all. They had to, really; they needed the best. They’d had an oil-rig blow up in the Gulf of Mexico, killing sixteen people and half the ocean, and they’d cosied up to any number of unsavoury regimes to get their hands on the black stuff. Plus, they’d been moving into fracking and tar sands extraction – more than enough to get the eco-warriors up in arms.
But, of course, the big one, the one that wasn’t going away – the elephant in the rapidly flooding room – was climate change. Rising sea levels, melting icecaps, weather going crazy – all of it pointed to a major crisis, and pressure for curbs, safeguards, controls. And that wouldn’t do; there were profits to be made. Every year there had to be more.
For a long time the changes had been so small-scale they could be ignored. But now it was happening in front of people’s faces.
Jamie had just been born and Maria had given up work to look after him; not long after, her father died and it turned out he and his company were near enough bankrupt. It was all on Aaron; keep the wolf from the door and his family safe.
Of course he’d done it. What was that line he’d heard in a film? I’ve been rich and I’ve been poor; believe me, rich is better. He wasn’t going back there, no matter what. With the money Carapace paid, he’d be set for life. Jamie would have all the advantages he hadn’t had.
So he took the job at Carapace, and he smilingly did his bit. They needed lies; they needed smears and disinformation, what-ifs and reassurances. And at the end of the day most people wanted to be lied to anyway. Who wanted to accept how fucked the world was? That would mean changing things. That would mean accepting you couldn’t have everything you wanted. That would mean giving stuff up.
While if you just accepted it was all a lie – the government trying to steal your freedoms, the scientists making a new religion or scaremongering to shake down research grants that wouldn’t add up to a fraction of the salary Carapace were offering Aaron – accept that, and you didn’t have to do, give up or change anything. Business as usual. Carry on regardless. Ignore the silly tree-huggers.
He did his part, and it was easy. And the money rolled in. More than most people could ever hope to earn, but never enough.
He could have left; could have salved his conscience working for Greenpeace or Friends of the Earth. But he chose to lie to himself, even when report after report crossed his desk – classified information, bought and paid for, that left no doubt of the part Carapace were playing in the planet’s destruction. To pretend, for five years, that nothing was wrong.
Until nobody could pretend anymore.
*
They came to the cottage, that last time, in a terrible rain worse even than today’s.
‘For god’s sake, Aaron, we’ve got to stop.’
‘No.’
‘Aaron, look at it out there.’
The BMW’s wipers were beating hard, but still the windscreen streamed with rain.
‘Daddy,’ said Jamie. His blue eyes were huge in his pale face, inside the halo of reddish-blond hair.
‘You’re frightening him,’ said Maria.
‘We can’t go back,’ he said. ‘They’re declaring martial law tomorrow. Restricting all movement.’
He glanced at her; she was a thin woman, black-haired and dark-eyed, with her Italian mother’s olive complexion, but she was pale in the dull light. ‘How do you –’ she began.
‘Senior management rang me,’ he said. ‘It’s a lot worse than the news are making out. They’re clamping things already. A storm surge came down the Thames Estuary this afternoon. The Flood Barrier failed, and…’ he shook his head. ‘Upwards of twenty thousand confirmed dead already, the same number again missing, and god knows how many homeless.’
Maria put a hand to her mouth, glanced at the backseat. ‘Read your book,’ Jamie,’ said Aaron. He looked ahead, trying to peer through the windscreen. He daren’t take his eyes off it in this weather.
‘It’s the same everywhere,’ he told her, keeping his voice low. ‘Massive flooding across the country, dozens of rivers bursting their banks. Another storm surge hit the Suffolk coast. Devastated it. They’re trying to prevent a panic. It won’t work, not for long, but – it’ll give them enough time to get the army in.’
‘And what then?’
‘God knows. Prevent movement. Keep everyone where they are – last thing they’ll want anyway is people rushing round, pouring out of the cities into the countryside. But it helps keep a lid on it.’
‘How can they? The internet—’
‘The internet’s down for the duration. It’s been arranged.’
‘Arranged?’
‘Stops rumours spreading. Certain special networks will stay up, though. I can connect to it from the cottage, so I can work from there.’
‘Oh well, that’s all right then, isn’t it?’
‘I just meant—’
‘Whatever, Aaron.’
‘Mummy?’ said Jamie. ‘Daddy?’ His voice cracked, full of tears; he was afraid.
‘It’s all right,’ said Maria through her tears. ‘It’s all right.’
‘Look,’ he whispered, ‘we’ll be fine at the cottage. Safe. It’s got its own generator. And food for months. We’ll be safe there.’
Normally, they’d have reached the cottage in another five minutes but in that weather, with that visibility, it took closer to half an hour; Jamie was sobbing inconsolably by the time they arrived. Aaron turned off the motor; they ran to the cottage through the battering rain.
Inside, Maria was calmer. In here, she was in control; there were practical things she could take charge of. She got the lights and heating on, had Aaron get the log fire going, reheated containers of frozen stew in the microwave while tickling Jamie to make him laugh and reading him a story. All very good-little-wifey stuff, the sort of thing that would have made her feminist hackles rise in the past, but for now it was helping her and the boy.
After they’d eaten, she went upstairs to put Jamie to bed. Aaron set up the computer, poured himself a brandy. He sat by the window; by now it was dark and he could see nothing but the rain streaming down the glass. A couple of blurred lights glimmered in the distance. From upstairs he heard Maria’s voice, low and gentle; she was reading to Jamie again. He liked that. When had Aaron last read to him? Christ, he couldn’t even remember the names of the books his son liked nowadays.
Thinking like that wouldn’t help. He managed after several attempts to connect to the internet, but it was hard work, slow, and the signal was nowhere near as strong as he’d expected. He’d do his best tomorrow, but working from here wouldn’t be easy.
Still, he managed to send Heidi, his head of department, an email letting her know they’d arrived safely. When that was done, he shut the computer down; vaguely, he was aware of Maria’s footsteps, descending the stairs.
He was still gazing out of the window when she came up silently behind him; he didn’t even realise she was there till her hand rested softly on the nape of his neck.
‘Sorry about before,’ she said at last.
He held her hand and kissed it. ‘It’s okay.’
‘It’s not, though, is it?’ She was looking out of the window into the storm. ‘It’s not okay.’
But he didn’t mind too much, because he knew she wasn’t talking about them.
‘Jamie was asking about Coppertop,’ she said.
‘Shit,’ said Aaron. Coppertop was a ginger tom they’d had since Jamie was two; the boy adored him. But Coppertop had been out and about, roaming, as cats will, when it was time to leave. In truth, Aaron hadn’t even given the beast a thought.
‘God,’ said Maria. ‘What do we tell him?’
‘It’s just a bloody cat,’ he muttered.
‘Not to Jamie!’
‘Sh.’
‘Don’t tell me to—’ Maria closed her eyes and sighed. ‘Okay. Don’t worry. I’ll think of something to tell him.’
Aaron nodded. ‘Okay.’ He raised his brandy glass. ‘Want one of these?’
‘No. Thanks. Want to come to bed?’
Aaron smiled and put the glass down.
That night, he dreamt of the flood, their street underwater, and Coppertop’s bedraggled body bobbing in the current – battered and broken, barely recognisable, except to him.
*
The storm didn’t let up that night; if anything, when he got up the next morning, it was pelting down even worse than before, the wind using the icy rain to flail the cottage. Further down the hillside it looked as if one, maybe two large trees had been blown down; Aaron saw with dismay that the brook at the bottom of the valley had burst its banks.
He sent another email to Heidi: What’s the situation?
She replied half an hour later; whether she’d taken time to write her message or the internet connection had laboured to deliver it he was never sure. Bad. There’s nowhere to put all the people made homeless by the flood, nothing to feed them with. Word is, there’ve been cases of cholera and typhoid. There’s been rioting. I think I heard gunfire earlier. They said there could be
And the message just ended there. He guessed she’d hit send by accident, although the thought of what might have caused her to do so haunted him long afterward; he didn’t know Heidi that well, but they’d worked together for years. She’d have been at home in Guildford – she commuted from there each day. He imagined her in her office, then hearing it, the sound, looking up, maybe through the French windows to see—
To see what Aaron saw less than a minute later. He heard the sound first, even over the howling of the storm. There was a great rumbling roar and a noise like splintering ice. Thunder? No; this was loud enough, but too protracted, too prolonged. It went on and on. And the cottage itself began to shake.
From upstairs, he heard a cry of alarm.
Aaron got up and went to the window, peering through the rain. Beyond the entrance to the valley, past the road to the village, there was something. Something that glittered silver in the air.
‘Mummy,’ he heard Jamie shouting.
A moment before the vast, rushing wave hit the valley entrance and exploded through it with the speed and fury of an express train, Aaron understood what he was looking at. Then he was knocked sprawling by the impact. Plaster dust rained from the ceiling; one of the windows shattered.
Water spilled through the window into the room, poured in under the front door, but not too much of it. When he staggered to the broken window and looked out, the brown, surging water surrounded the hilltop, ending a few feet from his front door. The houses below, the village – all were gone, leaving only a few scattered hilltops poking out above the floodwaters.
Upstairs, Maria cried out. Jamie was sobbing; Aaron heard her voice trying to soothe him. He stumbled around the cottage’s main floor, checking for any major damage. He didn’t find any; the worst was the broken window. He fixed it up – at least for now – with cardboard and Scotch tape, then went upstairs to his family, knowing, already, that they were all that mattered now.
*
Over the next week, the waters slowly subsided, sinking slowly away from the cottage. They finally stopped a hundred or so feet down the hillside. The rain continued intermittently; the sky never really cleared.
They had several months’ worth of food, and fuel to last the generator almost as long. And they were going to need it; Aaron watched the skies for any sign of a plane or helicopter, but found none. Nor was there any sign of a boat on the choppy waters.
The emergency network was down; the television and the old radio set provided only useless static.
‘We’ll be all right,’ Aaron told them both. ‘Things are in a mess, but they’ll get on top of it eventually. They’ll come looking for us sooner or later.’
He didn’t convince himself; too late, he knew he couldn’t believe his own lies any more. But what else was there to do? They’d survive a while yet. In the mean time he did his best to fashion snares – there’d been rabbits on the hills, some of whom might have survived, and there were still birds.
But no cats, except in his dreams. Funnily enough, he didn’t dream of Coppertop – or at least, there was no picking the tomcat out from the multitude of feline bodies drifting in the current. Sometimes he looked down at them from above, a limp wet tangle of sodden, particoloured fur and skin and bone. Other times he was beneath the dirty waters, sometimes able to spot a familiar landmark – their old house, Nelson’s column – through the murk where the dead cats spun like astronauts in freefall, jaws wide in final, unfinished yowls, while fish came to eat their eyes.
No cats, until—
‘Daddy?’
He was round the side of the house, where he’d broken the earth and was trying to get a garden going from carrot tops and old potatoes that had started sprouting. Hopeless, he suspected, doomed to be drowned in the constant rainfall even if they flourished, but he had to try, had to eke things out as far as possible. He was about to go in anyway; the rain was picking up, and he’d just heard a rumble of thunder; an incoming storm. When Jamie called out, he was glad of the distraction.
‘What is it?’ He got up and went round the front, wiping earth from his hands. ‘What—?’
Jamie was standing a few yards from the front door. He looked down the slope, then back up at Aaron.
Aaron looked, and went still.
At the bottom of the slope, where a shore of silt and loose stone was forming where the grass had been washed away, lay a tidemark of straggly fur.
Aaron went down to the water’s edge. Rats, maybe? But he already knew they weren’t.
Cats. All along the shoreline – there had to be thirty or forty of them, washed up at his door. All dead, of course, long-drowned. None, that he could see, still had eyes. Movement in the water – he looked up to see more limp, furred bodies being washed in.
‘Aaron?’
He looked up; Maria was coming out of the house. Jamie was already starting down the slope. He didn’t look scared any more; if anything, he looked happy. Of course; he loved cats.
‘Coppertop!’ he said.
‘Get back, Jamie,’ said Aaron. ‘Maria, get him inside.’
He heard Jamie start to bawl as Maria grabbed him and pulled him back; by then, Aaron was already looking at the corpses in the water. More and more of them were washing in to shore. Christ, how many? There must be hundreds. His skin, his scalp all prickled; this wasn’t right, wasn’t natural, whatever that word may mean.
Enough of that. What to do with the bodies? They looked too rotten to eat – even if they weren’t, the thought of doing so was somehow revolting, but they couldn’t just be left. Burn them, perhaps. He looked down at the cats again, prodded the closest one with his foot.
It moved.
Aaron leapt back. Must be trapped gas, or something inside it, eating it from within. But no; the cat writhed there brokenly, then rolled and rose up on its paws, then looked around and, despite its absence of eyes, it saw him. And when it did, it hissed and arched its spine, the remainder of its bedraggled hair rising on end as it did.
The whole shoreline was moving now, the rest of the cats thrashing back into life and motion – getting to their feet and hissing, arching their backs –
And starting to advance.
Aaron backed away. The ones in the water were moving too. They floundered their way to shore, to join the other cats – the other dead cats – as they advanced on him.
Maria was screaming; Jamie was bawling. ‘Get inside!’ yelled Aaron, still backing away. He was too far from the door, too close to the cats, to turn around; that might be the signal for them to attack.
The rain beat down; lightning flashed, thunder rumbled, and still on the cats came. Not yet. Mustn’t turn yet. Not yet –
Now.
He whirled and ran; behind him, the cats yowled, a horrible discordant clamour that eclipsed even the storm. He ran for the door – then slipped, fell. The cats yowling. He scrambled up, spitting mud, wiping it from his eyes, ran on. Pain sliced into his leg – claws, teeth. He shouted, stamping, kicking. Something landed on his back. He spun at the doorway, slammed himself back into the wall till bones broke and the weight fell away from him. The cats – dear god, the cats were only feet away. He threw himself through the door, slammed it, bolted it. Even then, he could hear the cats yowling.
Maria was screaming at him, clutching at his arm. At first he didn’t understand what she was saying. And then he wished he still couldn’t.
‘Jamie got loose,’ she was screaming, ‘he ran outside—’
And the cats yowled anew, and over that, Aaron heard the screaming of his son.
*
They tried to get out, tried to help Jamie, but they couldn’t. The other cats flew at the door in a flurry, leaping, clawing, and forced them back. Maria fought the hardest, but even a mother’s love couldn’t carry her through, and Aaron knew, as the yowling died away and there was only the storm, that she’d never forgive herself for that, that something in her had broken utterly.
As it had in him, of course; he stared with loathing out through the window at the cats ringing the house as they glared at it, and past them – though he tried not to – at the pathetic heap, huddled downslope, over which their number crawled. He wanted to go out, fight them, kill them. But how did you kill a dead thing? He was sure he saw at least two that had no heads, but which still moved; if even that wasn’t enough, what was?
At last the storm abated, and that was their cue. The cats turned and slunk away down the slope; the ones battening on Jamie unwillingly forsook their feast and walked back into the dark water, without even a backward, eyeless look. And then they were gone.
Aaron didn’t want to look at what they’d left behind, but in the end he had to. He tried to stop Maria seeing it, but she wouldn’t allow that, even though the sight of what the stormcats had left of their son made her howl and weep and vomit; having failed to save Jamie, she was determined to spare herself nothing. Or him.
‘He kept saying Coppertop was outside,’ she said. ‘You know how much he loved that cat.’
An accusation behind it: if you’d had a bit more thought, if you’d brought the cat with us, our boy would still be alive.
They buried Jamie on the slope behind the house. There was only one shovel; Maria clawed at the earth with her hands, although Aaron tried to dissuade her. In the end he gave her the shovel and sat aside and watched. She didn’t look at him.
Aaron lashed two pieces of driftwood into a crude cross, and nailed a flat piece of wood to them to serve as a plaque. While Maria, sobbing, beat the wet earth flat with the shovel blade, he burned Jamie’s name and the dates of his birth and death into the plaque with a heated knife.
He fixed the cross into the ground, then turned to Maria; she went back into the house without a word.
*
Long days passed. Aaron found himself sleeping in the spare room. Maria wouldn’t even let him touch her; still less would she speak to him.
He kept preparing meals for them both; at first she left them untouched, till the survival instinct overcame pride or hatred, whichever it was, and she ate. But still she wouldn’t talk to him. If anything she seemed to hate him more, as if he’d made her betray Jamie’s memory by not starving.
Almost every night now, Aaron dreamed of the street they’d lived in, flooded, the waters choked with drowned cats. At first he flew above them; then he fell, plunging into the depths. Their bodies spun and drifted in the water; Jamie floated alongside them, and so did shoals of banknotes and coins. The banknotes didn’t grow sodden and disintegrate, and the coins didn’t sink; they all swirled together. All that money you tried to save. For your family. And now both are lost, and there’s only the flood and the storm.
And so they settled into their new routine. Maria didn’t speak to him or even acknowledge his existence if she could help it; Aaron soon stopped trying.
And then the storm came back again.
*
He was sat by the window, the curtains open, and glimpsed the lightning flash from the corner of his eye. The thunder’s rumble followed. He looked outside and saw black clouds sweeping in; speckles of rain dotted the glass.
The lightning flashed again and again; the thunder rumbled closer and closer still. Soon the rain was sluicing down, dancing in the hollows of the muddy ground.
But Aaron found himself looking in one place; down the slope, to the water’s edge. He knew what he was looking for; knew it would come. And soon enough it did. Soon enough the first dark, wet, ragged object was washed against the shore. And others followed.
Lightning flashed. Thunder cracked and boomed. Rain fell.
And the stormcats rose. Stiffly and jerkily at first, then with increasing fluency as they recovered the use of their rotted bodies, they got to their feet and advanced up the slope to surround the cottage. And then they sat. And watched. Watched without eyes.
Footsteps thundered down the stairs; Maria, face flushed, eyes bright, pelted for the door. Aaron grabbed her, stopped her; she fought in his grip, writhed and scratched, and he only raised his thigh in the nick of time to avoid being kneed in the groin.
‘Let me go, you bastard – let me go –’
‘For Christ’s sake, Maria, the bloody cats are out there –’
‘Jamie’s out there.’
He could only stare at her. Mad, he realised. His wife had gone mad. ‘Maria, he’s dead –’
‘He’s out there.’ He had her arms secured so she couldn’t point, but she nodded out of the window. ‘Out in the rain. I’ll show you.’
He manoeuvred her to the window. ‘See?’ she said. ‘There.’
And he looked, and he was about to say that there was only the rain, only sheets and sheets and gauzy-looking sheets of rain, and sparkles like static where stray drops caught the light, but then he saw it too. Saw something, anyway, like a shadow cast on the falling rain. He blinked, but it didn’t go away; if anything, he saw it more clearly. It wasn’t just a shadow now; it had colour and depth. It was about three feet tall and wore jeans and trainers and a green t-shirt, and it had a pale face haloed with reddish-blond hair.
He thought he could even see the blue of Jamie’s eyes gleaming, in that shadow in the rain.
‘See?’ said Maria, and started squirming in his grip once more. ‘See?’
And he almost let her go; almost let her slip away and run outside. But then he shook himself and tightened his grip. ‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s a trick—’
‘Bastard!’ she yelled, thrashing. ‘Bastard!’
She twisted in his grasp; this time he didn’t block the upraised knee in time. Sickening pain shot up through his torso from his groin; Maria broke free and wrenched the front door open. Wind and rain gusted in.
The stormcats ran for the door; Aaron slammed it in time, heard that crash and screech and scratch at it, then staggered to the window.
The cats parted to let Maria through, towards the shimmering ghost in the rain. Then they closed in on her. She didn’t notice as she fell to her knees before the shape, embracing it.
Then it vanished, and the stormcats leapt.
Aaron turned away, refusing to look, but he couldn’t shut out the screams.
When it was over – when the storm had abated and the cats returned to the deep – he fetched his shovel and went outside.
*
…and since then, he wrote, I’ve come to dread the storms. Although it’s almost a relief when they come; the time spent waiting for them is a torment.
And in a way, when they come, it’s not so bad. If I look long enough at the rain, I can see Maria and Jamie again. And Maria doesn’t hate me anymore, and we’re a family again. But I can’t look long, because they want me to join them.
How many storms have their been since Maria died? I can’t tell; I’ve lost count now. It’s like the death of a thousand cuts or the Chinese water torture; little by little it wears you down, kills you slowly. Wears you down until you reach your limit.
As I’ve reached mine.
Aaron looked out of the window. It was still raining, the sky above still black with cloud. Outside, the stormcats were waiting.
It’s time I was going now. I’ve waited long enough.
He felt he should put something else, but wasn’t sure what. At last he settled for: These are the wages of my greed.
Neat to the last, Aaron put aside his pen and capped it, then wrapped the exercise book in an old carrier bag and sealed it inside an empty biscuit tin. Hopefully that would keep his testament safe.
He went to the window.
Silent, watching, the stormcats waited.
Aaron scanned the downpour till he saw his loved and lost in it.
Then he went to the door, opened it, and walked out into the rain, praying it would be quick.
It wasn’t.
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Sleep, wrapping her tight as a shroud. Nibbling through it, like mice, voices, bringing a scent of something green and achingly sweet.
‘Hey, lady.’ A word she didn’t understand, but that tugged, painfully.
‘She doesn’t remember, idiot!’
‘Someone should be fucking dealt with.’ Spiky little mouse, what was it so angry about?
‘You know we can’t.’
‘It’s just…’
‘Shut up. Oh, arse…’
Chrys was vaguely aware of the first clear notes of a bird, falling into darkness, before sleep muffled her. Fading, she thought, How long is it since I was up at dawn?
*
She sat at the dressing table, brushing her hair. Her husband was reflected behind her, straightening his tie, leaning forward, frowning, flicking at something on his collar, and for a moment she felt oddly detached, floating free of herself. The fleck of shaving foam on the fold of flesh above his collar, the pinched set of his mouth, the flat concrete colour of his grey suit, and everything was wrong.
Suddenly dizzy, she snatched her gaze away.
‘Right, I’m off,’ Darren said. Now she was looking at him properly, not in the mirror, it was better. He was her darling. She slid her arms around his waist, laid her head against his stomach, her hair covering his groin and thighs, a flossy blanket of silver-blonde curls.
‘Hurry home. You know I miss you,’ she said. Without him this house was too empty, too lonely, too… there was another word, she groped for it, but it wouldn’t come.
He patted her head, and stepped back. Threads of her hair clung to him like a spiderweb, unwilling to let go.
‘We have people on Friday, don’t we?’ She said.
‘George and Florence, Fred and Annie. Oh, and Marcus.’
‘Is Tina not coming?’
‘No.’ His voice was chilly.
‘Was it me? Did I…’
‘It’s not you, my darling. How could it be? You’re perfect in every way.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘You worry too much. Don’t worry.’
But she was already worrying. Something about Tina, and a dream she couldn’t quite remember.
For the rest of the day she felt as though she had something stuck in her brain, a mental splinter too small to grasp.
Why am I worrying? I never worry. That’s one of the things Darren loves about me. Now I’m worrying. This is worrying. The fact that I’m worrying…is worrying.
Maybe she needed some air; but that wasn’t possible. She had agoraphobia, and a violent allergy to most pollens. They had no flowers or plants in the house and friends knew not to bring them; they kept the windows shut all year around.
Poor Darren, she thought. What a dull wife he has to live with.
As soon as dusk started to creep from under the neat suburban hedgerows she whisked the curtains shut and turned on the television and all the radios as she always did. Dusk and dawn both made her uncomfortable. It was Darren who had suggested she block them out with artificial chatter. He looked after her so well, even when he had to work and she couldn’t.
She didn’t really understand his job, except that he worked hard and was unappreciated. Sometimes when he was particularly tired, when his bosses had been particularly loathsome, she caught him looking at her, as though weighing something. Then he would take her by the wrist and tug her up the stairs, and she would go willingly, desperate to make him happy. Afterwards, he would lie back and smile and toy with her breasts or hair, and be happy, and so would she.
Darren said she was too fragile to work. After all, she couldn’t even leave the house. And so many things upset you. What would happen if you had to deal with people who didn’t understand?
The people they saw understood. Apart from Tina. Tina had said something, hadn’t she?
Then Darren came home, and she surged with love at the sight of him as she always did. He made her hot chocolate as he always did, thick and heavy and sweet, and it was all fine. She listened to the defeats and triumphs of his day. He was her knight, fighting a cruel world on her behalf.
That night she had the dream again, the thin, bickering voices.
‘Did you bring it?’
‘’Course I brung it, not stupid you know.’
‘Hurry up then.’
Then… that scent. Oh, green… it hurt. A dreadful bitter ache, right in the deep of her.
‘Look!’
‘Quiet!’
‘But it…’
‘It’s late. Come on, we have to go.’
*
Next day Chrys felt hollow, desperately hungry for something, but there was nothing in the house she wanted.
She didn’t tell Darren she skipped breakfast. He worried so. Somehow the day passed, worry nibbling at her mind, never clarifying.
People arrived for dinner. George and Florence, Fred and Annie, and Marcus.
George was the head of Darren’s department. He was thick-necked and flushed and used phrases like ‘core competency’ which Chrys didn’t understand, but she was used to not understanding things so she smiled and poured more wine and ignored the way his gaze crawled all over her. Florence was a teacher. She was kind and quiet and spoke gently to Chrys, as though she were something wounded.
Fred knew Darren from work too. Fred was lanky, with thinning sandy hair, and made jokes a lot. He teased everybody, except Chrys. Chrys got little snatched glances and nervous smiles.
Annie was fashionable and sharp and chilly and often seemed angry.
Marcus knew Darren from a long time ago. He was already swaying when he arrived. Most of the time he stared at his glass, his plate, or Chrys.
Chrys pushed her food around her plate.
‘Darling, you’re not eating,’ Darren chided.
‘Surely you’re not dieting,’ Annie said.
Chrys felt oddly embarrassed. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m just not very hungry.’
‘She should live on vapours, on moonlight, on the scent of lilies,’ Marcus said.
Annie jabbed a laugh like a blade into the silence; everyone else went rigid with discomfort. Darren only smiled.
Chrys scurried the plates out to the kitchen and stood gripping the counter, smooth artificial stone, sharp edges underneath. Marcus’ words had shocked her like something obscene. She shuddered, held on.
Chrys hovered outside the dining room, not wanting to go back in without him.
‘… so bloody obvious,’ Annie said.
‘She’s got a point, Marcus, maybe you should lay off on the wine.’
Darren came down as Chrys was still hesitating outside the dining-room door. ‘Something wrong?’ he whispered.
‘Marcus…’
‘He’s just jealous,’ Darren whispered. ‘Everyone’s jealous, my love, don’t worry about it.’
Soon people were leaving, gathering coats, saying they’d see themselves out. Chrys bade goodbye to George and Florence, Annie and Fred. Stacked the dishwasher.
Standing outside the living room, she could hear the sound of another argument.
Why are you afraid? A voice said, so loud she jumped. But it was her own voice, in her own head.
You. Why are you afraid? It seemed as though the voice was saying she, specifically she, poor timid Chrys who couldn’t even go outside, should not be afraid.
She sat on the stairs, put her head in her hands. She was going mad.
‘It’s wrong,’ Marcus said, suddenly loud, close to the door. ‘Every time I look at her…’
‘I know what’s going on when you look at her,’ Darren said.
‘Well of course! That’s the point, isn’t it?’
‘Go home, Marcus. You’re drunk.’
Yes, Chrys thought, backing silently up the stairs. Go home, Marcus. Go away.
‘It can’t go on forever,’ Marcus said. He opened the door, looked up at Chrys, who meant to pretend she was just coming down the stairs, but instead froze, looking at him, looking at her.
‘Dear God,’ he said. ‘Dear God you’re so lovely, still. What will happen to you, Chrys? Will he leave you to someone in his will, do you think?’ He gave a drunken sob of laughter. ‘No, he’ll try and take you with him. Suttee, is that what they call it?’
Darren, close behind him, grabbed his collar. Marcus was taller, fitter, but Darren’s fury propelled him to the door. Darren snatched it open and thrust him through it and slammed it, turned around and leaned his back on the door and stood there flushed and panting, jacket askew and shirt open, showing sparse grey hairs.
Chrys looked at him, opened her mouth to ask something. What was that? What did he mean? But what came out was, ‘Darling, did Marcus upset you? I shouldn’t have let him have so much wine.’
‘It’s nothing,’ Darren said, smoothing his rumpled hair. ‘Nothing. Let’s get to bed. I’ll do your hot chocolate.’
‘You are sweet,’ she said. ‘Are you sure? Do you want me to make it?’
‘I’ll do it. You get to bed.’
She undressed slowly. High hard heels, glossy as paint. Stiff blue satin, tight and chilly. Filmy stockings. The other women didn’t dress like this for dinner; why did she? She glanced at herself in the mirror, in the black and scarlet underwear, laced and wired, and thought; I look like a picture. I don’t look real at all.
Darren came in with her hot chocolate and looked at her, and said, ‘You’d better drink this quick or I won’t be able to wait!’
And she laughed and drank the thick sweet stuff and everything was fine.
*
The quarrellers were back.
‘What have you got?’
‘Barberry. And angelica.’
‘Good, good. Under the pillow, quick.’
Don’t put that under my pillow, she thought. I’m allergic. Darren will tell you.
But she couldn’t be angry at them. Besides, they were weaker this time, their voices gone thin and grey. Poor little angry mice, she thought, with a sudden rush of compassion. My faithful little mice. Go home.
‘It’s not enough.’
‘Lady, please…’ Something pulled her hair, something else pinched her fingers; faint desperate little touches fading away even as the birds began to sing outside her window.
So many birds, frantic to greet the dawn. Trees full of them, their throats beating like a thousand tiny hearts full of music. The procession winding through the hills…
Hush. No. Sleep. Night is for sleep.
But it’s morning. I should wake up now.
And she was fully awake, suddenly, in the pre-dawn music-filled darkness. Even through the closed windows and the double-glazing she could hear the birds, and was there another music woven in with their song? Something that made her sit up with her heart clenched in her chest and tears in her eyes?
It was gone. Suddenly the room was unbearable, stuffy and small and smelling of nylon. She slipped out of bed to the window. The hell with allergies, but it was locked. She crept downstairs, easy in the dark as a cat, but the doors were all locked and she couldn’t find the keys. She put her nose and mouth to the letterbox, breathed a thin trickle of dawn air. It came into her like wine, powerful and sweet, but already fading even as she breathed it. And there was something else, also fading, something unpleasant, and sad.
She pulled back as the scent faded. What if Darren found her, kneeling on the prickly doormat, trying to breathe the dawn air? Dawn and dusk are the worst times for your allergies.
There was something smeared on the edge of the letterbox. The source of the sad smell. Grey-green, tacky when she touched it. She lifted her finger to her nose. A last fading trace, a bitter scent that meant sorrow and loss.
Back upstairs she crept, into the bedroom. She stared at the tuft of grey hair that was all she could see of Darren. Then she darted her hand under her pillow.
Leaves and stems, dry and crumbling. Already drifting away to ash. She lifted them to her nose, sniffed.
Sharp smells, shocking, jolting her back on her heels and making her sneeze.
Darren grunted and shifted.
Chrys looked down at the fragments in her hands, and felt something huge surge up inside her, something furious and shattering. But the sun came through the curtains, the last of the leaves crumbled away as she stared and Darren’s alarm went off, dah-dah-dah-dah.
She grabbed up her dressing gown and went to make tea. Going down the stairs, thrusting her arms into the sleeves, she realised she had been ready to run out into the street naked, if she had found a key.
She must be mad. Poor Darren, he had enough to put up with without a mad wife.
She felt thin as old glass, ready to break at a careless touch. She kissed him goodbye carefully.
‘I’m going to be a little late,’ he said. ‘There’s a work thing. Don’t forget to close the curtains, and put some music on, I don’t want you getting upset.’
‘I will. Have a good day,’ she said.
‘I’ll try,’ he said, and smiled and waved and she shut the door and leaned on it and cried, without sobs, tears rolling down her cheeks and soaking the collar of her dressing-gown.
She cried for most of the day. Perhaps she should get some help. That was what Tina had said, wasn’t it? Tina who used to work with Darren, who used to be their friend and come to dinner. Tina who had suggested a therapist for Chrys’ agoraphobia. ‘This woman helped my brother with his spider phobia, poor sod, he’d hit the roof if he saw a bit of thread on the carpet and it looked enough like a spider, it was crippling him,’ she said. ‘Now he can pick them up! I’ve seen him do it! Seriously, I’ll give you her number, she’s brilliant.’
‘Oh no,’ Chrys had said, before Tina could even finish getting her phone out of her bag. ‘No, I don’t talk to people like that. Therapists and so on. Only our friends. Darren thinks it would upset me.’
And after that Tina had started asking more questions. Questions like why Chrys didn’t have her own email address and why she never answered her phone unless it was Darren calling. Tina made excuses to try and talk to Chrys when Darren was in another room, asking her if she was all right, if she needed help. Then Tina had stopped coming to dinner.
Why hadn’t she remembered any of that? Why had she forgotten what Tina had said, and why, now, had she remembered it?
But as the sun grew higher in the sky outside, shining down on grass and leaves and windows and concrete and plaster, she forgot again, turned on bright brassy music and wandered from room to room, looking at all the plastic things and the glass things and the nylon things, wiping absently at the tears she had forgotten she was crying.
Late afternoon Darren texted to remind her he was going to be late. ‘I’ll be home in time to give you your hot chocolate,’ he wrote. ‘Xxx.’
And she was glad because she knew that once he was home everything would be fine, she would feel better, and not so distracted and full of shadows. But he would be home and she had not made the bed that morning. She ran up the stairs and flung back the sheets and pillows and there were fragments of leaf and stem.
Things from a dream. She reached out to touch them, then, frightened, drew her hand back and clasped it with the other, restraining it.
They’re real. If I’m mad, why are they here?
Who put them there?
Maybe it was me. In my sleep.
But that would mean going outside, and all the doors were locked. And I don’t go outside.
Why are the doors locked?
To keep me safe. Everyone locks their doors at night.
But during the day? I don’t even know where the keys are. I couldn’t get out if I wanted to. I’m locked in. Why am I locked in?
To keep me safe. Darren’s at work, I’m here alone, anything could happen. Someone could break in. A burglar. After treasure.
Treasure like you?
‘Stop it!’ Chrys said out loud to the empty room, clamping her hands in her hair and twisting, pulling, as though she could pull the thoughts out of her head. ‘Stop it!’
She would wash the bedding, even though it wasn’t the day she did that, she would wash the bedding and get rid of the evidence and she grabbed at the sheet and the dust of leaves rose and she sneezed and sneezed and with every explosion there was an inner explosion, a blast of colour and light shaking the walls of the room she’d been living in.
The Court and the dancers in their gowns of starlight and living flowers, the music, oh the music that they try so hard to imitate here and never can, not even knowing what it is they have heard at the edge of their dreams…
He crossed the river of blood. ‘Let him in,’ I said. ‘Let us show him the hospitality of our people, for he is a great adventurer…’
I wore a ring of moonstone, trapped mist and seastorm, on my forefinger. When I gestured they bowed and obeyed… where is my ring?
He kissed my hand and his lips were warm. He looked at me and his eyes and his smile pleased me so…
The letterbox rattled. She heard it quite clearly. She went downstairs, her eyes wide and burning. Outside, it was dusk; she could feel it even through the walls.
One of them was already on the mat, helping the other to climb through. Little beings a few inches high, dressed in green and brown, berry-child and flower-sprite.
The berry-child heard her and turned, bright eyes gleaming in the dusk. ‘Lady?’
The other, still struggling through the narrow slit, said, ‘Will you stop, she can’t fucking hear you,’
‘Yes, I can,’ said Chrys. ‘My darlings, come to me.’ She gathered them up in her arms, and they wept, their tears falling on the blue-glaring nylon carpet like rain on sterile, alien earth, and Chrys, Chrysephaline, Lady Chrysephaline of the Crepuscular Court, remembered everything.
They were very weak, her darlings, near death from their passage and fighting the hostility of the land and the house. The sprite was injured, too: last night she had left her blood on the frame of the letterbox, a sticky smear.
‘How?’ Chrysephaline said.
‘He didn’t set wards for such as us,’ the sprite said, nestling into her shoulder. ‘Too small, too weak for a warlock like him to bother with. That’s why it had to be us that came for you; oh, lady there’s been such a wailing of loss for you that the trees are all withered with the noise of it. Come home!’
‘I will,’ she said. ‘But soon he will be here. And I will be here to greet him.’
‘But what if he catches you, binds you again?’ The berry-child said, putting the moonstone ring back on Chrysephaline’s finger.
‘Have you, too, forgotten who I am?’ she said. And she made a gesture and opened a doorway, and through it she summoned certain of her court.
*
Darren made his way up the walk whistling and turned his key in the door. His wife, his beautiful Chrys, was waiting.
She wore a gown of deep blue smoke, shot with starlight. Her silver-gilt hair twined and writhed about her, whispering. Her eyes were no longer a clear and childish blue but all the colours of a brewing storm.
About her were the highest of the Crepuscular Court. They filled the hallway with breathing shadows and gleaming blades; horns, hooves, fur and feather, stream, stone, leaf and bark. All their eyes were on him, and they were dreadful in their eager stillness.
He turned to run. Bindweed, growing faster than the eye could follow, raced up his legs, trapping him, curled hard about his arms, wrapping them to his sides. He fell heavily to his knees.
Only then did he remember his art. His fingers twitched.
‘No,’ Chrysephaline said, and the few things he still troubled to carry, herbs and feathers and hollowed stones, flew from his pockets and landed at her feet. ‘With this?’ She toed them with one bare foot, and her voice was winter in his bones. ‘With these trappings, you thought to hold me?’
‘I did hold you,’ he said.
‘Lady, for the love I bear you, let me silence him,’ said one, whose voice was the rustle of things in the undergrowth, who moved like trees in the wind; ‘I will stitch his tongue with thorns and sew his lips with spider-thread. Though he scream to burst his lungs, no whisper will escape him. Let me!’
‘Hush, my love, not yet,’ Chrys said, without taking her eyes from Darren. ‘Yes, you held me. Because I thought you pleasing, I let you gull me. And it seems that you used almost all the power you had, to take me and bind me here.’ she toed the scraps again. ‘This is all that is left.’
‘Not all,’ he said, trying to draw himself up, to stare her down. But it was.
‘Marcus knew, did he not? Is he a warlock too?’
Darren gave a bitter yelp of laughter. ‘Marcus? A dabbler. He could never have done what I did. He couldn’t break it, either.’
‘You tore me from my home. You enslaved me.’
‘I did it for love!’ he said.
The court snarled. Darren shuddered, but kept his eyes on her. She must see it in his eyes, the thing that she had first seen, that had made her step from her throne and put her hand in his. He was special.
‘This is your idea of love?’ she said. ‘To bind me, blind me, to tear me from all I cared for, from all that loved and needed me?’
‘You came willingly!’
‘To see your land, you said. To know your heart I must know your land, and so I came, willingly, indeed. But this,’ she flung out her arms, and the walls of the house shrank further in on themselves, becoming thinner, and meaner, and smaller, ‘this I never willingly submitted to. Tell me why.’
‘Why?’
‘Yes, why. I have learned some of your heart, Darren, Warlock, soul-binder. I have seen your land, that bit of it you allowed me, these few mean inches of it, and it has told me much. But not all. Tell me why.’
‘For love,’ he said.
‘Tell me the truth, Darren.’
‘For love…’
‘The truth, or I will let my court loosen your tongue.’
‘I wanted you,’ he said. It was true, after all.
‘You could have had me.’
‘I wanted you here.’
‘Why? You spend your time in a small place, with small people, doing small deeds. With the power you had, and the favour of my Court, this world and the other opened before you like flowers. Yet all you did was bind me here, and you used up almost all your power to do it. Why? You were invited to stay. With me. Such an offer is not often made. ‘
‘As one of your court.’
‘Yes.’
‘While you were queen.’
‘Oh,’ she said. And for some time she was silent, and when he tried to speak again she made the least of gestures and there was a toad filling his mouth, its panting belly pulsing against his tongue.
‘Pride,’ she said. ‘Strange, when you grovel like a dog before your own masters.’
He tried to protest, through his mouthful of cold squirm, and could not.
‘Yet you would rather exist here,’ she said, ‘impressing your fellows with the one thing you had that they did not; your dollslave wife. You could have lived for centuries in a world of marvels and miracles, but you ran from it, dragging me behind you, a child’s toy, to flaunt before the bigger children.’ She looked at him with a kind of wonder.
‘Let me return his hospitality, my lady,’ growled a beast of marsh-stench and lambent eyes. ‘Let me take him to my home, to eat of my bread and drink of my wine.’ And the toad was gone from Darren’s mouth but his throat filled with dark water full of undead things that poked their fingers under his tongue.
‘Let us take him,’ said the berry-child, holding hands with the flower-sprite. ‘We’ll pinch his flesh from his bones, a sliver at a time, and set what’s left to dancing,’ and his flesh shivered as though it was trying to leave his bones before they could do so.
‘Pride, he has? Let me teach him the meaning of pride,’ said a beauty in silver, whose hands were blades and whose teeth were those of a great cat, in whose eyes Darren saw himself a small, plumptious mouse, running in panic from his own spilling guts, knowing himself pathetic, forever prey. ‘It is my speciality.’
‘Enough,’ Chrysephaline said. And they were silent.
‘I could make you my slave in turn,’ she said. ‘To crawl at my heel, adoring and grateful should I deign to beat you. Or I could give you to the Singing Children, and watch you descend the steps of that particular and exquisite madness; but I think that too elegant a fate for you. What should I do with you?’
She came close to him now, one finger resting on her perfect lower lip, her eyes the clear cold green of the sea in springtime.
‘Stand,’ she said, and his limbs jerked him upright.
She looked into his eyes.
‘Such a very little soul,’ she said. ‘You tried to crush me small enough to fit, when there is no room for anything much at all. I think… yes, I think I know your fate.’
Suddenly his mouth was clear, and he could speak, but before he could ask her what she meant, she was gone; all of them were gone, in a whirl and shimmer and the scent of dark flowers.
Darren looked at where they had been. The bindweed withered and fell from his limbs and drifted away to dust.
He got down and gathered up the feathers and the bones and the hollowed stones, but they were empty and there was no power in them, nor in him. The little he had left after he had bound her was gone; she had stripped it from him so easily, and he had never even felt it leave.
But they had left him alive.
So much for their vengeance, so terrible in story. Had she at last been afraid of him, at the end? Was that it? He smiled to himself.
The hallway was stuffy. At least, now, he could open the doors and windows, let some air into the place.
He hesitated, his hand on the door. How would he explain? He needed a story that would make him the hero, a reason why his beautiful wife was no longer there, but not gone of her own will. A disappearance, a kidnapping, some brutal ex-boyfriend… He pushed at the door.
It wouldn’t open.
He huffed impatiently and shoved the key into the lock, turned it.
Still, nothing.
He tried the back door. Eventually, he tried the windows.
The phone didn’t work, either.
Neither did email.
As he snarled and jabbed at buttons on his mobile he heard a laugh.
The berry-child was perched on the dresser, grinning at him with her red teeth.
He threw his phone at her, and she dodged easily, flickering up to the top of the curtain rail.
‘She can’t keep me prisoner here!’ he said.
‘No, she can’t,’ the berry-child said. ‘But you can. You’ll find the accommodations a little cramped, but then, it’s where you’ve always lived, isn’t it? I’m sure you’ll get used to it.’
And she too was gone.
He sat on the bed, swearing. But someone would come looking for him, soon.
He put his keys on the dresser. Then he frowned.
He shouldn’t be able to reach the dresser from the bed.
*
‘Hello? Is anyone home? Chrys?’ Tina swallowed against the fear in her throat. ‘Darren?’
She heard whimpering. Oh, Christ, he’d done it… she’d known, she’d known something was wrong, that Chrys was being abused, and like a coward she’d allowed herself to be driven off. Chrys was lying in there, hurt.
She called the police.
When they broke in, the whimpering led them upstairs.
Darren was curled on the floor, arms wrapped tight, staring at the walls.
‘Darren? Darren?’
‘The room…’
‘What’s that? Darren, can you hear me? We’re here to help you. Where’s your wife, Darren?’
‘It keeps getting smaller,’ Darren said. ‘The room keeps getting smaller. Smaller and smaller and smaller and smaller…’
Eventually, they took him away, to another small room.
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I am lying where previously a dead seagull lay; I brushed it off the edge of the rock, and took its place. It is a good place. Smooth against my skin, and curved in such a way as to hold me comfortably. So I lie here, on my back, on the rock, my right arm hanging down and my fingers in the cold blue water of the lake, the midday heat of the summer sun pressing down on my body. I look at the rock next to my face, and there is a small red mite moving across it.
The dead seagull was decomposing and some of its bones were visible beneath its feathers. When I knocked it into the water it felt insubstantial, barely there. But it was there. If I had not moved it then I would not have been able to lie down. So it was definitely a real thing, with presence and mass.
It sank into the lake and because the sun is so bright and the water is so clear, I was able to watch it sink for quite a while.
The heat is tremendous. I can feel it penetrating my skin, penetrating deep down into my flesh, warming me through to the bone. I now have my eyes closed and I am wearing sunglasses, but even so I can still see the sunlight. The inside of my eyelids is orange, rather than black. The weather is glorious, and out here on this rock there is nothing between it and me.
The rock is a small island in the deep blue lake. The lake is the deepest in the country. When I was little, the rock was always covered in seagulls, and so I have always called it Seagull Island. Although I have not seen any seagulls on it in recent years, apart from the dead one. The seagulls have all gone.
I open my eyes and look at the water. There is no breeze so the water is flat and still. The stones and trees around the shoreline are also still. There is not a cloud in the sky. I am still. I do not move; I do not want to move. There are no cars on the lake road. I am alone. It would be nice to lie here naked. It would be more honest, and nobody would see me. But in order to take my trunks off, I would have to move, and I do not want to move. The whole of the visible world is still and I do not want to break that stillness. Also, I am in such a comfortable position that any movement at all requires a significant effort. Too much effort. I am not being lazy though. I am not a lazy person. Lying here, not doing anything… I have waited a long time for this. Modern life is difficult and I am a very busy person. I am a very important person, but even unimportant people are very busy these days. Everybody is very busy.
The heat of the sun is flowing into my muscle tissue and loosening it, softening it up. I can feel my body settling. I can feel tension dissipating. I can almost feel my worry and stress leak out of me onto the stone, and flow over the curves of the stone into the water of the lake, and disappear from my life forever.
After a while I can tell that the sun has moved. The colour of the light on the mountains is different. But it is moving slowly enough not to break the stillness. Hours have passed since I lay down. But that’s OK. I don’t have to do anything. I don’t have to move. This day is a moment of calm in an otherwise tumultuous period and I should enjoy it. I should make the most of it.
The longer I lie here, the more sense my motionlessness makes, and my resolution not to move grows stronger.
Another of the small red creatures moves across the surface of the rock and onto my left hand. It is tiny. Just a little red dot gliding along. I can’t feel it when it touches my skin – it is too small. There are several on the rock now, I see. My mother used to call these things ‘money spiders’, but I don’t know if that is their real name. I watch them go about their business. Money spiders. I wonder if I should be worrying about money. Not my money, I’ve never had to worry about that, but other people’s. I can’t remember.
By the time the sun is setting, I need the toilet. I just urinate where I am. The urine flows and pools and runs into the lake. I am surprised at how much of it there is. It is really lovely to just let go like that. It feels luxurious. It feels as if I am being kind to myself. Giving myself a real pampering! Once, in a meeting in a room all glass, I thought I was going to wet myself. The table was littered with empty coffee cups. We had been there all day. I suddenly became aware of this intense pressure deep inside myself. Everything got foggy; I couldn’t think. I stood up and walked to the window, hands behind my back. I looked out over fields of shining cars, so small they looked like insects. A world thick with insects. The thought of pissing myself made me sweat. The thought of it streaming through my grey suit trousers. It was a real deep fear. I walked slowly from the room as if I’d just remembered there was something I needed in my office, hoping that the others hadn’t noticed the sheen on my face. If only they could see me now, like this, really enjoying myself. I don’t know what they’d think.
There are still no clouds in the sky. The sky is fiery red to the west and deep blue to the east. The moon is hanging bright up there, now, and a couple of stars are visible above the mountains, which are reflecting the western sky. The mountains are glowing red. They are beautiful. I have lain here long enough now to become familiar with the rocks and trees of the mountainside. It has been a clear day, and my vision is very good. I can see the details of the trees; I can see the leaves and branches, even though they are very far away. I can see them not moving in the lack of breeze. I can see them standing still and silent among the rocks, in the red light of the setting sun.
Night falls and the air grows cool. The moon is three-quarters full and it is luminous, and I can see its craters. I feel as if this is the first time I have looked at the moon and seen a three-dimensional sphere, the first time I have seen how it curves away into shadow. Usually I think of it as a disc, even though I know that it is not really a disc.
The fingers of my right hand are still in the water, which is cold now. The lake looks like a lake of ink. I am tempted to lift my hand and look at my fingertips by the moonlight, to see if they have been dyed black, but I do not. I wonder if there are any fish in the lake that do not like sunlight, and so rise to the surface only during the night. Fish or other creatures.
The moon and stars are bright but the sky in which they shine is utterly black, as black as the lake. The sky is like a lake and the moon is like a rock in it, like another island, like my island, like another Seagull Island, opposite. It is nice to imagine another being up there, an alien, a very important alien, having a lie down and looking back at me. Taking some time to themselves. It is important to take time to yourself and look around at the world sometimes. It is very important.
Or maybe the moon is an island in an inky black lake, and I am looking at it from underneath. Maybe I am at the bottom of the lake. And maybe there is somebody lying on the other side of the moon, looking away, looking out into space. Maybe there is somebody lying on the floor of this lake, looking up at the bottom of Seagull Island. Lying down there in the cold and the mud, having a nice long rest. Maybe they feel guilty about lying down for so long, but just can’t quite bring themselves to get up yet. I now understand what it is like to be too relaxed to move. I understand that very well.
I sleep, but it is broken, haunted sleep. I keep thinking that something’s gone wrong with the money, but I don’t quite know how, or what that means. I dreamt that we put it at the bottom of the lake for safekeeping, but now it’s not there. ‘Maybe it has just gone down into the lake underneath,’ I say to the others. ‘Or the lake underneath that.’ Water is running down my legs and it won’t stop. There was a rock in me once, a solid core that held me together, but now I think it’s gone.
The heat comes quickly after dawn. The sun feels just like the ball of flame that it is. I feel as if I am lying by a fire. My skin is slick with sweat in no time at all.
My mouth is very dry; I wonder if I should drink from the lake. But it seems a shame to start moving now, after I have lasted so long, after I have done so well. Or maybe it is time to move, after all; time to leave, in fact.
I can feel the heat of the sun inside me, inside my chest cavity.
I open my eyes and tilt my head, ever so slightly.
My body is coated in red things; the money spiders. They are swarming all over me. I cannot see my skin at all. The rock, too, is covered. I do not know where they came from. They could not have come from the water. Unless they are not money spiders; maybe they are something else.
There is something quite wrong. I sit up.
There is a dip in my stomach, full of these creatures seething. I cannot see any flesh or blood, but I know they have eaten into me. It is a concavity, teeming with tiny red lives.
I bring my left hand to my face. I can tell straight away that my fingers are too thin. I think the spiders have eaten away the skin and some of the meat, and now my fingers are more or less just bone. Bone and spiders. I have read about animals – vampire bats, I think – that anaesthetise their victims before sucking their blood. All I can feel is the wonderful heat.
I lie back down again. I suppose I have stayed here for too long, but it is too late, more or less, for me to do anything about it now. I will remain. It is another clear, still day, and the lake is blue again, not black. I vastly prefer the lake during daylight hours. There is something unfriendly about the night, and during the night my thoughts unnerve me. I do not understand them.
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